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            You’re Supposed to Look Before You Leap

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything was dark.

      No… Wait.

      Everything was blue.

      My heart would have let out a mighty thump in my chest if it was actually beating, but it was just as cold and still as the rest of me.

      No.

      No!

      This couldn’t be happening. I had gotten free! I wasn’t dead anymore! I wasn’t!

      A low, sickly sort of humming filled my ears, but I couldn’t turn my head to see where it was coming from. The sound reverberated deep within me, rattling my still, still body, until finally, spiderlike veins of insipid, ominous black began to bleed through the blue all around me.

      The crystal around me groaned, trying to cling to me, to keep me where I was, but I willed my power outwards, bursting like a star that could not be contained. I was alive, gosh darn it! I had planned and plotted and done the impossible, and I wasn’t giving any of that up!

      The cracks increased, building into a crescendo until, finally, it exploded in a rain of shards.

      I stumbled forward, gasping and heaving, hitting the ground with all the force of my heavy human body. I was still whole, still my size sixteen self, and still very much alive.

      I groaned, my head spinning as it tried to figure out what was happening, only to hear the humming dissolve into soft chuckles.

      Now that I was released from my prison, I knew that sound, and it made my very much alive skin shudder with revulsion. Fighting to my feet, I wasn’t surprised to see the rotted dragon laying across the broken, fallen remains of what looked like it had once been a magnificent building.

      “Don’t you have anything better to do?” I snapped, lips going back in a snarl.

      Maybe it was a little overly gutsy to verbally throw down with a malevolent being that had brought on the ruin of dozens of dimensions, but dying had ironically made me a whole lot less scared of a whole lot of things. What was he going to do? Kill me? I was in some sort of dream…or vision, maybe? Whichever one, it wasn’t someplace he could actually hurt me.

      Or…at least I was pretty sure he couldn’t.

      Maybe it would be best not to gamble, but my mouth was going off on its own plan.

      “You’d be surprised how fluid time comes when you’ve been outside of it for as long as I have. Certainly, you had at least a taste of that in your temporary death?”

      “You know about that?” I asked, bravado flagging ever-so-slightly.

      “Of course I do. It’s not often that an oracle is able to summon the spirits of past and utilize some of the power that used to be so rife through your people. Tell me, was it worth it, sacrificing your soul? You didn’t even get to move on to the afterlife, did you?”

      I didn’t answer, instead glaring at the great beast. I was pretty sure I preferred it when he was cryptically threatening Armageddon at me instead of remarking snidely on my not-so-life-after-death.

      “What a shame. Death is supposed to be the ultimate rest, where you can be reunited with all those souls you’ve lost, and you didn’t get any of that, did you?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Such is the fate of one who gives such a sacrifice. You cut off an entire realm, you sealed a portal. You essentially realigned the cosmos, and all to save your sister. Your sister who has more secrets than you could ever know.”

      “Secrets?”

      “But the really interesting part is that you came back. And you don’t even know the consequences of that, do you?”

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t recall finding any consequences in all my universe searching, conversing with ancients, and floating through the cosmos. But maybe I hadn’t wanted to see them. Being dead was tricky, and reality was often sifted through a specific filter that was entirely structured around what I wanted or needed.

      “What do you want?” I ground out. The rotted dragon, with all his malevolence and venom, had never sought me out in a vision or dream unless he was planning on threatening me, or trying to wheedle some sort of information out of me. So he had to have a purpose for being in front of me.

      Unless I was just having a regular nightmare.

      Not that there was anything regular about my nightmares.

      It had been a solid week and a half since I had been resurrected and declared war on Baelfyre and all his kin, and it hadn’t exactly been easy. Although I was released from the infirmary a few hours after Bronn and I kissed, there had still been a lot to get used to with having a corporeal form again.

      For one, I still had to mostly obey the laws of physics, which was pretty inconvenient. And one of the best things about being dead was that there was no thigh rub even in the strange, crystalline purgatory I was in. Not to mention managing my bladder, being hungry, my hair. In fact, you could call having a human body pretty darn inconvenient…

      …even with my entire closet filled with designer clothes and a fleet of servants to feed me the finest food, and everyone I loved to flock around me whenever I needed. It wasn’t that I was unhappy to be alive. It was just that I had been so set on defying my death, I had forgotten how inconvenient existing was.

      “Focus now, little one.”

      I blinked and looked back to the rotted dragon. Right. He was in the middle of threatening my life. Probably. If past experiences were anything to go by.

      “Is there a reason for this, or did you just want to chat?”

      “Chat?” He chuckled, and it was an oily, disgusting sound that made my skin crawl. Oh yeah, I definitely had skin now. All the better to get the heebie-jeebies with. “Oh no, I just wanted to watch.”

      “Watch what?” I murmured in confusion before trailing off, a dark shadow coming over the both of us.

      My hair instantly stood on end, and I looked behind me to see a dark, shadowy…something descending toward me. Not quite man, not quite woman, maybe a little like a storm cloud, it came closer and closer, the temperature dropping as it did. It wasn’t until I saw the glint of the unreasonably large scythe in its gaunt, skeletal, blue-gray hand that I realized what I was looking at.

      “There’s no such thing as a grim reaper,” I said, scuttling backward until my back hit something with a squelch. Putrid, warm stink surrounded me, and I realized that I was pressing into the rotted dragon’s chest.

      Crap.

      He let out a laugh and his legs came forward, claws wrapping around me. “Of course there aren’t, little lost girl. But Death? Oh, she’s far more real than you would think, and you’ve stolen something from her.”

      The creature came closer, its body solidifying in my mind the more I stared. She was like candle smoke and ash, parts of her wisping in and out of existence, the billowing, tattered cloak she was wearing more like a storm cloud than fabric. Her face was a skull, terrifying and decrepit, but at the same time, it was strangely beautiful, as if a translucent mask were hovering over the horror.

      And she was coming straight for me.

      “Let me go!” I cried, struggling against him.

      But the rotted dragon held strong, his talons biting into me. “If you want to go, then just leave. I’m not stopping you. But, while I might be trapped in this plane, it is wise to remember that she is not. And Death… Death comes for us all.”

      With a broken cry, I wrenched myself free. I saw the glint of flashing metal in the corner of my eye, but before it could land, I gripped hold of what I knew was reality and yanked as hard as I could.

      The next moment, my eyes snapped open, a scream forcing its way out of my mouth as I jolted. Mickey was already there, of course, gripping my face gently and talking to me.

      It took me several seconds to catch her words, I was so terrified, so confused. But bit by bit, they came to me, and I found my heart slowly settling, along with my short, terrified pants.

      “Shhh, you’re gonna be alright. It was just a nightmare. None of it was real. You’re here now, and you’re alive. We’re all alive. Take some deep breaths with me, okay? Okay?”

      I nodded and breathed along with her. It took several moments, but eventually, I felt myself ease off all the adrenaline.

      “Goodness, that was a bad one, wasn’t it?” Mickey asked once I was more or less back to normal.

      I nodded, my throat still a bit constricted from all the panic and unshed tears. Thankfully, Mickey didn’t remark on that. I’d been having nightmares pretty much every night since I came back from the dead, but my sister was there to walk me down from the edge every time.

      “It wasn’t what I would call pleasant, exactly,” I said, my voice much more raw than it should have been. Oh geez, had I been screaming in my sleep? That was embarrassing. I wondered how many times the guards posted outside my door had tried to come in, or if they had grown used to my caterwauling.

      “Here, let me get you a glass of water.”

      Mickey leaned to the side to the nightstand, pouring me a cup from the pitcher that I had left there the night before. I probably could have done that myself, but it was nice to be pampered a bit.

      She handed the glass to me, and I went to take it only to have my hand bounce off it with a clink.

      No. That wasn’t my hand.

      Blinking blearily, that same ol’ adrenaline started pumping again when I realized my lower arm was entirely coated in blue crystal.

      “Davie!” Mickey yelped, jumping to her feet. “Davie, what’s going on?!”

      “I, uh, I don’t know.”

      “You’re not… You’re not—”

      “Dying? I don’t think so. I think that would feel a bit different… Right? Here, let me just—” I cut myself off and held my breath, focusing on the strange, slippery power running through me. I stared at my arm, willing life and warmth into it. Willing it to be me.

      Bit by bit, the crystal cracked, just as it had in my dream. Once there were several fissures running through it, I concentrated harder until it finally shattered, falling onto my bedspread in a layer of blue dust.

      “You saw that, right?” I asked, panting as I looked to Mickey. I wasn’t sure which answer I wanted. If she hadn’t seen it, it meant it wasn’t real and that was good. But it also meant that my visions were bleeding over into real life and I wasn’t able to tell the difference.

      If she had seen it…. Well, it meant that it was real and for some reason, the same crystal that had claimed my life once was trying to take me again.

      Oh boy.

      Mickey sat on the bed next to me, worry etched into every single one of her features. “What does this mean?” she asked, trying to sound brave and strong like she always was. But I knew her too well and could pick up on all the little tremors she was trying to hide. “Why is this happening?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” I said wearily, sinking back into the lush bed. Suddenly, I was so exhausted. I felt as if I could fall right back asleep, but I was afraid of what would happen if I did close my eyes. “We’ll just have to keep an eye on it and hope for the best. It’s not like we don’t have a whole war between dragon clans to worry about.”

      “Davie,” Mickey said warningly. “How are you not more worried?”

      I shrugged. “I’m plenty worried. But if there’s anything I’ve learned from my not-so-eternal-slumber, it’s that you should only worry about what you can change. Everything else is just information for another day.”

      “I’m not sure I like that.”

      I looked down at my hands, which had just been bright blue and stony. “Me neither.”
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      I sat at a table in the kitchen, slurping down the hardy stew that one of the cooks had made for me. Apparently coming back from the dead and resurrecting their shield made me a bit of a celebrity among most of the castle folk. It was a stark difference, going from being an outsider who most people were suspicious of to someone who was borderline revered, but I wasn’t complaining.

      “Hey, there you are!”

      I looked up, mouth full, to see Mallory coming through the same servant door that I had, a concerned expression on her face. It wasn’t that I didn’t love being with my friends—after all, I had defied the laws of nature to be reunited with them—but since that night where my hands turned to crystal, my nightmares had been getting worse. There usually wasn’t a time that I was able to sleep through the entire night and whenever I did wake up, it was usually screaming and covered in sweat. Mickey and Mallory took turns watching me, refusing to let Mal or Krisjian give them any relief, leaving the three of us fairly exhausted.

      It wasn’t that we didn’t trust Mal or Krisjian, it was just that they were still so new to me and it wasn’t their responsibility to take care of my night terrors.

      And maybe…it was also because I didn’t want them to see me being so weak.

      Not that I would ever admit that.

      “What, are you avoiding me?” Mallory asked, hopping up onto a stool next to me. “What do you have there? Is it good?”

      “Since when is Chef’s food ever not delicious?”

      There was a pleased harrumph from somewhere in the massive kitchen, and I couldn’t help but crack a smile. It seemed the master of the culinary area really could hear everything that happened in the room. Maybe it was a magic dragon thing.

      “Fair enough. Share with me.” She opened her mouth, and I debated draining the entire stew in several big gulps just to mess with her, but it would be a crime to ever waste Chef’s delicious efforts like that, so instead I scooped up a good bit with my oversized spoon and popped it right in her mouth.

      “Mmm,” she said overdramatically before snatching the utensil from my hand and scooping out another bit to hold in front of my mouth.

      “I’m good,” I objected, leaning backward.

      “What are you talking about? Fair is fair.” She batted her lashes at me. “Now say ahhhh.”

      I gave her a long look, but she held her innocent look uncannily well. It was another reminder of how she would get opponents to underestimate her in the ring only to tear them completely apart.

      “It was funny when I did it,” I said, only to have her pop the spoon right into my mouth. My brows furrowed, but I dutifully chewed and swallowed.

      “See?” she said saccharinely. “It could be so much worse.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked once I swallowed.

      “I know it rubs on your nerves to be so dependent on us. And I know that Mickey and my mothering can grate your nerves, even if you do need us at night. So, I just wanted to show you that it could be way worse.” She scooped up another spoonful and held it in front of my face.

      “Now say hello to the airplaneee!”

      I rolled my eyes and took the spoon for myself. “Alright. Point proven. And it’s not that you guys irritate me. It’s just…that I feel bad.”

      “You feel bad?” Mallory repeatedly a bit incredulously. “Davie, you saved this castle and all the people in it. You died for us and then you found a way to come back and save us again. If you ask me, you would be justified in acting a bit more like a diva.”

      I smiled ruefully as I ate more. “Geez, when you say it that way, you make me sound like some sort of holy figure.”

      “Well, aren’t you, kinda?”

      I snorted outright. “I definitely don’t think we should take it that far.”

      “Why not? I mean, you’re one of the last three of an incredibly powerful race with mythical powers. Almost like a trinity, ya know.”

      “Alright, I’m gonna draw the line well before there. It’s not like I need to start a cult. That sounds like a rotted dragon sort of thing.”

      “It really does, doesn’t it?” She took the spoon and ladled some more into her mouth. “Do you ever wonder what his human form looks like? Or even if he has it still? Dude seems to like to hang out as a dragon mostly. Granted, if I was the size of a skyscraper and had a wingspan like that, I’d probably never be a dinky primate.”

      “Is that your inner dwarf talking?”

      Her eyes flashed, and for a moment it felt like we were back in old times, before I was kidnapped, before I stopped taking my medicine and let myself give into the visions. Back when my biggest thing was being a barista with some mental health issues and a whole lot of money problems.

      “Did you just make a short joke?”

      “What? I would never! How dare you accuse me of such a thing…”

      I trailed off. My eyes were drawn to movement just outside the window facing the massive garden in one of the inner courts. At first my mind dismissed it as the shadow of a bird or something of that nature, but then it slowly started to grow, like a drop of dark ink flicked into a glass of water, curling in on itself in artful little wisps.

      “Hey, Davie? You okay?”

      I couldn’t answer her, my eyes stuck right on the little scene as it unfolded in front of me. In a melodramatic, beautiful sort of way, the cloud grew until I could half-see an ephemeral figure standing there.

      “Hey, Davie? Davie? You having a vision?”

      “I…” I pushed the last bit of my stew at her and quickly stood. “I’m gonna go to the bathroom.”

      “Huh? You alright?”

      I nodded, probably a little too overdramatically, but it was what it was. “Yeah, uh, just getting used to having a bladder again. You want to meet me outside the servant’s entrance later for a walk? I could use some air.”

      “Uh, yeah, sure. It’s just… Davie, you look really pale. Are you sure you’re not doing that thing where you hide what’s wrong?”

      “Nope,” I answered quickly, rushing out of the kitchen and out toward…well, actually, I didn’t know where. Was I dreaming again? Was I seeing things that weren’t real? I didn’t know, and I didn’t have a way to tell. Was it just bleed-over from my nightmare?

      I rubbed at my temples, standing at the foot of a staircase that led up to the main hall but also down to the library. Would it make a difference which one I chose? Was there somewhere I could get away from the dark figure that may or may not have been real?

      I chewed at my thumb, feeling anxiety build in me like it never had before I had died. Which was also a pretty strange thing to think. One would think with all the power I had simmering under my skin, with everything I had learned from my after-life journey, that I would be more sagely and chill about everything.

      But I wasn’t, not at all.

      In fact, now that I had already died once, I was a lot more terrified of that idea than I had ever been.

      It wasn’t like I was immortal or anything. I came back on a technicality. It was only because I sacrificed myself in another dimension using my power that I sorta kinda found a back door. The thing was, my original body was still encased in crystal, trapped forever in that awful alternate reality. I was basically running around in a sort a replica, a golem of earth and magic that Krisjian had been able to channel my soul into. Sure, I was flesh and blood, and if a doctor ran a bunch of tests on me, I would read as a human, but that was only because I called on some very, very ancient magic.

      Ugh. It was all so complicated. I just needed—

      My thoughts were cut off by the sound of a trumpet. My eyes went wide, and I was almost sure that it wasn’t a good noise. Momentarily distracted from my existential panic, I rushed up the stairs, bursting onto the main floor just as several of the nobles, knights, and other to-do people were rushing out the front, bursting into their dragon forms as soon as their feet touched the grass.

      I looked around wildly for Bronn, wondering what was going on. It took me a moment, but I spotted him exiting the doors, a grim look on his face.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, rushing up to him. His advisors shifted, as if they were either uncomfortable or inconvenienced by my presence, but he stepped away from them.

      But instead of just talking to me right there on the steps leading out to the long, long drive, he gently gripped my arm and guided me to the side. I wasn’t used to seeing him so serious and it startled me enough to let him pull me along until we were well to the side of the oncoming rush of dragon shifters.

      “I need you to stay here.”

      Since coming back to life, there was a lot of things I had to relearn about myself. One thing that I had never forgotten, however, was that I didn’t like being told what to do. “That didn’t answer my question.”

      “Davie,” he said firmly, in a tone he’d never used with me before. Suddenly the affable, sweet Bronn was all business and royalty. It was…weird. “Please, just stay put. I’ll deal with this and when I come back, I’ll tell you everything you could possibly want to know.”

      “Or we could just cut out the relaying part and just let me hop on your back.”

      “Davie!” His voice was so sharp that I could only stare at him in shock, mouth open a bit. He never raised his voice to me. Not like that. What was going on? “We don’t have time to argue. For once, just sit back and let me take care of things, alright?”

      I didn’t say anything, taken aback by the whole situation. When I had no answer, a fleeting look of regret passed over Bronn’s handsome features, but then he quickly turned away and returned to the advisors still waiting for him. Not a single other word was said before they all shifted into their various forms and took to the sky.

      Wow.

      That sucked.

      I sat down hard on the steps, trying to identify everything that was going on inside of me. While I’d had a pretty intense concentration of emotions in me ever since I’d died, something new was blooming in my chest. I didn’t know if it was frustration, anger or embarrassment, but it certainly stung like lemon juice in a paper cut.

      I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, staring off into the distance as the dragons disappeared from my sight. They must have been going to the very edge of the castle’s territory. That couldn’t bode well at all.

      But before they could vanish entirely, I heard the distinctive sound of wheels skidding across the ground and I turned to see a car rushing toward me from around the house.

      I jumped to my feet, thinking it was some sort of trap, but the car skidded to a stop in front of me, tinted windows rolling down to reveal Mal grinning at me like a jackal. Krisjian was just behind her, looking a little green around the gills.

      “Hey there,” the small woman said. “Need a ride?”

      I let out a bark of joyous laughter and rushed around to the passenger side. “Where did you even get this?”

      “Would you believe that one of those draggo boys left it running when that horn sounded? Seemed a shame to just leave it sitting.”

      I buckled up as I got in then slammed the door closed. “Since when do you even know how to drive?” I asked as she peeled out.

      “You were dead a long time. I had to do something to keep myself occupied from the fact I was here, in your world, and you weren’t.”

      “Oh.”

      “For the record,” Krisjian said from the back, “I was just reading a book. I had no plans for carjacking.”

      “Yeah, because for a homeless kid, you really are boring,” Mal said, grinning at the rearview mirror.

      Krisjian just groaned and sank further into his seat, looking greener by the moment. I wished I could help him, but for being a supposedly super powerful magical oracle whatever, I was pretty powerless against the forces of nausea.

      “Hopefully we won’t miss all of the fun stuff,” Mal said, pressing the pedal down farther as we flew across the grass. I was pretty sure that the fancy, most definitely expensive car we were in wasn’t meant for off-roading, but oh well. If someone had a problem, they could take it up with Bronn.

      There were upsides to being close with the prince.

      …even if he had just been kind of a butt to me.

      I tucked that thought out of my mind, however. It could wait until after I saw what the dragons were rushing to.

      Huh, strange to think that just a few months ago—not counting the time that I spent dead—my biggest worry was making sure I filched enough hours from my coworkers to pay our bills. Now I was chasing after people who could shapeshift into dragons and basically declaring war against some other dragons who wanted to subjugate my entire people.

      Heavy stuff.

      I didn’t have much time to ponder it, however, because we crested a hill and suddenly, all of the dragons were in view.

      And I meant all of them.

      On one side of the shield that I had created, I could see Bronn and all of his subjects, hovering with tension evident in their reptilian forms. On the other side was Baelfyre and what I assumed were all of his people.

      “Oh man,” Mal said, voice dry from beside me. “I may not be from around here, but I’m pretty sure this ain’t a good thing.”

      “I think you’re right,” I whispered.

      It didn’t make sense to keep our voices down, we were still too far away for even their enhanced hearing to pick us up. They’d hear the roar of the engine before they caught the words out of my mouth anyways. But still, there was a sort of heaviness to the air. A tension so thick and palpable that I could practically choke on it.

      As if some sort of signal had sounded, the dragons began to land and shift into their human forms. It was an impressive display of scales receding and wings folding in on themselves until not a single beast was in sight.

      As the two armies faced off, a white-hot flash of warning snapped through me, making my chest ache and my throat burn.

      “Stop the car.”

      “What? We’re way too far to hear anything.”

      “Just stop it.”

      Thankfully, Mal did as I asked, and the burning in my chest faded. I could feel both her and Krisjian looking at me curiously, but I needed to catch my breath.

      “We shouldn’t get any closer,” I said once I was physically able to speak again. “It’s not safe.”

      “Well, what’s the point of coming out here then? Unless you can read lips…”

      She trailed off, no doubt because her eyes were fixed on me as I pressed both hands to the console. Closing my eyes, I concentrated, stretching that fizzing energy out to spread over the fields like water.

      It washed over everything, dizzying in its unbridled power. I guessed that I had been holding back quite a bit since I’d restored and strengthened the shielding of the entire castle. Maybe it was because it was scary to tap into that level of power. Or maybe it was because it was so utterly exhausting. But whatever the reason, I let my death grip on my abilities go and just let myself feel.

      I had never been much for illicit drugs, but if I had to guess what being high was like, I figured this feeling had to be pretty close. My face flushed, my heartrate sped up, and everything took on a syrupy sort of warmth that made me want to snuggle into the closest soft thing and never come up.

      Then, finally, whatever it was that was in me reached the shifters and slid over them, curling around them in invisible little eddies, licking at their limbs and floating along their breaths.

      “What are you doing?” Krisjian asked breathlessly behind me. “I can feel you.”

      I didn’t answer, trying to keep my shaky focus centered. Then, after what seemed like forever floating in that delicious comfort, voices began to play through the radio.

      “Holy… Is that… Is that them?” Mal asked, leaning close to the radio as if she could see her answer there.

      “Yeah,” I said, sitting back and wiping the sweat from my brow.

      “Since when can you do that?”

      “Since right now, when I decided to try.”

      She let out a whistle. “Man, you oracles are something else, aren’t you? I thought you were just supposed to see the future.”

      I shrugged. “Things have changed.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.”

      I could tell that she would have liked to say more, but Baelfyre’s voice boomed through the speakers and all three of us bristled. His words poured like oil, slick and cloying and getting into my every pore. I didn’t think I’d ever had such a visceral reaction to a voice, and I didn’t know if I wanted to puke or just vault myself out of the car and right back into oblivion.

      “Hello there, cousin,” he practically purred, so sure of himself, so cocky. It made me want to uppercut him, even if I was pretty sure that uppercutting a dragon shifter was a bad idea.

      I mean, I’d headbutted one before.

      Then again…that had been a lesser drake. Not a fully-fledged, battle-worn dragon shifter who could go toe-to-toe with Bronn.

      “You lost the right to call me that when you decided to betray our family,” Bronn said even more firmly than he had talked to me. He had such strength to his voice, a determined sort of steel. Yeah, he definitely was going to be a good leader for his people.

      Assuming he had a people once all of this was said and done.

      Geez. That was dark. Even for me.

      “I assume you have come to declare your surrender,” Bronn continued. “If so, lay down your weapons and willingly allow yourself to be fitted with shifting collars. We will be merciful, despite all you have done.”

      My breath hitched. Could it be that easy? Had my coming back from the dead and the grandstanding that followed been enough to stop the growing war before it could actually get to the war part? That would be…amazing, to say the least.

      But instead of capitulating, Baelfyre let out a smarmy, over-the-top laugh. It made my skin crawl, and my fingers curled into fists. What was the point of being built like a Mack truck if I couldn’t beat the crap out of the treacherous man? Thinking of how he used to flirt with me, how he tried to win me over when I was still so new and overwhelmed with his world, made me nauseous. I didn’t like being nauseous.

      “You think I’m here to surrender, cousin? Hardly. I have superior forces, superior supplies, and I am not the one huddled behind a little shield that we’ve already destroyed once.

      “No, I’m here to give you a chance to surrender. Deliver the three oracles we know you’re hiding in there, and we’ll allow you to run away to your allies in Europe. You can take as much as you want with you, and we’ll leave you alone until you inevitably return to try your hand at this war business you keep playing at.”

      There was a beat of silence as his words sank in, making my spine go cold. Suddenly, I wished Mickey had been by Mal when she had—

      He’s crazy if he really thinks we would ever go willingly.

      I nearly jumped out of my seat as I felt more than heard my sister right behind me. Craning my neck, I saw her sitting next to Krisjian, the edges of her shimmering slightly.

      “You’re not really here, are you?”

      Nope. I’m sitting on your bed right now, tanning in a ray of light.

      “Since when could you…”

      Astral project? Since right now, apparently.

      “You two really are sisters,” Mal said with a roll of her eyes. “It’s like listening in stereo.”

      I ignored that, however. “How did this even happen?”

      She shrugged. I dunno. I heard the trumpets and then I tried to find you, but I could feel that you weren’t in the castle. So, I decided I should check on where you were and, poof— She made a dramatic popping gesture with her hands. —here I am.

      “You don’t think the prince will hand us over?” Krisjian asked quietly, bringing me back to the seriousness of the matter. “I… I don’t have powers like you two. I’m not even useful.”

      Your powers will probably come in time. But don’t worry, Bronn isn’t really the type for treachery. Trust me, I’m real good at reading people.

      “Bronn is one of the most honest, noble people I know,” I said, my stomach twinging as I recalled how he had told me to stay behind. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      Well, I don’t know about that. It’s just that we have nothing to worry about from him in particular.

      Before I could answer, the subject of our conversation spoke.

      “You must be even more mad with lust for power than I thought, if you think that we would ever hand over our own to you.”

      “Your own?” Baelfyre shot back with a laugh. “They’re not shifters or fey that have been in your court for generations. They’re interlopers. Humans who managed to get the tiniest sliver of ancient, extinct blood in them that should have been long gone. They’re tools, and if you won’t use them properly, we are more than capable of doing so.”

      I felt myself lose a little color at his frank and despicable words. He really didn’t see us as living, breathing beings. We were just a means to an end. And that end was killing a lot of people I cared very deeply about.

      I opened my mouth, ready to let out a long stream of curses that would say exactly what I thought about the traitor, only for a vision to suddenly flash in front of my eyes, taking up my entire field of vision and thrusting me out of reality.

      I was in a dark place, damp and dripping. I tried to reach out, but my hands were bound. Pretty much everything about me was bound, including a metal collar around my neck.

      I heard soft, weak weeping beside me, and I tried to turn my head only for a blinding pain to lick up the side of my face. Lifting my hands as best I could, I felt a raised bit of skin that hurt almost as much as being impaled by crystal.

      “What is this?” I whispered, my voice raw and ragged. How long had it been since I had water?

      “They branded us.” I recognized Mal’s voice, but she sounded so broken. “Dragons always like to mark their property.”

      “Property? I… I don’t understand.”

      “What isn’t there to understand? We lost.”

      I heard the jangling of chains beside me and I tried to shift. After a bit of wiggling, I saw a dirty and wretched-looking Mickey beside me.

      “You’re not our Davie. You’re from before.”

      I nodded, swallowing my weighted tongue. “I think I’m having a vision. But it’s different.”

      “Yeah, our abilities are going to be doing that for the next long while. But you have to use them, okay, Davie? I know it’s scary, but you can’t fight them. He’s gonna—”

      “Uh… What is that thing?”

      Just as suddenly as it began, I was yanked out of my vision. Gasping hard, my stomach rolled violently, and it took me a moment to realize that Krisjian sounded very concerned.

      “What’s what?” Mal asked.

      Blinking rapidly, I craned my neck to see that he was pressed up against the window, looking out across the field entirely away from all the rest of the dragons.

      I don’t see anything, Mickey added curiously, her form blinking out only to appear beside the car. Whatcha talking about?

      But I could see it.

      Oh boy, could I see it.

      Apparently, my morning just wasn’t exciting enough, because the same billowing, shadowy specter was slowly floating toward us, a skeletal hand outstretched with a translucent, inky flesh around it that seemed more shadow than reality.

      “Oh no,” I whispered, eyes going wide and my breath shorting out.

      “You can see it too?” Krisjian asked, sounding a bit relieved. But relief was just about the last thing that I felt, and my heart picked up an even faster tempo than it had been going in my vision.

      “We need to get out of here.” I said, my eyes fixated on the apparition as it moved steadily closer, picking up speed as the seconds ticked by.

      “Hold up, what are you two seeing?” Mal objected, clearly trying to find what the two of us were so entranced by. “There’s nothing there.”

      “But there is,” Krisjian continued, his tone growing more panicked. “And I don’t think she’s very nice. We… We need to go. Right now. Like Davie said.”

      Oh, so it’s a she now? Davie, what’s going on?

      I reached some internal limit and suddenly, I was lunging across the seat, slapping my hand against Mal’s knee to push her foot off the gas. “Just drive!”

      “Alright, alright!”

      We took off like a shot, Mal whipping the car into a U-turn that had us up on two wheels. I wasn’t complaining, however, as we raced right back toward the castle we had come from.

      I sagged in relief as we left the specter in the dust. But almost as soon as the sound left my mouth, the air shifted and suddenly the billowing spirit was right in front of us.

      I barely had time to scream before the car crumpled around it, everything exploding in flashes of color and pain. I was hot, I was coughing, and then something was slamming into my face with intense force.

      Oh, the airbag. Yeah, those were a thing. It deflated quickly, leaving just powder and smoke in its wake.

      I blinked blearily, once again feeling confused and more than a little dazed. A warm trickle on the side of my head told me that I was bleeding. What had I even hit myself on?

      What the heck just happened? Just hold on! I’m coming, for real!

      My vision wasn’t clear enough to see where she was, but I tried to check how my companions were. Before I could even reach for my seatbelt’s buckle, the window next to me exploded and two hands were yanking me out.

      I screamed, or at least tried to, as I was hauled up and then thrown to the ground. Despite all I’d been through, it was still enough to shock me out of reacting, and I could only let out a groan as my entire world swirled.

      Man, being dead was so much easier.

      I was flipped onto my back, and suddenly, hands were on my throat. Adrenaline shot through me, and the flood of chemicals made my sight clear enough to make out that same specter right above me.

      “Who are you?” I rasped, trying to scramble back.

      But her hold on me was too strong, and I felt a cold, cloying feeling climb up my body. It was all too familiar, and panic rose to counter it.

      I was dying.

      She was killing me.

      “Let her go!”

      I saw Krisjian running toward us, a look of panic on his young face. I tried to warn him away, but I just didn’t have the energy. It seemed to take everything just to fight to bring a breath in through the spirit’s freezing grip.

      “I said, let her go!”

      Before the world winked out entirely, a gold-glowing hand punched through the spirit’s chest. The two of us stared at it in shock a moment, her eyes nothing but empty darkness, and I was sure mine were bloodshot red, and then she disappeared in a rush of smoke.

      “I… I…” Krisjian sputtered, looking just about as shocked as I felt.

      “How did you do that?” I gasped, barely managing to sit up.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Ah. Well, join the club.”

      He looked like he wanted to ask more, maybe even ask a million or so things, but then we were rushed by servants and I could hear the call of Mickey’s voice not that far away.

      Since the threat of danger was gone, I could feel all the pain my adrenaline had been holding back begin to rush in all at once. My eyelids fluttered and I couldn’t help but groan. Looked like I was going back to the medical room again. Great.

      …I was going to have so much explaining to do.
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      I drank my glass of water dutifully, trying not to feel the five pairs of eyes that were resting on me so firmly.

      “What were you thinking!?” Bronn started, only to be cut off my Mallory.

      “Come on, I can’t eat one meal without you running off and almost dying? Again!”

      And of course, Mickey came in right behind her. “What happened, Davie? I know you know. You and Krisjian both saw something.”

      “Yeah, something that completely trashed the car I went through all the trouble of getting for you. I’m not paying for that, by the way.” Mal fixed me with one of her classic cool looks. “Ya gonna tell us what it was, or stay clammed up?”

      “It was Death,” Krisjian said quietly.

      All of them went quiet, giving me a moment of relief as the eyes went to Krisjian. He was sitting by the window, looking pale and sickly and maybe a little bit in shock. I felt a bit guilty that he was so scared. But how was I to know that he could see the figure that had inserted itself into my dreams?

      “What do you mean it was Death?”

      “I mean just that. I knew it the moment I…I touched her. It. Them. I don’t know which, actually. All I know was that I could feel exactly what it was because I’d felt it before.”

      I swallowed hard. “You have?”

      He nodded, eyes wide and haunted. “When I did the ceremony thing. It felt like I was pulling you from something that didn’t want to let go. Now I know exactly what—or who?—it was. That thing.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Mallory said, rubbing her temples. “You’re telling me that Davie literally has the Grim Reaper coming after her, and you, the orphan who we picked up from halfway across the world, are the only other person who can see it?”

      “And can apparently drive it away,” Mickey added, already pacing. This stress wasn’t good for her. I just wanted her to rest for a bit. Her lupus had to be going crazy considering everything we had gone through.

      “The literal ability to prevent death,” Mal whispered. “I know you guys are all pretty magical and whatever, but that seems overpowered.”

      “I don’t think I can prevent death in general,” Krisjian said. “I think it’s just…maybe when I did the ceremony, I became a kind of…guardian, I guess, to Davie.”

      I nodded. “Not guardian so much as summoner. If you wanted, you could take this body away and send me right back into the in-between place I was stuck in.”

      “Wait, what?” Bronn asked sharply.

      But I just shrugged. I trusted Krisjian pretty much whole-heartedly. There was a special sort of connection one shared with someone who resurrected them from the dead, and I knew he was a good kid.

      A good kid that I had just dragged into the middle of a war.

      Right.

      “I’m technically a kind of golem. A creature made of earth and stone and given both flesh and life through supernatural means. My original body is still very much dead.”

      “I— Wait— What?”

      I looked to Mallory, who was staring at me with a downright horrified look. “What? This shouldn’t be news.”

      “Well, it is new news. I never thought of the mechanics of how we were bringing you back beyond finding the boy and bringing him here. I mean… Are you… Are you not human then?”

      “No, I’m human. I’m still me. I’ve still got my burn scars, and my lactose intolerance bundled with a severe love a cheese. I’m just, um… Imagine you were writing a document on your laptop, but you also backed it up onto your drive. One day, the original file is corrupted, so you just restore it using the backup method. That’s basically what I am. A full system restore.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she breathed. “I need a drink.” She looked to Bronn. “Hey, where do you keep your alcohol around here? I’m feeling a strong bought of dwarven heritage coming on.”

      “Actually, I think I could use something too. I’ll have the servants fetch us some ale.”

      “Whatever, as long as it’s strong. I just found out that the spirit of death is after my best friend who’s kinda also a photocopy because she died once saving all our behinds.”

      “Well, it sounds crazy when you put it that way,” I grumbled, feeling stress bubble up inside me. “Look, I didn’t know that a grim reaper was after me. I thought it was just a leftover nightmare, or a vision or something. But I’m not apologizing for what I did in that other dimension, and I’m certainly not apologizing for finding my way back.”

      “Honey,” Mickey said, joining me on the bed and holding my hand. “No one is asking you to apologize.”

      “Except for leaving the castle after I specifically asked you not to,” Bronn remarked calmly, coming back from the door where I guessed he had been telling one of the servants to fetch him something. “If you hadn’t left, you wouldn’t have been in danger at all.”

      “How do you know that? You think castle walls are going to hold off a grim reaper?”

      “No, but you would have been by Krisjian, and not in a car accident.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, feeling more than a little bit churlish. “You don’t get to tell me what to do just because you’re a prince.”

      He stood there quietly a moment, but it wasn’t a peaceful type of silence. It was strange to see him so tense, so upset, and I didn’t know if it made me hurt for him or be uncomfortable. Maybe both?

      Ugh. When did everything get so complicated? I wanted to reach out and touch him, to comfort him. To tell him that everything would be okay and I would be careful.

      But another part of me wanted to tell him that I had literally torn apart the rules of reality to get back to him and the rest of my family, so if he thought that he could order me around because he had a crown on his head, he could shove that right up his—

      “I asked you, Davie. It was a reasonable request. Forgive me for thinking that I might have earned just enough of your respect to trust me.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, jumping to my feet and only swaying slightly. “Don’t turn this around on me—”

      “But this is all about you!” He wasn’t exactly shouting at me, but his voice was raised. “Baelfyre and the anti-humanist court will stop at nothing to get their hands on you. We could have moles or traitors in our ranks that would trade you in for gold, or freedom, or any number of things. I am trying to keep you safe. I failed before, and dammit, I’m not going to stand back and let you die again!”

      I stood there, shocked and flustered and feeling guilty and irritated all at once. I didn’t know what to say, didn’t know whether I should apologize or tell him that I didn’t need him to save me, that I had made my choices and that was that.

      Awkwardness quickly settled in, with the six of us locked in the moment, until finally Bronn turned on his foot and hurriedly walked out. I watched him go, still having no idea what to do.

      “Well, aren’t you going to go after him?” Krisjian asked expectantly from the window.

      I turned to look at him, giving him the best smile I could manage. It wasn’t a very good one, but hey, at least I tried.

      “I… I’m really tired. I think I’d like to lay down now.”

      “Right, of course. That makes sense. Everybody out,” Mickey said, instantly slipping into her mom mode. But once more, nobody moved, gazes flitting this way and that. “Alright. Out with it. What’s going on?”

      “Well, I don’t know about these suckers,” Mal said lazily. “But after literally running into death itself, I kind of don’t want to be alone. Probably wouldn’t be too hard to pull a cot in here, right? Safety in numbers and all that?”

      “Yeah,” Mallory added quickly. “It’ll be like a sleepover. Who doesn’t love sleepovers?”

      “What’s a sleepover?” Krisjian asked, his accent tripping over the word a bit.

      Mickey let out a long sigh before nodding. “I’ll send word down to the kitchen for some snacks. If we’re doing this, we’re going to do it right.”
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      A simple sleepover one night turned into another sleepover the next night, and then the next, until finally five days had passed with our little group all staying together in my room. It wasn’t like we were cramped, there was plenty of space, and to be honest, the company was nice. It seemed having everyone around made my nightmares a little less dark. A little less biting into the nightmares at the back of my mind.

      For what it was worth, that dark apparition didn’t appear at all, not even so much as a shiver down the back of my neck, so I certainly wasn’t complaining.

      …but neither did Bronn.

      After the first night, I just assumed he was busy dealing with the oncoming threat, or maybe talking down those who wanted to trade us in. Although why anyone would want to give up the one person who had restored their magical shields was beyond me.

      But by the end of the fifth day, I had it figured out that he was avoiding me. And that… Well, that hurt.

      I told myself that he was just busy being a prince and stuff, but on the sixth morning, I decided to just go and see for myself.

      It took a bit of work to lose everyone in my little detail without arousing suspicion. It comprised of sending Mal and Krisjian out to find another escape method if we needed to suddenly hightail it, having Mallory check in on her parents for a bit, and urging Mickey to sleep in so she didn’t put herself into another flare. But when everyone was either gone or unconscious, I slipped into some regular clothes and headed downstairs.

      Before, uh, everything that had happened, my only chance to find the prince would be to wander aimlessly and ask around. But ever since I came back, if I wanted to find someone who I was close to, I just had to close my eyes and I could kinda…feel where they were.

      It wasn’t like a direct path, or a glowing string between us. Just kind of a general echo. Like I had thrown a stone in the water and could feel the ripples hit something solid. But it was easy enough to follow, so I marched right along.

      It wasn’t until I was about ten or so minutes into my trek that I noticed something was different. When I had first arrived at the castle, there had been whispers and looks of contempt. People who were angry that I was there and people who were curious. There had been skeptical mutters that shifters may or may have not cared that I heard, and critical comments about the prince’s judgement.

      But now… Well, the whispers and the stares were still there, but they were entirely different. I heard excited exclamations that it was ‘her, the oracle,’ hushed utterances of wonder, or respect. When I did occasionally meet someone’s gaze, I saw admiration, and sometimes even fear.

      Fear?

      People feared me?

      That was a strange concept to wrap my head around. I was just Davie, a barista who liked to make pretty art. I wasn’t anything all that impressive.

      But also…I kinda was, wasn’t I? I’d ripped open a portal to another world to try to save their prince, I’d sent him back and sacrificed myself to do so, and then I’d come back, because I apparently wasn’t done yet.

      So yeah, maybe those fearful looks were a little warranted.

      Still didn’t make me any less uncomfortable.

      Thankfully, I found Bronn before too much longer. I came across a closed set of doors with two guards in front, each dressed in black suits and glasses. They were the typical secret service looking dudes, except for the swords attached to their belts instead of guns. Would guns even really work on a dragon?

      I stepped up to the door and they drew their blades in an instant, crossing them in front of me. I stopped short and gave them a look.

      “Really? We’re gonna do this?”

      They shared a glance, having a conversation that I didn’t understand, then returned their weapons to their sheaths. I expected that to be that, but one opened the door for me and spoke.

      “Her ladyship, the oracle, has come to see you, Sire.”

      Oh geez, that was a very official sort of title. I was a ladyship now? Weird.

      Giving him a nod, I stepped into the room and he closed the door behind me. I wasn’t quite sure what I had expected, but it certainly wasn’t Bronn seated at a table with several of his advisors, tons of papers and clipboards all around him.

      “Davie, did you need something?” he asked, looking at me levelly. It wasn’t a mean tone, but it wasn’t a friendly one either. I was so used to him acting thrilled to see me all the time that it was a bit jarring. “Or did you have a vision?

      “Uh, no, I was just…” Oh boy, I felt stupid now, standing in front of him and his advisors with nothing particularly important to say. But I might as well be upfront about why I was there. “I, um, I missed you. Just wanted to see that you’re alright.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted ever-so-slightly. “I’m fine, thank you. There’s just a lot still to work out if we’re going to be under siege.”

      “Under siege?” I repeated like a stupid parrot. “You think that’s going to happen?”

      He nodded. “Of course. The anti-humanists are intent on destroying us and either taking you and the other oracles or making sure that no one can use you against them. War is inevitable, and if we want to defeat them, we need to be prepared.”

      I swallowed hard. “I’d hoped that maybe I could discourage that.”

      “Those who crave war will always find a way to wage it. You maybe delayed it, if that.”

      “Ah. Can I help somehow?”

      “Unless you’re able to drum up some sort of vision that would give us an advantage, then no, I would say not,” one of the advisors said, voice gravelly. I was pretty sure I used to know his name and never liked him, but dying and then searching multiple reality hubs for ancient information had emptied my mind of all the superfluous info like that.

      “Maybe I can come up with a vision by sticking around. It’s not like we know how this whole oracle thing really works.”

      “No, that’s fine,” Bronn said, waving his hand. “Why don’t you have the kitchens make you and the rest of the gang a full banquet and have a night of it?”

      “Uh, sure, yeah I’ll do that. You’ll be there, right?”

      He shook his head. “Far too much to do, I’m afraid. So go, enjoy it for me.”

      “Right. Yeah… I’ll do that.”

      I knew when I was being dismissed and awkwardly shuffled out. Yeah, I was aware that a war was brewing and that there was a lot to be done considering the whole first round hadn’t gone so great, but still…something was different.

      And not different in a “we kissed and now things are awkward” kind of way, but different as in… I didn’t know. Just different. And I didn’t like it. It didn’t feel like he was angry with me, or that he regretted our kiss. It just felt like he was trying to hold me at a safe distance.

      My eyes widened at that personal revelation as I went back up the stairs to my room. Safe. Was that it? He was trying to protect me in some really weird, isolating kind of way? Put me up in some sort of ivory tower where no one could touch me?

      I didn’t like that. I didn’t like that at all.

      Chewing on my lips, I made it the rest of the way to my room and saw Mickey still sleeping, all curled up and breathing deeply under the blankets that were way nicer than anything that we could ever afford.

      It felt like it had been so long since I had really seen her rest that I couldn’t quite bring myself to wake her. Ever since the whole magical business had started, I felt like her lupus had taken a back seat. And while Mickey was all about insisting on taking care of everyone, even while she was sick, I wasn’t about that life. She’d spent most of our childhood taking care of me with all of my various mental issues—

      Wait.

      Wait a minute.

      So many of my memories were of Mickey holding me, telling me that I was alright and there was nothing wrong with me even though I saw things no one else could. Of her taking me to therapists and insisting I get help. Of making sure I took my medicine correctly. Heck, she even worked extra shifts at one of her three jobs to make sure she could pay for my prescription at one point. It had made feel guilty, sure, but also loved and protected.

      But Mickey was an oracle too. While we didn’t share visions, she had to have known there was something different about her. Had to have had supernatural feelings and experiences. But if that was the case…

      Why had she let me believe I was insane?

      The thought struck me like an arrow and I just stood there, staring stupidly at her sleeping form. She had to have a good reason, right? Maybe she always dismissed her abilities as strong intuition or something like that. Maybe she didn’t connect my visions to her abilities because they were so different. If I didn’t have faith in my sister, in the woman who had raised me, then our love was a shallow one indeed.

      But still… I could feel the question rushing to the forefront of my mind. It was so tempting to just shake her awake, but…no. No, she needed her rest. I could be patient.

      Kinda.

      But also, I didn’t want to just sit around and wait for her to rise either, so I crept to her room where I was pretty sure I had left my sketchbook.

      Sure enough, it was right on the window seat, sun shining over the papers and my pencils next to it. I knew whatever I had been working on previously was going to be light-bleached, but it hadn’t been anything important.

      But as I sat down and drew my sketchpad into my lap, I remembered why I had only been able to draw hazy outlines and light skeletons. The last time I’d created art, I’d painted my own death. Even though I’d already gone through that and come back, I still couldn’t help the shiver of fear that rolled up my spine every time I recalled that painting.

      I’d actually never gone back down…there. To where I knew it was hanging. To the place that had once brought me so much comfort. No. There was no comfort for me there, just like there was no comfort in drawing.

      …except that I wanted to. I really wanted to draw. My fingers itched and that urge to create was so thick on my tongue that I could practically taste it. Maybe if I just could work past the fear, I could have my hobby back. And I needed it, desperately. Something to ground me in reality when it so often felt like I was floating.

      “Come on, Davie,” I whispered, picking up a pencil and turning to a new page. “At least try.”

      That was right. Even if I failed, I could at least try. That was the first step toward anything becoming normal, right?

      It was easier than I thought to settle in and let my eyes glaze over, my hand seeming to move of its own accord. It had been so long since I had just let myself be. Either I was worried about some coming apocalypse, or being imprisoned and threatened or, ya know, the whole dead thing and then alive thing and then declaring war against the anti-humanist things.

      There was just a lot on my plate.

      So yeah, the drawing was nice. Real nice. And soon I slipped under completely, both feet planted firmly in the ‘zone.’ Somewhere in the back of my mind, I wished that I had music, but I didn’t know where my MP3 player and headphones had gone since I had whisked me and my friends off to another dimension. Maybe I should just ask Bronn to get me one.

      Then again, what music would I even put on it? My laptop was back at my apartment, which had been thoroughly ransacked. Or, the slightly better option, packed up when servants had gone to get some of our belongings oh-so-long ago. But I wasn’t in the mood to go searching through all that. I just wanted to draw.

      I stayed like that, huddled over my sketchpad, even as the sun began to move across the paper. It wasn’t until there was a gentle hand on my shoulder that I jerked out of my reverie, whipping around to see Mickey there with both hands up.

      “Easy there, it’s just me,” she said with a grin, the scarred corner of her mouth lifting.

      “You were really concentrating there, weren’t you?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “What were you drawing?”

      “I, uh…” My eyes flicked to the sketchpad, which had fallen on the floor. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?” She bent down to pick it up and looked over the pages. “Huh. This is…bleak.”

      “What?”

      I took the sketchpad from her and looked at what I had drawn. There was a whole lot of shading, making the thing quite dark, but that didn’t stop me from making out what it was.

      It was our city, but as it appeared in the rotten dragon’s prison. Broken, crumbling, abandoned. But unlike his dimension, everything was on fire or smoking, with bones littering the landscape.

      “Huh. That’s pretty depressing. Even for me.”

      “Is this a vision?” I could hear the nervousness in her voice, and I couldn’t blame her.

      “No. I think my mind’s just filling in some details. I’ve had a couple of dreams about our rotted enemy, and this is where he lives, so…” I shrugged and tossed the notebook to the side. “Wish I could have drawn something nicer, but it is what it is.”

      “Are you alright?” Mickey asked, because of course she did. I could never hide my feelings from my big sis. “I’m sorry I napped for so long. I didn’t think I was that tired.”

      “No, I’m not mad that you slept, Mickey. I’m not sure if you know this, but you generally need eight hours a night. More when you’re in a flare.”

      “What? Sounds like fake news to me.”

      We shared a small chuckle, and if I would let it, I knew the moment would fade into pleasant banter. The kind that we hadn’t shared in so long. But I couldn’t just let it lie. Before I could think it through, my mouth was moving, and words were coming out.

      “Mickey, did you know that I had magic?”

      She stopped short, giving me a quizzical look. “Um, Davie, I think there would be something wrong with me if I didn’t notice that you had magic by this point.”

      “That’s not what I meant. When we were growing up and I kept talking about all the things I was seeing, did you know what that was? Because you didn’t seem all that surprised when you were attacked by dragons. And you sealed both yourself and multiple guards in some sort of protective barrier, something that took me months to figure out.”

      “I… I didn’t know it was magic,” Mickey said slowly, sitting on her bed and looking at me with resignation in her eyes. “But I couldn’t help but wonder…maybe…if what you were saying was true.”

      “You? You… But why did you let me go through all of that then? You let me think I was crazy!”

      “The doctors said you were sick! I was just a little girl, what was I supposed to tell them? That I thought that maybe my little sister got premonitions? How well do you think that would have gone over?”

      “Well, at least you could have tried! Therapy was hard! Really hard, and so was thinking that I was legitimately insane!”

      “Look, I’m sorry, Davie. In retrospect, sure, it seems obvious now, but back then we were both just traumatized orphans hopping from foster home to foster home.”

      Right. She may have had a point, but it still didn’t sit right with me. I wanted to be angry, but I also couldn’t blame her. Ugh. It would easier to blame everything all on her, but she was right. We were both kids.

      But she kept on. “Do you remember the night of the fire? When we lost our parents?”

      I swallowed hard. Mickey and I never talked about that night out of sheer principle. Even after everything I had been through, I was pretty sure it was the most terrifying experiences of my life. Worse than meeting the rotted dragon. Worse than even dying, because that had been my choice. No, that night was pure hell, and I didn’t even want to think about it.

      “I, uh… What about it?”

      “Do you remember how you were acting up? Being grumpy and kicking up such a fuss at dinner that you were put to bed early?”

      “I, uh, I guess? Yeah?” I closed my eyes and tried to think back, but it was so long ago. It was almost like everything from before that point was scrubbed out of my mind to make way for all the trauma that was about to come.

      “Well, you kept saying that you were hot. That it was too hot. You wanted water and you kept pouring it over your head. I didn’t think anything of it until…well, until a while after, and by then, you didn’t seem to remember.”

      “But…but…if you even had a shred of a clue that I wasn’t crazy, why didn’t you at least talk about it in private with me? Yeah, maybe you couldn’t convince the psychiatrist not to drug me up, but maybe you could have said something, anything, to give me any assurance! Come on, you’re an oracle too, didn’t you have any supernatural experiences?”

      “Davie, I’m not like you. I don’t get flashes of visions, and I don’t see memories or events that happened before or after the present. I just, uh, I’m really good at reading people, I guess. Situations, maybe, seeing multiple ways it could be solved. And I swear to you that the crystal thing I did was completely on accident. I wasn’t practicing superpowers in some garage somewhere.

      “So no, Davie. I didn’t know you were magic. I had an inkling, but it was the same kind of inkling all little kids have that the world is a big, magical place where anything could happen. And the older we got, and the more you responded to treatment, the more I forgot about thinking that maybe, just maybe, you were seeing things that were real.”

      “Okay, okay, thanks.” I took a deep breath and went to sit next to her. We were a couple of opposites, her and I. Her slight form, burned all along her right side, her limbs slender, and everything about her delicate. Me, strong and solid, only burned on my left hand and forearm. I was the past and the future, while she was always solidly rooted in the present. “Sorry, I just needed to know.”

      “I understand.” She flopped back on the bed and sighed. “I feel like things have been so crazy that we’ve never had the time to talk about all the peripherals. Maybe we should do that.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face, heaving my own sigh. “Can we later? I’ve had enough tense talks and awkward emotions today. Let’s, like, gossip or something.”

      “Ooh, want to talk about boys?”

      I groaned. “No. Please. Anything but that.”

      “Huh, trouble with the prince?”

      “And I repeat, anything but that.”

      “Alright, alright. I see. You want to ask your big sis all these deep, traumatizing questions but don’t like it when I get a little nosy about your love life.”

      “I don’t have a love life,” I countered, grabbing a pillow and slapping her in the face. She laughed, then grabbed two and slapped me in return.

      “You do realize, if we continue this battle, we will be heavily playing into certain stereotypes.”

      “You’re right,” I said with a laugh before smacking her right in the face. “But sometimes, things are stereotypes for a reason.”

      “Alright, you want a war? I’ll give you a war!”

      Perhaps it was a bit silly, but it was nice to just have fun. We devolved into fits of giggles and pillow strikes until Mal and Krisjian entered, looking completely confused. What had just been plain tussling turned into a full-on pillow fight, and soon it was like something out of a movie.

      By the time we were all finished, laying in various places on the floor or the bed with sore sides and grins, I felt a bit better. Sure, nothing was really fixed, and all my problems were waiting for the morning, but a little relief would be nice.

      And who knew, maybe the little bit of reprieve would prepare me for whatever was coming.

      …but probably not.
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      “You’re not where you’re supposed to be.”

      I opened my eyes—or had they always been open?—and only a sharp gasp left my mouth as I saw depthless, empty sockets regarding me with irritation. My mouth opened and closed, silly little sounds coming out of it, but nothing that made sense.

      Because right in front of me was the specter of her.

      And she was drinking…coffee?

      I blinked at her several times, but she just sipped at her drink idly. When my mind finally caught up with what was happening, I had the wherewithal to look around and see where the heck I was.

      Which was apparently the coffee shop I used to work at.

      “What is going on?” I asked, everything starting to get that hazy, confused feeling when my nightmares took on a particularly weird turn.

      “Nothing. I just thought we might have a chat. Especially since your friend made it so I can’t get close to you for a little while longer.”

      “But only a little while?”

      She grinned, her nonexistent lips pulling up to reveal rows and rows of small teeth. Her voice was just as chilling, somewhere between a familiar voice and one covered in both dust and oil. It was ancient and wise at the same time as it was threatening, giving me a sense of foreboding right in my middle.

      “Nature abhors a vacuum and will do whatever it can to fix it.”

      “And I’m a vacuum?” I muttered.

      “Yes. You are supposed to be dead, and yet here you are, alive and well. It’s against the order of things, and order will always win out.”

      “Yeah, tell that to the anti-humanists who are planning a war so they can enslave all humans.”

      “The politics of mortals matter little to me. I have come to ask you to give yourself up willingly.”

      A cup of hot chocolate appeared in front of me, just the way I used to make it, and I sipped it for a moment while I gathered my thoughts. “And why would I do that?”

      She leaned forward, all smoke and fading edges. “I already told you. Nature abhors a vacuum. If you keep things as they are, it will find a way to fill it one way or another.”

      “Well, if I’m going to die either way, shouldn’t I draw this out as long as possible?”

      “I never said that you would die either way.”

      “But—”

      “You’re a magical being, Davie. You know as well as I that rules can be a little…flexible around us. But flexible doesn’t mean breakable. You and all that magic within you, all that potential, belong to one of the many realms of the dead. If you don’t go back, well, it’ll find whatever it can to replace you.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      She shrugged. “Think of everything as an exchange of energy. Your energy, all of that oracle goodness going through you, is missing from the afterlife realm you were supposed to go to. How much energy is that? It’s hard to say. Maybe equal to a dozen human souls? Maybe a handful of dwarves? Or, as one of the last of your species, as the oracle that awakened all the others, are you worth more?”

      Her hands shot forward suddenly, bone and ephemeral flesh gripping my wrists and yanking me to her. I dropped my hot chocolate, and it splattered against my legs. I hardly paid it any attention, though, because suddenly my gaze was full of the apparition.

      She smelled of damp and death, with the tiniest undercurrent of rot. While a beautiful, hazy face sat behind her many veils, I could only see the skull underneath. Ancient and yellowed with time, cracked in several places.

      “Perhaps it will take a whole city? A whole world. Is there a way to find out? No. So I think it would be better for the both of us if you just let me take you where you’re supposed to go.”

      “Who are you?” I snapped, jerking my hands from her grasp.

      “Just a shepherd. I want to take you home. To where you’re supposed to be.”

      “I am home!”

      “No!” She slammed both her hands into the table and the entire coffee shop shattered around us, leaving us in the same rubble that I was used to seeing in the rotted dragon’s prison realm. “You died, Davie. You are supposed to pass on. To be united with your family and do whatever it is you lot do when you die.”

      “My…my family?”

      Her face and voice grew sweeter as she leaned in, and then suddenly we were sitting on the massive sectional couch in my childhood home. “Of course. They’re waiting for you, you know. They were so excited to see you again.”

      “So… They’re all in Heaven? Is there a Heaven?”

      The woman waved her hand. “How should I know? I’m just a guide. A guardian. Maybe even a bounty hunter, if you will. I never get to see what’s behind the veil. Part of my curse, I suppose.”

      “Curse?”

      She narrowed her empty sockets, as if she was accusing me of delaying the inevitable. “Yeah. My curse. Destined to roam all of the lands of the living for all eternity, but never being a part of them. I collect the dead and escort them to peace or torment, but I never get that myself. I am my own, in limbo, and my task is all I have.

      “And right now, you are my task, Davie. I will never stop coming after you. That boy may stop me for a while, and you were annoyingly clever enough to figure out a few delays at least. But if it takes ten years, twenty years, I’ll always be there. Hanging in your peripheral. You will never know peace. You will never know rest. Unless, like I said, your realm finds a sufficient substitute for your soul.

      “So, tell me. What kind of life is that?”

      She was threatening me, and it was working. My heart was in my throat, and it felt like my brain was squeezing out of my ears. I couldn’t imagine a whole life running from the specter in front of me. Especially since I got the feeling that she had been going easy on me. And her comments about a whole city being claimed to replace didn’t make me feel any better.

      But my mind couldn’t wrap around all of it, so I went with my go-to tactic.

      Stalling.

      “Who would curse you? And why?”

      She grinned again, and it was so full of bitterness and bile that I almost choked. “Of all the evils in the world, all the miscreants and ne’er do wells, it’s always the traitors that are punished the worst.”

      “Traitors? What?”

      “But enough about that. This has been a good conversation, but it’s becoming a bit drawn out. Are you coming, Davie? Or are you going to risk everyone around you so that you can steal a little more time that doesn’t belong to you?”

      Oh boy.

      That was a question, wasn’t it?

      Of course, I wanted to be alive. I had fought for it. Earned it. Gone through elaborate schemes and traveled through multiple dimensions’ worth of memories to find the ancient knowledge. I had given up certain parts of myself that I was never going to get back. It would be a waste to just chuck all that in the bin and let myself croak. Especially since it seemed like my friends needed me more than ever.

      But the thought that even a single person might be taken to replace me, that there was some ledger somewhere with red dripping from my name, spilling onto other innocent people, made my skin crawl. I didn’t come back to hurt people. I came to save people.

      “I don’t believe you,” I said finally.

      “I’m sorry, what? Did you just say you don’t believe Death? Davie, you’ve died, literally died. I would think that you would be a little more…sensitive to these sort of things.”

      “No, I believe that you’re telling the truth about your job, and even your curse. But you’re talking about everything as if it’s an inevitability, and I just don’t think it is.

      “We have free choice, yeah? And despite my visions, I don’t believe in destiny. There are paths, probabilities, but they’re just that. Possible options. Going with you is not the end all, be all.”

      “Yeah, the other ‘option,’ as you call it, has possibly thousands dying in your stead. Is that what you really want, Davie? I got the impression that you were a good person. That you would do anything for the people around you. I was looking forward to meeting the brave girl who gave up everything to make sure her companions got home. How disappointing to find out you’re just a coward.”

      I knocked her new cup of coffee from her hands, hardly even paying attention to how it shattered against the ground. “I came back to protect my friends! You and I both know that terrible things are coming, and if you expect me to sit back and let those anti-humanists kill or enslave everyone, then you’ve got another thing coming!”

      “One moment.” She waved her hand and the cup reassembled itself, forming in her grip and steaming once more. “You’re only here to save them?”

      “Well, I mean, I like enjoying life too.”

      “Interesting. There could be something I can work out, if your realm is willing to be a bit flexible. Looks like you have another reprieve, Davie.” She stood, floating across the floor to the door.

      “What do you mean? Who are you going to talk to?”

      “You don’t need to worry about any of that right now. Just know that while I’m running this errand for you, nature might try to right things on its own. Terribly impatient.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’ll see. You have other things to worry about. Why don’t you stick around for a bit? There’s going to be a bit of a show.”

      And with that, she floated right through the door, leaving me alone in the coffee shop. I started after her, but then I heard the clatter of silverware against plates coming from the kitchen. Was… Was my family there?

      Eyes wide, I turned and headed toward the opening that I knew would lead me to where my parents used to cook and eat. We had a dining room table, but it seemed we all preferred to take our meals at the kitchen island, all crammed together and happy.

      And happy was exactly what I was hearing. Laughs. Jokes. Teasing.

      My footsteps picked up speed as I rounded the corner, a cry of joy bubbling from my mouth. I could see the backs of their heads. Dark black and sandy blond. Mom was so much taller than Dad. I wanted to call out to them, but my mind couldn’t make the words. So instead, I just ran, arms wide and ready to embrace them.

      But just as they turned to me, just when I was going to see their perfect, loving faces for the first time in over a decade, they vanished.

      “What the heck?” I asked, skidding to a stop, feeling like I could throw up right then and there. “No! Give them back! That’s not fair!”

      But their disappearance wasn’t the only change. It was night outside of the large bay window and all the lights were off, leaving me cloaked in darkness.

      What was going on? What had that spirit said? A bit of a show? Dangling my parents in front of me then ripping them away seemed especially cruel, even for her.

      Something moved in the corner of my eye, a dark, small shape that barely made it over the windowsill. I crossed to the end of the kitchen and looked outside, seeing several people hunched over by the bushes in the back.

      Huh.

      That was odd.

      I blinked, then suddenly I was outside, standing in the middle of the six or so figures. If they could see me, they didn’t react, and I noticed that there were gas cans in each of their hands.

      “I don’t know, Estelle. This seems like crossing a line.”

      “Look, I don’t like it either, but do you want to be in the middle of a war again? You remember the last time the dragons got their hands on an oracle? Thousands of humans died, and we were nearly wiped out. You see the giants anymore? Or the halflings? No. Because that’s how few of us survived.”

      “But what if we’re wrong? What if she’s not…”

      “She is. I promise.”

      One of the voices sounded familiar, the nervous one, but I couldn’t place it. I could only stare dumbly as these people discussed what they couldn’t be discussing.

      “But…but this is murder, Estelle. And really, really violent murder at that. I… I don’t think I can do this.”

      “You have to. Do you want your little girl ending up dead in your arms?”

      “Estelle,” a different voice warned. A male one.

      “What? It happened to my twin. You two are young and were both born in this world. You don’t understand what it was like. But I’ve seen entire nations rise and fall on the words of an oracle. We have to do this.”

      “There has to be another way!”

      “No, Jacoby, there isn’t. We either end this now, or we watch everything we’ve built fall apart. Besides, it’s not like you’re doing this completely for altruistic reasons, are you? Hmm, Mavis?”

      Wait. Mavis. Jacoby. I knew those names.

      “Your little girl, she’s got some health issues, right? Heart not quite in her chest? But Brenton offered to pay for all of her care and everything else she might need to become the healthy child you dream of. You back out now, and well, I shudder to think of all those bills. And goodness, if your insurance were to suddenly cut out? Why, I don’t know what you’d do.”

      “You wouldn’t,” came the hushed tone.

      “I’m not doing anything but making sure that our people stay safe. There are less than a couple thousand of us in the entire world. If you want to go extinct, then be my guest. But I’m going to protect my family.”

      “But there has to be a better way to do this.”

      “You know the legends as well as I do. The only way to scrub them from existence is to make sure they burn. Otherwise, another one will just be born in a couple years. Death begets life and all that.”

      “I…”

      “Buck up, Mavis. Just think of little Mallory.”

      No.

      No, no, no, no.

      That wasn’t right. That couldn’t be right.

      But I did know those names. Mallory’s parents. I rarely called them by their names, but that didn’t mean they didn’t linger in the back of my mind. Jacoby, Mavis, and Mallory. My second family.

      Then why were they outside of my house with gas cans in their hands?

      “Now, I want you and Jacoby to handle the garage. Think you can do that?”

      There was muffled agreement and the group of people split up. I could smell the gasoline already as they began to slosh it all over the sides of our house.

      Suddenly, the knowledge of exactly what was going on flashed through my mind. What Mallory had confessed to me. That her parents had played a passive role in my family’s death, that now the three of them were dedicated to watching out for me and Mickey.

      But hearing that explained and seeing it happen firsthand were two entirely different experiences.

      Running on autopilot, my mind rocked from what I was seeing. I followed the two smaller shapes to the garage. Jacoby started to tip his can right away, but Mavis caught his hand.

      “Are we murderers?”

      He paused, and I could hear the guilt in his voice. “We have to do this, Mavis. You heard what happens when there’s oracles running around. And if this one is presenting so early, then she must be truly powerful.”

      “But do we have to? We could turn around right now. We don’t have to participate in this…in this cruelty!”

      “Is that any better?”

      “Better than being an active participant. Yes.”

      He stood and set the can down. “Mavis, we know that four people are going to die tonight. Even if we walk away now, we’re complicit.”

      There was a cracking sound and then the night sky bloomed orange.

      “Crap. They’ve already started! Jacoby, let’s just go. We’ll find a way to take care of Mallory on our own.”

      “I…” He shook his head and strode forward, punching a code into the garage door opener. To my surprise, it started to roll open, its hinges squeaking loudly. In the dark of night, it sounded so much like screaming.

      …screaming.

      That was what woke me up. I could remember it exactly. I’d been upset all night and went to bed fitfully, just like Mickey had said. I’d been dreaming of things that made me anxious, nauseous with worry and fear, when screaming had woken me up from my slumber.

      “They’re not going to like that if they find out,” Mavis said as he returned to her.

      “Then let’s hope they don’t. Let’s go home.”

      “I… I don’t know how I’m going to live with myself after this. We never should have said yes. We should have reported them to the police.”

      “Mallory is sick. This way she’ll get the surgery she needs, and we won’t be homeless.”

      “But there’s going to be more after this, you realize. She’s gonna need therapy. Care. What if she gets an infection?”

      “Then we’ll deal with that when we get to it. Come on, we need to leave.”

      There was a crackling sound and the fire really kicked into gear. I stumbled backward, my feet going out from under me as I remembered exactly what happened. I woke up my sister, we both tried to go to our parents, but a part of the house had fallen right in front of the door. It had been so hot, so incredibly hot. After spending far too long trying to get into their room, listening to Mom and Dad scream at us, yelling at us to go, Mickey started to drag me out.

      The house had been filled with so much smoke, and it was so hot. Everything was hot. The floor. The walls. The air. It was acidic and cloying, filled with the scent of destruction and terror.

      But then we’d felt a bit of a cold draft. It made the fire lick up that much higher, but it also gave us a way to go. Mickey had pulled me along, stumbling and crying, until we made it to the garage.

      That was where the firemen found us, huddled together, passed out just before our freedom from smoke inhalation.

      …this couldn’t be real.

      But it certainly seemed real as the fire consumed everything. I watched, unable to even blink, until the entire scene faded away and into something else entirely.

      It was another home. No, not a home, one of those small apartment buildings with only five or so places in it. I was standing in the middle of a parking lot, and it was the dead of night, the sounds of the city faintly echoing in the background of my little horror.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      No, I recognized that voice. How could I not considering that I had just listened to it discussing the murder of my family. Mavis and Jacoby seemed to walk out of the mist right in front of me, hunched down and dressed in dark cloths.

      “What are we going to do? They won’t let us take out another mortgage on the house and our insurance says we’re maxed. We don’t have anything left to sell.”

      “But Jacoby, this is wrong.”

      “Then what, do you want to turn around now? Tell Mallory that yeah, they managed to get her heart back inside of her, but now she has to die because we can’t do the surgery to put a shunt in.”

      “I…I don’t know. She’s my baby… but Mavis… these kids are someone’s babies too.”

      He didn’t answer, his head swiveling this way and that. “Come on, I see their car.”

      “Jacoby…”

      He didn’t stop. Instead he got down onto the ground next to the car and did something that I couldn’t see. He emerged surprisingly quickly, wiping off his face and looking to his wife.

      “It’s done. It’s just a nicked break line. We’re not the ones ramming a car into her.”

      “We’re just as bad and you know it!”

      “Maybe. But I can’t just sit by and let my daughter die. You think that, if we refused these tasks, that Estelle would just let us go? We know too much. How long do you think Mallory would survive if we were to suddenly disappear?”

      “I… I…” It only made me feel slightly better that Mavis’ voice cracked. “... just take me home, Jacoby. I feel sick.”

      I took a step forward, hand outstretched, wanting to ask them what they had done, whose car they had just sabotaged, but then the vision was racing off, taking me somewhere else.

      Cold fear drenched me as I was treated to a terrifying montage of Mallory’s parents and other dwarves from Estelle’s little group of murderers as they slunk through the night, laying traps and committing various heinous acts of arson or violence.

      And with every act, one or more Seer or Seer-potential died. They had no mercy. Babies disappeared from cribs, teenagers had sudden overdoses. It was a stream of horror, through and through, and the more I saw, the more I was filled with absolute rage.

      Murderers! They were all murderers!

      And they’d gotten away with it. They’d used the little connection they had to magic and local law enforcement to become serial killers. Practitioners of a small-scale genocide.

      I was going to make them pay.
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        * * *

      

      I’d woken up a lot of different ways in my life. I’d woken up hungry, thirsty, sick, and scared. I’d woken up lost, confused, and in other dimensions. But I never, never had woken up enraged before.

      I guessed there was a first time for everything.

      My feet hit the floor before I even really knew what I was doing, and I marched out of my room in my pajamas. I didn’t care, however. All I felt was rage and betrayal, sitting heavy in my stomach.

      “Davie? Davie, where are you going?”

      I could hear Mickey’s voice far behind me. She was probably standing at the door of our suite, all concerned and uncertain, but I couldn’t risk turning around and losing any of my momentum. I had one goal in my mind, burning bright and fueled by over ten years of hurt.

      I reached the doors of Malloy’s family suite and kicked it open. For the first time in what felt like forever, I was able to use my physical strength for something, which was just what I needed. More than any other time in my life, I wanted to crush. I wanted to break.

      “Oh, hey there, Davie,” Mrs. Mavis said, looking up from where she and Mr. Jacoby were eating breakfast at a small table. “Is something wrong? You need Mallory?”

      “You,” I hissed, storming toward them.

      Somewhere between my trek from the door to their table, they seemed to put together that something was off and stood, Mr. Jacoby pushing Mavis behind him. I didn’t care, however, and grabbed onto the stupid piece of furniture.

      “What’s going on, Davie?”

      “Tell me you didn’t kill them!” I heard myself scream as I flipped the entire thing over, shoving it out of my way as I closed in on them. “Look in my eyes and tell me that you weren’t there! That you didn’t stop it! You didn’t stop any of them! Murderers!”

      I grabbed Mr. Jacoby’s collar and hauled him to me. I had outgrown Mallory’s parents since the year after I met them, and I had almost a foot on the both of them. I’d never thought of using my size against them, but as I stared down into his crumpled expression, my rage only grew hotter.

      “You did it, didn’t you? So many of them! You were there! You participated! You… you killed people! My people! You tried to wipe us out!”

      “Davie, look, we’re so sorry!” Mavis ran around her husband, trying to pry my grip from his shirt, but I just shoved her back.

      “Sorry!? You killed my parents. You tried to kill us. All of us! You thought that just opening a garage door would redeem you?”

      “H-how do you know all this?”

      “I’m an oracle! What did you expect? That your secret would just stay buried?!” I shook him, as if I could throttle the consequences of his actions into his body. “You murdered so many of us! That just doesn’t go away. You don’t get to get away with that! You— You!” I sputtered, my rage overtaking my mind until there were no words. I just wanted someone to hurt like I was. I wanted to squeeze his skull until all the bad bleed out of him.

      So many years I thought that what had happened to my parents had just been an accident. Some sort of unfortunate luck. A tragedy. Then I’d found out that it was planned, and I’d moved on—mostly because I had only recently come back from the dead. But I couldn’t cope with them trying to wipe my entire species out.

      That was too much to.

      The thought made me sick and I let out a furious cry. My first drew back, as if a single blow could carry all the pain inside of me. Bubbling, poison-hot, and spiked, I wanted him to feel all of it. I’d never struck someone in anger before, but it seemed like a good time to break that streak.

      “You killed my family!”

      Then my fist was flying right toward his face. I wanted to hear bone crunch. I wanted to feel the pain of impact across my knuckles. I wanted my pound of flesh, even if I knew it would never be enough.

      But before anything made contact, small hands gripped my arm and I was flipped over something solid, crashing to the floor in a heap. I grunted, trying to jump to my feet, only for Mallory to jump on top of me, straddling my middle with one of her hands pressing my neck into my floor.

      “Davie, what are you doing?!”

      “Let me go,” I warned. “Let me go!”

      I swung at her, my best friend, because she didn’t understand it. She didn’t understand any of it. Dressed in her pajamas, a thin scar visible just over the camisole that she wore. That scar that had been paid for with my parents’ blood. With the blood of oracles I’d never meet because they came to violent ends.

      There was supposed to be so many of us! A rebirth of a people. But there was just Mickey, Krisjian, and I. Three lone survivors of a targeted attack on us.

      Did she know? Had she always known? She said that she’d been watching out for me ever since we met.

      But what if it wasn’t watching out so much as it was just watching. Oracles were dangerous to her people, after all, enough to be killed as children or babies or even in the belly of their mother. Maybe she was just put in place to make sure I stayed in mine.

      “Mickey! Help me! What’s going on?” She was looking at the door and I took the opportunity to land a fist on the side of her head, throwing my hips to the side at the same time.

      Mallory went tumbling, which allowed me to stalk right back toward her parents.

      “Look, Davie, we know there are no words to justify what we did. But believe us, we’ve felt guilty ever since. But we had to save our baby girl. We couldn’t just let her die! We’ve tried to make it up to you ever since you came back into our lives. We even tasked our daughter with protecting you!”

      I didn’t have words. I didn’t have anything to shout at them. I felt like I was empty, the ground opening below me and leaving me raw and aching. My parents had been murdered, my kind almost wiped out, and the people who killed them were right in front of me. The people who had scarred my hand, my sister’s entire right half. The people who acted like good guys, like guardians, but really were killers with little remorse. And the only reason I knew was because some spirit of death had let me see what I’d never wanted to know.

      “Felt guilty?” I heard Mallory ask, rushing toward me. I spun, anticipating her move, and kicked her square in the stomach.

      In all our years together, Mallory and I had never fought. Never raised a single hand against each other. And yet here we were, her desperately trying to stop me and me just desperate for someone to be punished. It didn’t make sense that I had lost so much, lost everything, and no one had been punished for it.

      “They killed my people!” I screeched, whipping back to the two, who were pressed up against the wall, Jacoby armed with a broken chair, but Mavis just sobbing into her hands. “They burned us! Poisoned us! Hit us with cars!”

      Mallory’s eyes went wide, her eyes flicking from them to me. I could see a war waging on her face but it was nothing compared to the inferno of a battle raging within my own skin. “What? Mom, Dad. That’s not true! That’s not true, right?”

      “I’m sorry,” Mrs. Mavis hiccupped between sobs. “It was a moment of weakness. That was all! We were so trapped. You were so sick baby. We had to save you, you understand that, right?”

      “No,” I shouted, closing in on them once more. “My parents were trapped as they burned to death in their bedroom. My sister and I were trapped as we passed out in the garage. You trapped us. And now you’re finally going to pay.”

      I’d almost reached them again, grabbing the chair in Jacoby’s hands, but then Mallory was in front of me, both of her hands slamming into my middle and forcing me back.

      “Davie!” I heard Mickey cry, trying to grab ahold of me, but I couldn’t be stopped. So much had happened. So much bad. I deserved justice. We deserved justice.

      “I’m so sorry, Davie,” Mallory said, her face looking absolutely tortured. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you need to stop.”

      “What’s going on is that your mom and dad killed or had a hand in killing at least a dozen people. Innocent people. So step aside and let me right this.”

      I rushed them again, but Mallory caught me in one of those stupid MMA holds and the next thing I knew, I was on the ground, her foot on my chest.

      “I…I can’t let you do that. You have to know that. I can’t just stand back and let you beat on my parents.”

      “Your parents are murderers!”

      “And that may be true! But this isn’t the way to solve it!”

      “May be true?” I hissed. Of course, she didn’t want to believe it. Who wanted to believe that the people who raised them could be monsters?

      I grabbed Mallory’s ankle and twisted as hard as I could, sending her sprawling to the ground. I hardly registered getting up, but suddenly I was, and I was tearing toward the two that had taken everything from me.

      They were right there, right within my grasp, when suddenly strong arms hooked under my armpits, hauling me off my feet.

      “Come on, Davie. Let’s go.”

      I recognized Bronn’s voice in the very back of my mind, but it didn’t soothe me at all. No, he was just as much a part of my stress as everyone else. Nothing was right anymore. Maybe Death was right. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to be there at all. Maybe it would be better if I just went back to where I was supposed to.

      “No!” I screamed, kicking, bucking against his hold, but he had me fast. I saw Mr. Jacoby and Mrs. Mavis get smaller as he pulled me farther, until I was out of the room entirely.

      “No! No, they’re right there!” I screamed. “You can’t do this! They— They killed them! They killed them all!”

      There was a flurry of movement and suddenly the grip on me shifted. My head spun, and by the time it cleared, I realized that I was thrown over Bronn’s strong shoulder.

      “Let me go! Let me down!” I cried, kicking and writhing. But his hold was like iron, and he continued to carry me through the hall and down the stairs until suddenly, we were in a different room entirely.

      Finally, I was placed on my feet, and I scrambled to go right back the way I came. But Bronn grabbed my wrist and hauled me to him, his arms wrapping around me in a strong embrace.

      “Davie, you have to stop. You can’t do this. You can’t, okay?”

      “Who are you to tell me I can’t do something!?” I snapped, trying to headbutt him. I was just one giant, open wound. I wanted to lash out at everyone and anyone. They didn’t understand. They hadn’t spent years smiling in the face of their parents’ killers. Thanking them for rides. Sleeping over at their house. I had been tricked, in the cruelest way, and it broke me.

      “Davie, Davie, I’m not telling you what to do. But I know you. I know you don’t really want to hurt them.”

      “Like hell I don’t!”

      But he held me fast against his warm body. It wasn’t confining, just warm. And secure. Somehow, it cut off everything else, making a sort of shield from the maelstrom that I had been thrust into.

      “They killed my parents,” I murmured finally, going limp in his hold. “They killed almost all the oracles. Before they even had a chance to awaken. Before they had a chance to even be anyone.”

      “I know, I know,” he comforted, his arms stroking up and down my back. “And we’ll deal with that in a bit. When you’re ready. But not right now.”

      “I… I…” I tried to say something, explain something, but instead, a wracking sob erupted from my throat and I was crying into his chest. “This can’t be real,” I repeated for the billionth time, but quite possibly never out loud before.

      To his credit, Bronn just held me, rocking me gently as I lost myself. Pain, shock, betrayal, confusion, it all washed out of me in an intense, burning wave. I cried until I was weak, sobbed until my legs threatened to give out. I just wept and wept until I was completely empty and exhausted from the drama of it all.

      “There you go,” Bronn said, pulling back just slightly enough so that his large, calloused thumbs could wipe away my tears. “It’s still the middle of the night. Do you want to sleep?”

      I nodded silently, burying my face in his chest again. I didn’t care about how awkward or tense it had been between us lately. I just needed comfort right now. Something to hold onto, an anchor in the churning seas below my feet.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got you.”

      And with that, he picked me up like I was nothing. I lazily wrapped my legs around his middle, but he was doing all the lifting. We were moving again, but I didn’t even bother to look up. I was spent. Empty.

      My best friend’s parents had helped burn my house down. We’d been targeted because I was an oracle and too young to know to hide my true nature. If I… If I had just been normal, none of it would have happened at all.

      It was all my fault.

      That thought played in my head over and over as I was set down on a plush, luxurious mattress. I practically melted into it, until Bronn’s hands pulled me upright enough to gulp down the glass of water he pressed to my lips.

      “There you go, drink up, and then you can rest. I’ll make sure no one bothers you, alright?”

      I let out a vague sound, and when the glass was finished, he let me settle into the softness. I was faintly aware that he tucked me in, then I was sliding back into sleep.

      I just hoped that, for once, I didn’t dream.
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      I woke up with an unreasonable amount of crust around my eyes, practically sealing them shut. It put me into a bit of a panic where I wondered if that was just my life now, before a cool cloth was gently pressed to them. I flinched automatically but relaxed as a familiar voice spoke.

      “I’m here for you.”

      Bronn’s voice was gentle, soothing, and I let myself lean into his hand as he rested the cloth over my eyes. A few moments later, he pulled away, and I was finally able to blink my eyes a bit.

      Sure, it was everything that I could do on my own, but it was nice to be tended to a little. To be babied. Which was probably a little weird because I had just been complaining about my sister and Mallory coddling me a bit too much.

      Then again, that was before I had learned that my parents and all the other oracles had been murdered and my best friend’s parents had a part in it, were active participants in it, even if they were only little errand boys.

      Ugh. What was my life?

      “Here, more water.”

      Sure enough, he had a glass of water in my hands and I drained it deeply, cool water washing over my dry mouth. I definitely must have snored during the night, considering how parched I was, which made me wonder if Mickey had managed to get any sleep at—

      Wait a minute.

      Blinking the last of the schmutz from my eyes, I looked around curiously. I wasn’t in my room. I wasn’t in anything that looked like my room.

      If I thought our suite was big, it was practically a closet compared to where I was now. The bedroom surrounding me was the size of Mickey’s and my own space combined, and I could see other rooms through several sets of open doors. The bed I was on was huge, bigger than a California King, and covered in rich, blue sheets and blankets. Were they silk? I didn’t know, but they sure were nice.

      A gilded canopy was over my head with thick, deep blue curtains that looked like they cost more than my yearly wage as a barista. They were tied back at the moment, but I thought that I could see gems and beads and embroidery on the outer side. Now that was opulent.

      “Am… Am I in your room?” I whispered, ducking down like I expected a host of purists to come in and heave me out with screams of impropriety.

      But no one came rushing, and no horns sounded. The only thing that happened was Bronn chuckling lightly. “Yes. Does that bother you?”

      “No,” I answered honestly. “But where did you sleep?”

      “My couch is plenty comfortable.” He pointed over his shoulder and I did indeed see a plush, oversized couch that I definitely never could have afforded. There were thick, comfortable-looking blankets sprawled across it and a near comical amount of pillows.

      “You exiled yourself to the couch just for me?”

      “Well, I don’t know about that just part, but it seemed like you could use the rest.”

      I thought back to everything that had happened, at what I had learned and how much I had wanted to hurt Mallory’s parents.

      And how much it hurt me that she took their side. She had looked me in the eye and told me that she had to protect them. It wasn’t like I was going to kill them, not like they had my people, but she couldn’t even give me the slightest bit of justice.

      Of revenge.

      “Hey, come back to me. No need to deal with all of that quite yet.”

      I gave the prince a hazy look. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I frowned, trying to find my words, but my tongue still felt a bit clumsy in my mouth. “You’ve been ignoring me for over a week. Basically, giving me the brush off. But now you’re all here, and looking at me with that…that, uh, expression.”

      “What expression?” he retorted, smiling wanly. “This is just my face.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, it’s a face that I haven’t seen much lately because you’ve been avoiding me.”

      He sighed at that, but at least had the good graces to look a bit guilty. “I am sorry if I gave you that impression. That is not what I meant to do.”

      I crossed my arms, suspicious, but willing to listen. Honestly, I had been so betrayed by so many people that he could dropkick me and I wouldn’t be too surprised.

      Hurt, but not surprised.

      “Then what did you mean to do?”

      “Davie…” He reached out and took the cup from my hands, setting it to the side so our fingers could intertwine. My heart immediately started thumping in my chest, hard. I could feel my cheeks coloring, and man if that wasn’t a bit embarrassing. “Ever since I came into your life, all I’ve brought is trouble. You were kidnapped and somehow you escaped on your own. Your first time riding a dragon was in battle.

      “I wish it ended there, but we both know it only kept on increasing. You’ve literally died for me, Davie, and I wish I could say that I held you in my arms and was there for you, but I wasn’t. You were alone, trapped in another dimension just to save the rest of us.

      “And when you came back, your first thought was resurrecting our shield and saving our people. So, with all of that being said, can you blame me for wanting to give you just a little bit of your time to not be embroiled in all of this?” He made a broad gesture, but I knew what he meant. “For once, no battles, no intrigue, no one using you for your gifts. I just wanted you to have fun. Eat rich food and play games with your friends. Just to be.

      “I’m sorry if that made you feel as if I was pushing you away, but believe me, I just wanted what was best for you.”

      His words touched me in a way I didn’t expect. I could feel my slight color turning vibrant, burning on my cheeks, and I squeezed his hands gently. “That’s… That’s really sweet, Bronn. But I’m a grown woman. You can’t make these sweeping decisions for me.”

      “I know, I suppose. I just…” He paused, licking his lips as if he was nervous and if that wasn’t the sweetest thing. “I just wanted you to have some fun. And it seemed like you were, or at least you were until…”

      “Until I found out that my best friend’s parents helped set my house on fire and used accelerant to make sure that all of the exits were blocked off, and then went on a genocidal rampage to wipe out anyone who might become an oracle?”

      His swallowed hard at that, his expression turning grim. “Right. Well, that sounds every bit as awful as I assumed it would be. How did you find out, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Uh, Death showed me.”

      “Death?”

      “Yeah. Her and I had a bit of a talk. In my dreams.”

      “Ah, and that’s something you can do now?”

      “I don’t think it’s something I can do so much as it was just something that she wanted. It was very much her show. But, you know…” I paused, replaying some parts over in my head. “She said a couple of interesting things.”

      “Like what?”

      I shook my head. “It’s too soon to say. But I think there’s a couple angles that I can work.” He chuckled dryly and I gave him a look. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      I leaned forward, staring up into his intense eyes. Did I ever mention that he had the most ridiculous lashes? Because he did. It wasn’t fair. “No really, what?”

      He laughed again before seeming to realize that I wasn’t going to drop it. “It’s just that I spent so much time trying to keep you away from any of the supernatural and dramatic stressors so you could enjoy yourself and you had to go and find your own.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault that the spirit of death has a bounty on my head.” I winced. “Okay, so maybe it’s actually totally my fault, but whatever.”

      Bronn chuckled, his hand coming up to stroke my hair off my face. I knew that my roots had to be coming in something fierce, and that the multicolored streaks I liked had all faded to a sort of dish-water gray, but he looked at me like I was fresh and fierce and beautiful.

      It stole my breath a little, which was borderline embarrassing, but suddenly none of that mattered with the way he was regarding me, heat and caring and maybe even a little bit of admiration.

      Huh, wasn’t that a thought. The prince of dragons, a powerful shapeshifter and leader, admiring me? A dizzying thought.

      “For what it’s worth, I am very glad you’re here. And I promise to stop trying to protect you from all of the things that are happening. Even if I do think you deserve a bit of a vacation.”

      “We can take a vacation once your cousin and all of his friends have given up on that whole exterminating and enslaving my people thing.”

      “Fair enough point. Have you ever been to France?”

      I let out a short bark of laughter before realizing he looked serious. “Wait, what? Are you kidding?”

      “That would be a terrible punchline if I were. No, I was genuinely curious. I like France. Perhaps when everything is said and done, I could take you there. I’m sure you would love the Louvre, being the artist that you are. But I myself am very partial to the cheese—”

      Like usual, I didn’t think about what I was doing, didn’t even give my brain a second to process. One moment I was staring at Bronn casually talking about taking me to France as if it was just a leisurely trip to the mall, the next I had his face in my hands and was yanking him down to kiss me.

      It was different from our first kiss, my first kiss ever. While that one had been full of passion and relief and maybe a little bit of disbelief that we were somehow together, this new one was full of heat and desire and…well, things I generally never allowed myself to feel before.

      Bronn stopped a moment, clearly surprised, before returning the kiss with equal measure. His hands wrapped around my waist and pulled me flush to him. It might have hurt in any other situation, but at the moment, I liked the solid crush of him. It made me feel secure, safe. It made me feel like there was nothing outside of his embrace.

      Sure, it wasn’t the most graceful kiss in the world, with our teeth occasionally clicking together, and I felt like I was definitely running out of breath, but none of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was the fire growing in my middle and how much I just wanted to be in the moment with him.

      “Bronn…” I muttered when we finally broke apart, breathing hard. He let out the slightest of hmm? as his lips moved across my chin and down my neck.

      Oh geez, that, uh, that made thinking difficult. Impossible, even. I felt so warm, like my skin was burning up, but in the best way possible. His fingers were gripping me firmly, holding me to him like I was his lifeline. Or maybe he was mine. It certainly felt like I was a bit adrift in rocky seas.

      Then we heard yelling.

      “Look, I don’t care who he is! It’s my sister in there, and you’re going to let me in there before I encase the two of you in crystal! Would you like that, huh? Did your guard friends ever tell you what that felt like? Because it’s not fun. Trust me.”

      Well, if there was anything that could break the mood, it was that. Groaning, I pulled out of Bronn’s arms.

      “Did you tell Mickey where you took me?”

      He blushed a bit sheepishly at that. “I, uh, didn’t leave your side the entire night.”

      “So that would be a no.” I heaved a very long sigh, the fire within me dwindling down, then slid out of Bronn’s bed to open the door.

      “Please stop threatening the guards,” I said, a smile on my lips until I saw my sister. Her hair was a mess and her eyes were rimmed with red and it definitely looked like she hadn’t slept. For the slightest of moments, I wondered what could be wrong with her, but then I remembered that she too had probably just learned that our parents had been intentionally murdered by people who were supposed to be our friends, and she hadn’t had some prince to come sweep her away.

      Wow… I had been pretty selfish, hadn’t I?

      I swallowed and offered my hand to her. “Are you okay?” I asked, ready to pull her into a hug and pamper her and do everything she needed to feel better, just like Bronn had done for me.

      But instead, she grasped my chin in one of her small hands, turning it this way and that. I let out a confused sound, but she just stared intently at my lips.

      “Have you been making out?” she asked, lifting one of her eyebrows.

      “What?” I blurted, startled by the question. “Uh, no. Why?”

      But she just shook her head and looked past me to Bronn. “Really? My little sister finds out terrible news and you decide that’s the best time to put on the moves?”

      Bronn raised his hands, looking utterly alarmed at the idea. “I swear, that was not my intention. I only wanted to—”

      “Relax, Mickey. I was the one who kissed him.”

      “But you just said—”

      I pulled her hand from my face and tugged her out of the room. “I know what I said. I was hoping to avoid all this awkwardness. But come on, let’s go so you can reprimand me like you want to.” I looked back over my shoulder. “I’ll talk to you later, Bronn.”

      “And so will I,” Mickey added, holding two of her fingers on her free hand in a ‘v’ and flicking it from her eyes to him. “A long talk.”

      “Oh my gosh, Mickey. Let’s go.”

      If the guards had any thoughts about our exchange, they were smart enough not to voice them. I hauled Mickey out of the prince’s room without much more fuss — if one didn’t count the undercurrent of comments from my elder sister about inappropriate royals and terrible timing.

      It wasn’t until we were halfway up the steps that I realized where I was going. I had been taking her to our suite out of habit, and I stopped dead on the stairs.

      “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “I—” My words died in my mouth for a minute and I forced myself to take a deep, calming breath. “Is Mallory there?”

      Mickey didn’t answer right away, and for a moment, the tension in the air was taut. “No,” she answered finally, her tone dry and weighted. “Mallory and her family are moving to…different quarters. Ones that will make sure we don’t cross their paths.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      And I left it at that, starting up the stairs once more. I knew there was a whole package of feelings and repercussions with what happened with Mallory, but I didn’t want to deal with them. At all. They could wait until I didn’t feel like if I shook the wrong way that I would rattle into a hundred pieces.

      Finally, we reached our suites and I was surprised to see Mal and Krisjian there, huddled over a book. I heard them murmuring to each other and realized that they were teaching themselves some sort of math.

      Well… That was weirdly adorable.

      Mickey cleared her throat, and they scrambled to their feet. I held up my hands and gave them what I hoped was a kind smile. “It’s okay. You two stay there. We’re just gonna go into Mickey’s room for a while.”

      “You sure?” Mal asked, her gaze flitting coolly between us. “Seems like the whole lot of you have a lot of things to work out.”

      Well, at least I could always count on Mallory’s double to be honest. One would think that seeing her face would bother me, considering the two were the same person from different universes, but it really didn’t. Mal had scars where Mallory didn’t, and even after all her time gorging herself on royal food, her face was still more gaunt, more worn, than my best friend’s.

      Ex-best friend?

      Ugh. I didn’t want to think about it.

      “We’ll be fine in Mickey’s room. Just give us space.”

      “Alright then, but if I start to hear crying, I’m leaving.”

      “Thanks, Mal.”

      But Krisjian, of course, was looking at me with that worried expression he sometimes got. “You’re…okay, right?”

      I shrugged. “Nothing I won’t survive. And even if I don’t, I’ll just come back. I’m stubborn like that.”

      He didn’t seem to appreciate my joke, smiling weakly at me. “O-okay. If you’re sure.”

      I crossed to him and ruffled his hair before finally looking to Mickey. We gave each other nods, then headed into her room.

      “So…” I muttered, flopping back on her bed. I knew we need to talk, but darn if that thought just seemed to take up so much energy.

      “So,” she repeated before joining me. “Our people were specifically targeted to wipe out.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “And Mallory’s parents were part of a group of dwarves that wanted to prevent the dragons from knowing any oracles were around.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “And while her parents had second thoughts, they didn’t stop the other people.”

      “It only gets worse from there. They just opened the garage door and left it at that. And then they went on to do other horrible things. They knew what the end results of their actions were, an oracle died almost every time.”

      “So we were the only ones they stepped in to try to help, in a way?

      “You got it.”

      “And that garage door is the only reason you and I were safe enough until the firemen found us.”

      “Safe is a relative term. Both of us were pretty badly burned.”

      “But we would have been totally burned without it.”

      I sat up, giving her a hard look. “What, are you trying to excuse them?”

      She outright snorted. “Hardly. I just want to get the entire story straight in my mind. I… I don’t know what to think. All this time, I wondered if it was just some act of God, or if we had the worst luck. And once I was sucked into this world, I wondered if maybe, somehow, it was the dragons. Like someone had come to kidnap us and things went south.

      “But now I know it was just people. Regular, everyday people. Mallory’s parents were office workers at some paper company. The leader of the thing, Estelle I think they said her name was, is a teacher. There was a doctor and a grocery clerk there too.” Mickey rolled over on her side and looked at me, expressions marching across her features that I wasn’t used to. “These weren’t criminals, Davie. They weren’t warriors or evil, like that Baelfyre guy. They were just…people.”

      “I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”

      “I don’t know where this is going either,” she answered, covering her eyes with her hands. “It’s just… They were normal folks, and yet they were able to burn whole families to death. If they had that inside of them… What else could be lurking in…well…everyone around us? It’s terrifying. Everyone seems to want to hurt us or have us, and it’s like there’s no way that we can rest. Someone always wants something with us, and no one seems to think about us as people. We’re just…things.”

      I knew what she meant, and my stomach clenched tightly. I’d felt that same thing so many times when I first got embroiled in the dragons’ business. But it had become such a background noise to my life that I’d kinda forgotten about that.

      Until the whole Mallory’s parents’ thing, of course.

      “It’s not a very good feeling, is it?” I asked wryly, laying back next to her, turned on my side so we could face each other.

      “No. It’s not. And that’s why I need you to be careful. Everyone and anyone could be looking to use us, to take advantage. If they’re not Krisjian or Mal, then you shouldn’t trust them.”

      “Not Mallory?” I asked, quietly, because I guess I hated myself and liked to be hurt.

      “I… No. Not Mallory. Not anymore.”

      I closed my eyes and heaved a breath. It hurt. It hurt so much. She was my best friend, and while I knew that she wasn’t there, that she had no way of knowing, it still didn’t stop me from being angry with her. And whenever I thought of her, I only saw her standing in front of her parents, willing to hurt me so I couldn’t give them their just desserts.

      “And not the prince, either.”

      “Wait, what?” I opened my eyes right back up in surprise. “What’s wrong with Bronn?”

      “Look, I know the two of you have been through a whole lot of things while I was gone, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s in a position of power over you, and that’s not healthy.”

      “Hold up a second there. Position of power? What are you talking about?”

      “Davie, he’s a shapeshifting prince whose castle you live in. He provides everything for you right now. He also stands to benefit greatly from you being on his side, and if his people were to lose you, it would be devastating. He also has all of the people who matter to you in his custody.”

      “Bronn wouldn’t do anything to hurt me,” I said stubbornly.

      “Okay, let’s say he never does. What if he’s put out of commission and someone like Baelfyre took over? What if there’s a coup? You have to be careful and have backup plans and backup plans for your backup plans.”

      Her expression hardened, and I heard a bitterness that I wasn’t used to seep into her tone. “After all, our kind has been used as pawns in war for centuries. We’ve been traded, kidnapped, and killed all for other people’s benefits. Our parents died because of it, but that doesn’t mean we have to.”

      I took in a deep breath, her words hitting me like a punch to the chest. I wished that I could deny what she said, but too many of her words rang true.

      And that really, really sucked. Had I just come back to life for a whole lot of betrayal and unhappiness? Seemed like a bad bet on my part.

      “But I have to protect them,” I whispered, unable to bring my volume above that.

      “I know, sweetie. You always were a protector at heart.” She reached out and stroked my face. “But please, for me, remember to take care of you.”

      I thought back to Death’s words, and how she wanted me to come with her willingly. But I couldn’t tell Mickey that just yet. Not when the news of all of those other dead oracles was so new, so fresh and burning.

      “I promise.”

      “Thanks. I love you, little sis.”

      “I love you too.”

      And I’ll always protect you. No matter what.
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      “And now bend toward the ground, trying to let gravity do most of the pulling as your muscles relax.”

      I groaned as I followed Mickey’s instructions. We’d all been learning fighting from Mal and practicing together, which left me more sore and tense than I’d ever been before. Mickey had then suggested some of the stretches she used to help her when she was in the middle of a flare, and I hadn’t expected it to be such a workout on its own.

      “Don’t push yourself. If you strain, it ruins the point of the stretch. Just let go.”

      “If I let go, I’ll fall over,” I huffed.

      “Davie—”

      She was cut off as the horns sounded yet again, and this time, I knew exactly what that meant.

      “Is that…” she asked, standing up.

      I nodded. “The anti-humanists. They must be back.”

      “But what could they possibly want? There’s no way Bronn would ever hand you over. It would be virtual suicide.”

      “It’s Baelfyre,” I said, my brows furrowing. “He has a plan. He wouldn’t show up here if it didn’t benefit him somehow. We just have to figure out how.”

      “Hey! Hey, guys!”

      I looked over to see Mal and Krisjian running for us, the former with a set of keys in her hand. “Is it time to steal another car?”

      “Mal… The horn just sounded. There is no way you had time to find those keys and then come here.”

      She shrugged. “It’s good to be prepared. So are you coming or what? I found a set a wheels that will probably withstand even three invisible death ladies.”

      “I wouldn’t tempt faith by saying that, but she should be leaving us alone for a bit.”

      “Why?” Krisjian asked, affixing me with one of those looks that he got whenever he heard something that didn’t quite sound right to him.

      “Later. Mal, lead the way to this car that we definitely shouldn’t be taking.”

      “Right this way!”

      She took off at a jog, and Mickey and I followed her. It didn’t take us long to reach a sort of massive garage, the type that celebrities usually had on a show where they showed off their houses.

      “That cannot be full of cars,” I said, staring as Mal punched in a code to raise the doors.

      “Oh, it can,” she said with a smile. “And it is.” The doors finished opening and she made a grand gesture. “Behold, all the fancy cars these dragon folks have for when they want to cruise around the city. Believe me when I say they won’t miss a thing.”

      I looked at the rows and rows of really pretty cars. I’d never really been into vehicles myself, and Mickey and I had always been too poor to afford one of our own, but the artist in me loved all the shiny and pretty colors right in front of me.

      “This can’t be real,” Mickey breathed, walking forward just slightly.

      “You know, I’ve been saying that a lot lately.”

      “Anyways, I know it’s nice to gawk, but come on, we have a traitor to go confront. And this time, no grim reaper to stop us.”

      We followed Mal once again as she led us to what could only be described as a hummer on steroids. It was truly massive, and a near neon green, with extra tall wheels that made even me feel small.

      “Mal, how are you even going to see over the dashboard?”

      “You’re hilarious,” she countered, running around to the driver’s side. It took a bit for her to clamber in, but that gave the rest of us time to climb up and buckle ourselves in. We really were pretty high up, and I found myself swallowing a bit nervously. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”

      Maybe Bronn was right. Maybe I should just hang back and enjoy myself for a bit until I was absolutely needed.

      “Too late! The key is in the ignition!”

      And that was all the warning we had before she was peeling off, whipping out of the parking space and gunning forward so fast that I was pressed backward into my seat.

      She was right, though. The car certainly seemed meant for off-roading, because we were handling the fields way better than the last ones. I didn’t even flinch as she cut through a small grove—a shortcut, she claimed—and soon we were right at the edge of the shield with everyone else.

      This time, I didn’t have her pull over while we were still a ways away, so naturally, they heard us. I saw Bronn’s shoulders tense, and when his head craned to see me, he looked a wee bit disappointed.

      Oh well. He was going to have to come to terms with it one way or another. There was no rest for an oracle.

      Especially not one who might have declared war on an entire faction of dragons.

      Whoops.

      But he didn’t say anything, and instead turned to look right at his cousin, who was wearing the exact cocky expression that I had expected.

      “Cousin! I see you have brought the oracles. You made the right decision. Now, order the female to drop this shield, and we’ll take them right off your hands.”

      “You must think me an idiot to ever trust you,” Bronn said levelly, his voice cool and stoic and so completely different from how he always talked to me.

      “Well, yes, I do. And frankly, the royals believe it even more so. Are you saying that you’re refusing our terms of surrender?”

      “I’m saying that you can take those terms and shove them up your—”

      “You know, I warned them you wouldn’t acquiesce so easily. You see, these royals, they think you’re young, a coward. They thought you’d happily hand over the oracles at the mere promise that your people would be saved. But you see, I knew better. Because, while you are many things, my cousin, you are not a coward.”

      Bronn’s eyes narrowed. “No, a coward is one who pretends to be my right-hand man then tries to kill me and my people through lies and subterfuge!”

      “Oh, was that an insult toward me?” Baelfyre fluttered his lashes, ever the smarmy, overconfident jerk. “Careful, dear cousin, or I might hold you accountable for those words someday.”

      “Accountable?” Bronn hissed, the slightest bit of emotion making it back into his tone. “Do you even know the meaning of the word?”

      “Oh, I do. And I know many other words. Such as surrender, annihilation, eradication. Words you’ll soon be familiar with if you stick to your stubborn ways.” He smiled, all bright and dazzling. All the anger that I had pushed away from the situation with Mallory welled up again, and I really wanted to punch the guy.

      “Come now, they’re not your kind. And you’ll still have your shield even after she’s gone.” His eyes flicked over to me and we connected for a moment. I tried to channel all my hate into our staredown, but he just smirked. “She’s certainly not pretty enough to choose over all of our people, and from what I hear, her friends have done plenty of damage on their own. You lose nothing by handing them over, but risk everything by keeping them.”

      Bronn bristled and took a step forward. Seeing the two of them face off again made me nauseous. I remembered what happened the last time. And although I might have been more in touch with my powers than I ever was before, I wasn’t about to go hopping to another dimension to save him.

      No. I’d done plenty of that.

      “This conversation is over,” Bronn said. “Surrender now or prepare for complete war.”

      “Prepare?” Baelfyre echoed, his grin growing even more. “My dear cousin, you don’t understand. When I said give us the oracles or we battle, I meant exactly that. You can end this here, if you want, but that’s also when everything will start.”

      “Strike whatever blow you wish,” Bronn answered, drawing himself up to his full height. “We don’t deal in slaves and we never have.”

      “Slaves? They’re oracles, not dragons. Not even humans.”

      I didn’t miss the sharp intake of breath from Mickey behind me, but I schooled my features into a hard mask. I wouldn’t let this cretin get under my skin. I couldn’t.

      But his comment seemed to be exactly the thing to set Bronn off, because suddenly the prince was striding toward the wall and I could feel the rage pouring off him.

      “They are living beings!” he shouted, giving me chills. If it were any other moment, I might have turned to Mickey and told her that I was right, that we could trust him, but it wasn’t the right time. I didn’t know if it ever would be.

      “Very well then, protect your little pets. Soon, you won’t be able to hold them no matter how nice of a shield she’s restored for you. Consider war declared.” Baelfyre leaned in until he was practically touching the barrier that I had rebuilt. “You’re going to come to regret this, cousin, and I do hope I am there to see it when you finally realize exactly the mistake you’ve made.”

      “I will never regret protecting those I love.”

      Baelfyre’s eyebrows shot up and I froze in place, even my lungs forgetting to work. Did… Did he just drop the L-bomb?

      “Oh, is it love now? I would love to hear what your advisors would say to that. But perhaps another time. I suspect you’ll all want to discuss amongst each other how you’re going to survive the hell our rulers are going to rain down on you.”

      Bronn spat at the dark-haired man, but his spit just hit the shield and slid down slowly. There was a moment of silence as the two just glared at each other, but eventually they broke their stare. With a slight nod, Bronn and his people turned, beginning to shift back into dragons for the flight back to the castle.

      Bronn, however, stayed human, his eyes set on me. There was suddenly a lot hanging in the air between us, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to suss it out in front of my friend, the young boy I’d carted here from across the world, and an alternate dimension version of my former(?) best friend.

      He didn’t quite make it, however, before a resounding boom shook the earth, rattling up my spine and shaking my teeth. I stumbled back against the side of the car but managed to stay on my feet.

      “What was that?” Mickey asked.

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “But I’m going to find out.”

      Closing my eyes, I reached down into the burning, fizzing magic within me, grabbing it with both hands like I hadn’t in weeks. It had been so nice taking a break from everything, pretending that I was a normal, human girl, but the time for that was over. I had a job to do.

      My mind went racing across the grasses, then over the trees, then shooting forward until the entire world was a rush of colors. It came to a stop with a jolt that made me nauseous, and I had to breathe deeply to figure out where I was.

      When my head stopped swirling, I realized I was standing at an intersection in the city. It was one of the busiest ones, where Main Street connected with Jefferson and Monroe, and I knew the inner-loop to the highway was just a bit away. For a moment, I was confused, but then the sky went dark and fire burst into being all around me, sending me hurtling back to my body.

      “They’re attacking the city!” Bronn was yelling, hand on my shoulder as he tried to push me into the car. “You need to get to safety!”

      “What?” I asked, feeling dizzy from my quick vision. They were much nicer when they let me settle in and out of them. “How do you know?”

      “Look!” Mickey said, pulling me from his grip and pointing me in the direction of our once-home.

      And I did look, only for that sick feeling inside of me to increase three-fold. I could see thick, billowing smoke filling the sky right above the city while Baelfyre and his company just laughed and laughed and laughed.

      “What have you done?” I screamed, fighting out of Mickey’s grip and storming toward the shield where Baelfrye still stood.

      “I would think that much would be obvious, little oracle. If your prince won’t come out and fight us, and he won’t hand you over, then we’ll do what we must to draw him out.” He stepped right up to the shield, and once more I didn’t think. I lashed out, my hand going right through the barrier and wrapping around his throat as I squeezed.

      But I wasn’t stupid. I didn’t pierce a hole in the thing. Instead, it coated over my arms like it was a heated mold, protecting me but not him.

      His eyes went wide in shock and he tried to pry my hand away, but his skin sizzled and popped as soon as he made contact. Smoke was issuing from around his neck, and I relished the pain that crossed his face.

      “I think I’ve had enough of you,” I hissed, putting as much power as I could into the shield. Maybe I wasn’t as strong as a dragon. Maybe I didn’t know how to use a sword like they did. But I was pushed to the edge and I was so very tired of good people being hurt.

      “Stop!” he hissed, barely able to draw a breath in.

      Good.

      Good.

      But then his skin began to ripple and buck, rapidly shooting outward with a cloud of steam. I was smart enough to snatch my hand back before it got ripped apart, and when the smoke cleared, I was staring into the face of a very angry dragon.

      He snarled and tried to charge me, only to headbutt the shield. Maybe, in another situation, I would have been able to laugh. But considering the circumstances, there was no mirth to be had.

      Or maybe that was because I heard a mighty roar behind me, and even though I didn’t speak ‘dragon,’ I knew that was a call to charge.

      I turned just in time to see a rush of dragons explode into being, steam spreading across the field and temporarily obstructing my view of my friends. They took to the sky, rocketing forward to go straight to the city.

      Except at the same time, the rest of the anti-humanists shifted too and launched themselves upward, cutting off the surge in a clash of wings, claws, and snapping teeth.

      Ah. All of it made sense now. Baelfyre knew that Bronn would never give us up, just like he had said. This was a distraction, a way to delay him as long as possible from getting to the city so that the anti-humanist could do as much damage as possible.

      And once the world knew that there were dragons… Well, everything was going to change, wasn’t it?

      But that was something I could worry about after. I knew what I had to do. I had to get to the city and make a shield there too. It wouldn’t be easy, but I had two other oracles with me.

      Worse come to worse, I would just die again.

      “Mal, start the car!” I shouted, racing back toward the giant hummer.

      Everyone seemed to start at that, getting back into their seats and buckling up. I jumped in as well, not even bothering with safety as I put both hands on the dash.

      “We’re never going to make it through that,” Mal said, white-knuckled as she gripped the steering wheel. For a moment, I didn’t know what she meant, until I looked to the clashing dragons and saw nearly the entire space between us covered in fire.

      “Let me take care of that,” I said, reaching down and grabbing fistfuls of the energy in me. Right before Mal took off, I saw the beautiful, glittering dragon that was Bronn turn and roar at us. I could tell what he was saying. He wanted us to turn back, to go back to the castle and be safe.

      Too bad safe wasn’t in the cards for me.

      “Sorry, Bronn. Maybe next time,” I muttered before channeling everything I had into the car. I could feel more than see the protective bubble form around us, sealing us away from all the world and the noise.

      “Whoa,” Mal whispered from beside me. “I felt that.”

      “Go!”

      I didn’t need to tell her twice. We shot forward, the tires squealing. I felt the slightest bit of nerves as we reached the wall of fire under the thundering and fighting dragons, but we burst right through without even the air conditioning being triggered. Mickey let out a whoop behind me, but I heard a furious bellow from above, followed by several other irritated ones.

      “Your boyfriend is gonna be real unhappy with you,” Mal remarked, swerving as a burning tree fell across her path and she barely managed to spin the massive car onto one of the roads that led to the city.

      “I can deal with that later. First, we save this city.”

      “Are you sure you want to?”

      “Huh?” My concentration slipped just enough for fire to burst through my window, and I let out a surprised shout before recovering my hold on things. “Krisjian, what do you mean?”

      “That city holds the people who hurt you, right? Mocked you, killed your parents. Would have killed all of you if they had their way.” He leaned forward and I felt his calloused hand rest on my arm. It was easy to forget that he was a homeless kid who’d survived gangs and violence and starvation. But as I caught his gaze in the rearview mirror, I saw someone who had seen far too much for their age. “What if they deserve to burn?”

      I had to breathe in, then breathe out, then breathe again. If I thought about Estelle, and everyone else who might have known about my family, yeah… It was easy to imagine that they deserved exactly what they got. Except I couldn’t. Even with all the hate and anger burning inside of me, I knew it wasn’t right.

      “The thing is, there’s more than them in there. A whole lot more. All those kids, pets, people who have nothing to do with any of that. None of them deserve to die, so I won’t let them.”

      Krisjian nodded and sat back. “I see.”

      “You see?”

      “Back home, they would say that people needed to be made an example of. That mercy was showing that you were soft.”

      “And do you agree with that?”

      He looked out the window, at all the fire, then looked up at the roof as if he could see the dragons fighting above. “No. I think weak is the furthest thing from what you are.”

      I smiled at that, because who knew when I would get a chance to again.

      “Suck-up,” Mal muttered, raising an eyebrow.

      That broke the moment and we all managed a slight chuckle. Might as well get it out while I could, because I had a feeling that we wouldn’t get a chance for quite a while.

      “There,” I said, pointing at the highway sign. “Hop on there. The overpass should take us to the center of the city.”

      “And that’s where you need to be to do your magic thingie?”

      “It’s the best spot.”

      “Alright then, hold on. If I was these dragons—and thank God I’m not—I’d take out all of the main roads to make sure my victims stayed where I wanted them. They’re going for mass damage. They want to be known.”

      “I can’t believe they’re revealing the existence of their entire people,” Mickey said, looking out the window at the chaos already starting to loom ahead of us. “This seems like a big deal. Dragons have been hiding from us because of our numbers, right? When humans began to outnumber them by a lot, they could take them down. There’s more of us than ever, and now we have guns and bombs. What’s changed?”

      “Something,” I answered as calmly as I could. “And it’s probably not good for us.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Uh, not to cut into this sisterly moment, but I’m pretty sure I see a gap in the road ahead.”

      I squinted, and sure enough, I saw an entire part of the highway that was just gone, crumbling and broken and smoking. The smell hit me a moment later, and it was hard not to choke on it.

      “There a way around it?”

      “Keep going.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I hardened my gaze and put my hands back on the dash. “I said, keep going.”

      “Look, I know you’ve got a lot of power, girl, but I’m pretty sure there’s nothing about an oracle that can make a car float.”

      “I’m not going to make the car float,” I snapped, furrowing my brows. I just needed to think. To brace myself. If I could hold off an entire dragon army, I could do this.

      Then again, I had called upon very old magic to recreate that shield. This was something entirely different.

      And something I had sworn I would never do again.

      “Alright, well, if you mess this up, my death is entirely on your hands.”

      “Thanks, Mal. You’re a gem.”

      She snickered at that, as if we weren’t racing toward a massive, burning ravine, then pressed the gas to the absolute max. I cut off everything else in my mind, and just focused on the shield around us and the other side of the road.

      We could make it. We had to make it. All I had to do was…fold things a little, and then punch through.

      Easy enough.

      “Hold on,” I growled before letting the energy simmering inside me burst out in a violent wave.

      One moment, the gap in the road was in front of us, then we shot through a thick, cloying fog, and the next second, we were erupting right back onto the road again with the gap behind us.

      “Uh, what just happened?” Mal asked, her eyes still on the road but her head turning slightly this way and that.

      “You dimension hopped,” Mickey breathed, sounding more than a bit nauseous. “You skipped us like a stone.”

      I nodded. “Glad it worked.”

      “Uh, I think I’m going to be sick,” Krisjian groaned. “That was not fun.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mal shot back. “That was the coolest— CRAP!”

      I didn’t have time to ask her what was happening as the road in front of us suddenly fell away, a dragon surging up from underneath the overpass. It took off into the sky, hardly even noticing us as Mal slammed on the brakes as hard as she could.

      But no matter how magical we were, it seemed that my shields couldn’t do a thing to slow us, and we went careening over the edge. I hadn’t anticipated myself dying in a fiery descent to the earth, but the ground rapidly filled my vision as we fell down, down, down.

      But then, when we were maybe only halfway to our untimely demise, the car lurched backward. I slammed into the dash, definitely regretting not putting my seatbelt on, and it took me a few minutes to collect myself enough to realize that we were going higher.

      “Hah! Look at that! Your prince is here to save the day.”

      Groaning, I twisted from where I was crumpled against the dash and looked through what had once been our rear window. There wasn’t any glass anymore, just massive dragon claws curled through the back that belonged to none other than Bronn.

      “Alright,” Mickey said with a gasp. “Maybe you can trust him.”

      I chuckled weakly, which seemed to be the sound of the evening, and tried to catch my breath while he carried us. He managed to get a mile, maybe two, before two dragons set upon him.

      He set us down, the car slamming a bit harder into the ground than he probably would have liked, then rounded on the attackers. One he caught in his jaw, but the other quickly wheeled away, going back into the city and leaving fire in its wake.

      Ah, I got the plan. They weren’t there to fight. There were there to hurt. To do as much damage as possible.

      That made me really, really angry.

      “This is close enough,” I said, opening the door. It wouldn’t budge, however, the side partially caved it—probably from when I had let my concentration slip a bit. I wasn’t about to be delayed, however, and I leaned back so I could kick at the windshield.

      “Whoa, Davie! You can just climb out my si—”

      All it took was one more kick and the entire thing shattered, raining thick glass all around us. I didn’t pay it any mind, however, and slid right out of the car.

      It was time to end this.
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      In my head, I knew what was happening. I knew that the city was under attack and that there would be fire and dragons everywhere. Heck, I had literally just seen a dragon break through a highway ramp and send us hurtling to our death.

      But it was one thing to know all of that, and it was another thing to see it. As I exited the car to run over to the crest of the overpass we were on, I was surrounded by all of it.

      There were screams, so many screams, and buildings laid broken and shattered around me. All of it was random, with some blocks completely untouched and others looking like they had been bombed. Cars sat overturned, melted together, alarms going off here and there. Fire hydrants were erupted everywhere, as if that would somehow stop the inferno devouring everything.

      It was just like so many of my visions, one of death and destruction and what it would look like if we lost. All it would take was a bit more damage, a bit more apathy, and everything would be over.

      But I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      I grabbed onto the metal railing atop the guardrail and let my body absorb everything around me, connecting me to the world most intimately.

      It all pulsed through me, a fervid maelstrom, hot and acrid and drenched in terror. I could feel loss, I could feel fear, I could feel disbelief just as much as I could feel heartbreak. I held onto each of those points, those blinding beacons of pain, and let it sink into my skin.

      Because I understood it. The horror pouring out around me was one I had already lived through. I knew what it was like to be surrounded by nothing but fire and screams, to have the heat build in you until your eyes couldn’t open and even your lungs refused to work. I knew what it was like to feel trapped and scared and small.

      I understood.

      And nobody deserved that.

      I reached out and reached out and reached out until all of that fear, all of that pain, bubbled over within me. Like the fuse being lit on a rocket, all it took was for the spark to reach its goal, and suddenly, I was erupting outward.

      It hurt in a way I couldn’t entirely describe. It felt like it was ripping the very soul from me, shooting outward and upward in a dome of shifting light. As it rushed, I felt any fire it touched fade and vanish, drowned out by my power. The power of every oracle that had ever come before.

      I would protect them.

      I would protect all of them.

      I grit my teeth, feeling my legs start to grow weak. It wasn’t enough. I wasn’t going to have enough. It was one thing to cover an entire castle and its estate using the foundations already built by those far more wise and powerful than I. It was another thing entirely to shield an entire city in the middle of a dragon attack.

      But I couldn’t stop. I was the only one who could halt the dragons in their tracks. I didn’t need to turn around to feel that Baelfyre and his forces were closing in on the city, intent on having a sky battle right above while everything burned. I had to stop that. If I didn’t, what was the point of coming back at all?

      The ripping continued, and I could feel my soul start to leave myself, as if I was being dragged upward. I wasn’t using magic anymore, just my own fierce will to survive. And while I felt that desire burn hotter and hotter within me, my body just seemed to become weaker.

      It started with my fingers cramping around the guardrail, then my arms trembling. And just when I was sure that I was about to fall over entirely, I felt hands on either of my shoulders.

      “Hey, we’re here for you,” Mickey said, her fingers gently gripping me.

      “Yes, you are not alone,” Krisjian added. “Use us. We’re here for you.”

      I went to breathe a protest, that they needed to protect themselves, but I couldn’t speak. Maybe… Maybe just once it would be fine to let others help me. I’d already died once to a noble sacrifice. I really didn’t need to make it a habit.

      Taking a steadying gulp of air, I reached into them, finding power similar but different from mine. While mine bucked and brayed, sizzled and popped, Mickey’s was more subdued. It rushed quietly through her, curling through her limbs and her mind as steady as a river and with just as much weight. I felt it wash over me, cooling and soothing and erasing all the tearing I had felt.

      And Krisjian, little, young Krisjian. His was biting and sharp, full of so much vinegar that my tongue curled in my mouth. It frothed through our connection, punching its way to the forefront of my mind, insisting that I use it. That I let it help.

      How could I say no to something like that?

      I let out a bit of a manic chuckle. If I thought coming back to life and feeling all the power that I had accrued had been intoxicating, this was a downright overdose. Three living oracles’ worth of magic poured undiluted into my veins. I could do anything. Anything.

      Those dragons were going to be sorry.

      But first, I had to protect the city. Furrowing my brow, I channeled everything they were giving me into my own surge, willing it to expand, grow, and cover. I didn’t open my eyes, but I could feel it, ever moving outward until finally, finally it touched the boundaries of the city.

      “You did it!”

      “We did, didn’t we?” I asked, swaying slightly. I would like to say either Mickey or Krisjian caught me, but we mostly just crumpled together in an unsteady pile.

      “Eh, semantics.”

      “Look, it seems like it’s my job today to interrupt all your moments, but while there’s a whole dragon battle going on outside the shield right now, I think we should probably concentrate on the fact that we’re trapped in here with a whole lot of pissed-off ones.”

      I looked up just as Bronn descended, his glittering scales covered with ash and blood that I hoped wasn’t his. Craning my neck back toward the castle, I saw two other dragons and a line of drakes that I recognized from the castle bolting toward us. Surprisingly, there was a wyvern just behind them. I knew from what little time I had spent lazing about and reading everything I could get my hands on in the castle that they tended to be bigger and slower than most of their brethren, built for tanking and not speed.

      But aside from that particular cavalry, I could make out at least three dozen unfamiliar dragons closing in on us, and more in my peripheral.

      Those were not good odds.

      Bronn landed beside us, looking at me with his big, shining eyes. I could tell he was upset that I was there, but also immensely grateful for the shield.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, feeling only mildly contrite.

      He let out a bruxing sound and lowered his front half so I could climb up. I hesitated, however, licking my lips.

      “You’re not going to try to take me out of here, are you?” I asked.

      “Davie,” Mickey reprimanded. “We’ve done enough.”

      “No. We haven’t. We haven’t done enough until everyone is safe. And right now, having a bunch of angry, anti-humanist dragons trapped in this city with a whole bunch of defenseless folks is not enough.”

      “Man, there’s gotta be weapons of some sort around here, right? Supposedly there’s a whole dwarven community in this city, right? The same ones who…uh…did what they did, which probably isn’t appropriate to bring up right now in the middle of battle.”

      “Wait, actually, she has a point.” Mickey said, perking up. “They’ve got to have at least a few weapons, especially if they found out that we survived.”

      “And what’s to stop them from killing us now?” Krisjian asked, sounding more curious than scared.

      “One, we have a dragon. Two, the enemy is already here. Killing us now would just take away the only thing that’s keeping all the danger out.” I heard a shaking roar from above us. “Well, almost all the danger out.”

      “Can you find it?” Mickey asked, placing her hand on my shoulder again. “I know you’re pretty tapped out, but I don’t need to tell you what a difference that would make right about now.”

      “What choice do I have?” Looking to Bronn, I gave him a bit of a shrug. “You ready to go on what might be a wild goose chase?”

      He wuffled slightly and that was enough. Mickey, Krisjian, and I clambered on, but when I held my hand down to Mal, she just shook her head.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as she crossed to the car and pulled a tire iron from the back.

      “If there ever was a time to get some well-placed revenge on the guys who destroyed my world, I think this is it. You go, save the day. I’m gonna hop on one of our friends and do some real damage.”

      “Mal,” Mickey warned. “That’s just a tire iron. What do you think that’s going to do against literal dragons?”

      “You underestimate me,” she said with a grin. “Now go. I’ll try to help delay them as much as I can. Bring me back something pointy.”

      I wanted to argue with her, but I knew better. And apparently so did Bronn, because his wings began to flap and we took to the air.

      We didn’t get very far, however, before another dragon burst out from an office building, sending glass flying. I yelped, completely taken by surprise, but Bronn just flared his wings to pull up short and caught the dragon’s head in his front hands. Did dragons have hands? Or were they front feet? One would think that after living with them for a while, I would know that.

      Either way, his claws sank into the beast’s head and with a mighty heave, he ripped the thing’s entire jaw off.

      I stared, a bit shocked at the spray of blood, but Bronn didn’t even pause. He dropped the dragon and kept right on rising, giving me a layout of the land.

      “That…” I heard Krisjian breathe. “That was…”

      “That’ll have to wait until later,” Mickey said. “Davie, do you see anything?”

      I closed my eyes, breathing deeply. I felt a bit like an empty paper bag, all the energy gone from me, but I had to find some. We needed weapons. We couldn’t just rely on three dragons, a wyvern, and a handful of drakes to save us from an onslaught.

      If maybe I had a bit more of my wits about myself, perhaps I could try to change the shield’s spell so that it could let allies in, but I just didn’t have the wherewithal for something that intricate, and if the shield collapsed...

      Well, it wouldn’t be good, that was for certain.

      So I breathed in and out. I reached deep, deep down into myself. Into Mickey. Into Krisjian. I could hear them both gasp softly as I tapped into their power, but they didn’t fight it. Even though I could feel just how incredibly tired and empty they both were. They weren’t like me. They hadn’t done the insane things I had done. They were so…new.

      It made a strange sort of feeling rise in my chest, and apparently that was just what I needed. When I opened my eyes, I could see a bright, burning spot of blue in the distance. Pressing my hands to Bronn’s back, I pushed my power to flow through him, connecting us like we were one.

      And boy, I did not properly prepare myself for that experience.

      It was like everything between us was washed away, and suddenly I was plunged into a well of his emotions. I could feel all of them, thick and enveloping, and so much more than I had ever thought.

      He was scared. More scared than even I was. And the weight of responsibility that colored every single emotion made me want to curl up and disappear. There was worry. Fear that he would fail.

      And most of all, there was love.

      Damn. There was so much love.

      Love for his people, even the surly ones who challenged his rule and made life complicated for him. Love for humans, even though they puzzled him sometimes. Love for all my friends, even new and shy Krisjian.

      And of course, burning so brightly that I couldn’t look at it directly, was love for me.

      Wow, was there a whole lot of love for me.

      It bled into the weight of responsibility, twisting together into a sort of shining beacon that most of his thoughts were centered around. And there, at the tip of it, was guilt.

      So, so much guilt.

      And finally, I got it. Like really, got it. I understood how much my death must have wrecked him. Understood how he blamed himself. I understood why he wanted to protect me now, even if it was incredibly silly. Now, more than ever, I finally got it.

      That was a whole lot to swallow.

      “There,” I said, sharing the image with him. “That’s where our weapons are.”

      If he felt any of my emotions or was even aware that I was waist deep in his, he didn’t give any indication. Instead, he just tucked his wings in and let himself dive.

      I held on with everything I had, trying to extricate myself from his emotions without severing the connection that let me guide him. But it seemed that I couldn’t separate the two, so I was stuck dwelling in the complex waves of everything he felt as we raced through the sky.

      I never thought I would be grateful for another dragon attacking us, but I definitely was as two shot up in front of us, ash falling from their hides. One was a brilliant, iridescent green while the other was pitch black. It struck me as a bit odd that there were no physical differences between the anti-humanists and Bronn’s people. It was just ideology splitting them apart.

      Maybe dragons and humans weren’t that different.

      Ugh, that was a depressing thought.

      But those dark ideas quickly fled as I felt another flood of Bronn’s emotions. There was such a pressing need to protect that my own blood picked up in my veins, bolstered by the red-hot rage that followed it.

      Whoa, for being such a reasonable guy, Bronn sure felt a lot and in brilliant technicolor.

      “You wanna go easy there?” Mickey gasped from behind me. “I’m feeling that echo.”

      Oh. Right. That made sense. I was tapping into Mickey’s gift, which meant I got her ability to ‘read’ people, as she said. I’d had no idea that meant basically becoming a full-on empath. It was exhausting. I didn’t know how she lived with it.

      Then again, it very much explained why she preferred to stick around the house.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, trying to relax my mental grip on her energy. But the moment I did, the image in front of me began to waver, almost blinking out entirely.

      “Great,” Mickey muttered. “Just do what you gotta do.”

      “I think I’m gonna be sick,” Krisjian added from the back.

      But I didn’t have a chance to reply as Bronn barrel-rolled to the side, kicking away one dragon with his hind legs and sinking his teeth into the wings of the other. Its shrill shriek filled the air as it tried to get away, but Bronn had a solid hold on them, which he used to rattle them like a maraca.

      It was morbid and awe-inspiring to watch, but it didn’t stop me from noticing that the dragon he had kicked had circled and was coming up from his left side fast.

      “Bronn!” I cried.

      Somehow, he seemed to know exactly what I meant and gave the smaller dragon one final shake before wheeling to the side, ending up right next to the attacking dragon.

      Clearly his adversary had not been expecting as much and balked for a moment. It recovered quickly, however, and turned on its side to claw at Bronn.

      Bronn did the same, of course, turning us horizontal. It wasn’t exactly a comfortable feeling, but I had faith in my thighs’ gripping power to keep me grounded.

      But still… I wanted to help. Bronn had to be exhausted, and there was still a bit to go to that glowing blue. I didn’t like just sitting there, watching him fight for us, so I looked around for anything that I could use.

      Granted, that was much easier said than done considering how fast we were going on the back of a brawling dragon prince.

      Things whipped by us, damaged buildings and mangled highway signs, until I finally saw something I might be able to grab. Squeezing as tight as I could with my legs, I called back to my companions.

      “Hey, guys? Do me a favor and hold onto me real good.”

      “Davie? What are you going to do?”

      “Something stupid,” I answered with a grin that my sister couldn’t see before reaching out and grabbing the jagged piece of signage that was half stuck into a telephone post that had somehow ended up halfway hanging off a building.

      “Ow!” I hissed as I felt the thing slice into my hand, cutting into the sensitive flesh under my burn scars, but I managed to keep a solid grip on it and pulled my arm back with my prize.

      “Davie, you’re bleeding.”

      “Yeah, that can wait until later. You should let go of me now.”

      “What? Why? What are you doing?”

      “Something even dumber.”

      Turning as much as I could, I found two hand holds in Bronn’s scales before I released my legs. My body instantly jerked out from under me, and if it weren’t for Krisjian and Mickey both grabbing my shirt, I was pretty sure I would have lost my grip entirely.

      “Thanks,” I managed weakly, scuttling further until I was completely on Bronn’s side.

      “What the heck, Davie!”

      I snickered at that but kept going, pulling myself despite the wind resistance, despite the turbulence, until I was right at the level of the other dragon’s front legs. It took a bit of wiggling, but I managed to get it so my feet were tucked under me, pushing me into a shaky sort of crouch.

      “Davie, I swear to God, you better not be doing what I think you’re about to do.”

      “Sorry, I can’t hear you over the sound of how awesome this is going to be,” I shot back before moving the jagged piece of metal close enough to my mouth for me to bite it. I could feel it bite into my cheeks, but I ignored that for later. A lot of things were being put on my later tab.

      I breathed in. Out. In again, then put everything I had into my leg muscles launching me forward. For a split-second, I hovered in the air, feeling like I was completely still while the dragons rushed away from me, but then that second was over, and I was falling.

      Just like I figured, I connected with the attacking dragon much lower on his body. What I didn’t expect was to completely bounce off his side and go rolling down the bucking length of him. I almost gasped, but belatedly reminded myself that my teeth needed to stay locked around my weapon.

      Oh, and also not fall from the dragon and die.

      I kept sliding and bouncing, moving almost too fast to see, but I reached out at the last moment and managed to grab one of the spines at the base of the dragon’s back. It stopped me short, nearly jerking my shoulder out of its socket, and it took so much willpower not to cry out in agony.

      What I didn’t count on, however, was the blood from my cut making my hand so slick that I couldn’t keep my grip. With a jolt of surprise, I was sent hurtling downward again.

      I tried to reach for another spine, but the stupid dragon’s tail was devoid of them, and I couldn’t get a grip on the smooth scale. But just when I thought my plan was about to go belly up, Bronn’s tail snapped up, slamming into my spine and knocking me all the way up the other dragon’s back.

      Ow.

      I landed hard, but I landed between two scale ridges and was able to hold on. I allowed myself a solid second to catch my breath, then started climbing toward the creature’s head.

      Finally, the thing noticed me and tried to shake me off. Bronn seemed onto my plan, however, and lashed his jaw forward, nearly locking his teeth right over our enemy’s muzzle. Its attention recaptured, it forgot about me and let me keep wiggling up its body.

      The entire business only took a couple of minutes, but it felt like so much more. Like days could have come and gone, my muscles screaming with effort, all while I climbed up a stupid dragon’s neck and to the crown of its head.

      I was finally there. The last hurtle. With a bit of a grunt, I pulled my body up enough so I could wrap my legs around one of its curled horns and then let my upper body drop down over the side of its face.

      It did jerk in surprise at that, but it was too late. I took the piece of metal out of my mouth and couldn’t resist at least one cheeky remark.

      “Hello,” I said, letting my arm hang down in a little wave before I stabbed the piece of metal right into its eye.

      In all my time being around dragons, and the couple of intense fights I had been in, I’d never heard one of them scream. Not roar, not shriek, just outright scream. It was definitely an experience, and I covered my ears as we spun wildly out of control.

      The world was a kaleidoscope for a moment, making my stomach protest, and the creature’s swiping paws only barely missed me. One of its claws just glanced my right thigh and left a thick line of red there. Oh, and also ruining one of my favorite pair of leggings.

      Rude.

      I knew I couldn’t stay on. The dragon was going to find me sooner rather than later probably, and I didn’t want to be in its clutches when it did. So, the moment it was upright, I pulled myself back up into a sitting position then eventually into a crouch, then launched myself upwards.

      And I had faith.

      Once more, I was caught up in the feeling of hovering, of being free and weightless and worry-free. But as the seconds ticked by with me still falling, the slightest bit of doubt started to creep in.

      “Davie!”

      Ah, there it was.

      Clawed feet wrapped around me and then I was spinning away from the still-thrashing dragon. I sagged in relief in Bronn’s hold, my body suddenly reminding me of all the little bumps and bruises that my little plan had earned me.

      I, uh, I definitely was hurting.

      Like a lot, actually.

      But that had to go on the later tab too, because when I looked at the view again, we were almost to the dazzling blue.

      Right, the journey so far had just been to get to the weapons. There were still several dozen evil dragons that had to be dealt with. And that wasn’t counting any drakes or wargs on the ground.

      I shuddered at the thought of hundreds of the four-legged beasts attacking people in their homes. Sure, while drakes were wingless and smaller than their dragon counterparts, they still had sharp, sharp teeth and were roughly the size of horses. Oh, and could also breathe fire. It wouldn’t take many of them to wipe out entire communities.

      I hoped I wasn’t too late.

      Bronn was just beginning to set down when there was a whistling through the air, and a massive harpoon went flying past us. Finally, I was pretty sure that I had officially seen everything.

      “Uh, Bronn?” I called up. “I don’t think they know you’re friendly.”

      “I think I have this,” Krisjian shouted down to me tentatively. “I can feel them. They’re in there.”

      “They who?”

      He didn’t answer, and I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I could feel it as what little power he had left trickled out, feeling its way through the air and curling around the people inside.

      For a moment, I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but whatever it was let Bronn set me down in peace and then land. The three of us ran in front of him, our arms raised to show we meant no harm.

      Or at least we did until the doors of the building opened and several haggard, very short adults stepped out.

      I could feel Krisjian’s energy swirling around them, and it reminded me strangely of a megaphone, but that didn’t quite make sense. Or at least it didn’t, until the woman’s eyes went wide at the sight of us.

      “You! I knew you would do this! Look what you’ve done!” Her tone was high and panicked, like she was seeing death itself instead of just little ol’ me. And that was when a few things clicked. While Krisjian couldn’t see the past and future quite like me, and while he wasn’t able to read people like Mickey, he seemed to be able to bring out the best and the absolute worst in people, to amplify the good, or hold up a magnifying glass to the bad.

      And since it was none other than Estelle right in front of me, she had a whole lot of bad to be magnified.

      “I’m saving you,” I hissed, striding forward. She braced, looking like she was about to strike me, but I didn’t care. I wanted her to hit me. Because if she did, that would excuse me taking time away from a very important battle to beat the absolute crap out of her.

      Although I’d always been one for fighting, I usually wasn’t so violent. But maybe Krisjian was bringing out the worst in me too.

      Or maybe, at my core, this was always what I was.

      “Who is this, Estelle?” a dark-haired man asked from beside her. He was armed with both a sword and what looked like a rocket launcher. Wow, was I glad he hadn’t used it on us. “Is she the one who made the shield?”

      “You can see it?” I asked. That was going to make explaining everything a whole lot easier.

      He nodded. “Dwarves are pretty good with structured magic like that. What you did was impressive.”

      “Aw, thanks. It’s nice to be appreciated.”

      “You’re the one who brought the dragons on us!” Estelle spat. “So like your kind, to come rushing in like a hero to help end the messes you caused! Do you know how many people are dead now because of you?”

      I marched right up to her, looking down at her spiteful, hateful face. “I have only saved people, which is more than I can say for you. Tell me, did you stick around to listen to my parents scream? To make sure that you did your job right? Or did you hightail it like Mavis and Jacoby?”

      The dark-skinned man beside her tried to sidle in between us, but suddenly, Krisjian was beside me, blocking his path. “What is she talking about, Estelle?”

      “Nothing!” the woman answered shrilly. “You can’t trust an oracle! They’ll say whatever they need to in order to get what they want!”

      Krisjian reached out, his hand stroking the woman’s cheek. I could see the shimmer of his gift along her skin before it sank in and her breath caught. “Don’t you think you should take responsibility for what you’ve done?”

      Another person stepped forward, her dark hair cut short and an axe in each hand. Maybe it was a bit stereotypical of me, but that was more of what I expected from a dwarf.

      “What are they talking about? What is going on? This is one of our ally dragons, is it not? He looks familiar.”

      “Ah yes, this is Bronn, the prince of his kind,” I said, gesturing back at the man. Err…dragon. He was facing away from us, his eye trained on the sky and perimeter around us. “And your friend here trapped me and my parents in our home and tried to burn us all to death. And that was just the beginning, apparently. I know of at least a handful of other incidents and I can probably find out more.”

      It was pretty satisfying to see all their eyes widen and looks of horror cross their faces.

      “That can’t be true!”

      “Estelle, that’s a mistake, right? She’s wrong?”

      There were a couple more murmurs from the people surrounding us, but Estelle just stood there, sweating profusely and shaking.

      “Come now,” Krisjian soothed, his accent like honey over his words. “Wouldn’t it be nice to tell the truth?”

      “The truth?” she repeated, her voice trembling. “The truth is I was willing to do what so many of you were not! You can stand there, and you can judge me, but look around us! This was exactly the thing I was trying to avoid!” She pointed to me shakily. “If it weren’t for those weaklings Mavis and Jacoby, you would be dead right now and everyone else would be alive! You should have burned that night along with your mix-blood parents! They weren’t even fey! They were humans who both happened to have just the right type of recessive genes. That’s it!”

      There was a lot of things I could tolerate, but that wasn’t one of them. I closed the last distance between us and socked the woman right in the jaw. She stumbled back a moment, recovering enough to round her weapon on me, but then both dwarves at her side caught her arms, holding her there.

      “What? Let me go! At least let me finish this now!”

      “You’re not finishing anything,” Mickey said, coming up alongside me and slapping the woman on the other side of her face. Sure, it wasn’t very turn the other cheek, but considering all she had done to hurt us, I admired our restraint.

      “We know our words can never mean enough,” the darker dwarf said. “But please understand that we didn’t know. Truly, we didn’t. We would never approve of such evil tactics.”

      “Yeah, I get that impression,” I said with a bit of a crooked grin. “But if you want to make it up to me, how do you folks feel about sparing some weapons and maybe riding some dragons?”

      “Dragons?” the second one asked.

      “Yeah, three of them, a wyvern, and a handful of drakes are in here and on our side. The numbers are a little unbalanced, so any help you would want to give would be really nice.”

      The two looked to each other uncertainly. “Someone needs to stay here with the humans, protect them while we’re gone.”

      “I’ll do it,” the smallest said from just behind the door. She was about Mallory’s size, with bright blonde hair and deep wrinkles across her face. She could have been a grandmother, but something about the way she held herself told me never to underestimate her. “I’m not much of one for heights anyways.”

      “You sure, Marilyn?”

      She nodded. “We’ve been hiding in plain sight for a while, and something tells me this is the end of it. It would be good to have plenty of humans on our side.”

      “Fair enough.”

      The male dwarf looked to me with a nod. “We’ll get you the weapons and return shortly.”

      “And what of this woman?” Krisjian asked, his gaze about level with hers.

      “We’ll lock her in one of the supply rooms for now. She can be dealt with after this…fiasco.”

      “That’s one thing to call it,” I said, trying to laugh but it came out more like a snarl. “Just make sure it’s appropriate.”

      “Oh, we will.”

      “Wait, that’s it?” Krisjian asked, sounding alarmed. “You’re just going to let her go?”

      I raised my eyebrow, surprised at his objection. “Uh, I did just punch her in the face and expose her to all her friends.”

      “That’s not enough! She murdered your family! She took everything from you!”

      I really hadn’t expected the vehemence in his tone, and I let him push past me. It was like everything was moving in slow motion as both of his hands landed on either side of her head, holding her firmly.

      “She deserves to be punished,” he hissed before Estelle’s screams filled the air.

      “Hey, Krisjian! What are you doing? Let her go!”

      “No! She hurt you! She hurt your family and she’s not even sorry. She needs to be sorry.”

      The two dwarves looked at us in alarm and, I hated to do it, but I placed my hand on Krisjian’s back and snatched all the energy from him that I could.

      “What?” He swayed and stumbled back in my arms. I actually felt pretty awful as he looked up at me with the most wounded expression that I had ever seen on his face. “Why did you…?”

      “Look, I know it’s tempting to use our powers to make bad people pay, but that’s not how we go about things, okay? I haven’t been the best example lately, but we are not judge, jury, and executioner.”

      “Uh, are things going to be alright?” the dark-skinned dwarf asked, looking between us nervously.

      “Yes,” Mickey answered with a sigh. “Just get the weapons. We’ll have the prince rally his forces.”

      “His forces,” Marilyn remarked with a smirk. “An awfully kind word to describe what would barely be enough for an afternoon tea.”

      “Well,” I said, returning Krisjian to his feet and straightening myself. “We’ll make do with what we have.”
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      “They’re closing in!” I heard one of the dwarves call over the walkie talkie strapped to my chest. We’d only had maybe five minutes to grab things before the other dragons realized where we were and started to close in, but it was enough to get some swords and guns into our hands and wrap some gauze around the cut in my palm. It was way deeper than I had expected it to be, but just like everything else, it got put into my later tab.

      Tomorrow was going to be one heck of a day—assuming I lived to see it.

      Bronn began to rise, great wings flapping slowly. As we lifted and my view increased, I saw about twenty or so drakes closing in on our little circle, covered in blood and dust and other signs of completely ransacking a city. I knew their plan was to surround the building and then overwhelm it as their aerial brethren closed in from above, and it was a solid plan.

      Too bad they didn’t know we had some tricks up our sleeves.

      The rest of the dragons rose with us. It had taken a whole lot of arguing, but Mickey and Krisjian had agreed to stay on the ground, even if I was only able to convince them that the humans needed protection besides Marilyn. In reality, I knew they were exhausted and completely tapped out of power—mostly because I was the one who had used up all of theirs.

      Of course, they had tried to argue that I was just as used up to, but I reminded them that I had a habit of finding new little pockets of abilities within myself and a connection to every oracle that had ever lived or died. That had definitely swung things in my favor, and that was why I was on top of Bronn and they were left behind.

      Of course, at the moment, I didn’t know what a very small shield or a vision was going to do to help things, but at least I could still go stab-stab with my spear. I liked spears. They made me feel pretty cool. And if I had to die in some battle over the city, at least I would go out in style.

      And with all the dragons moving in on us, I definitely felt like I could very well be making my return trip to the land of the dead. While most of our allies had made it to us after Bronn’s roar, the wyvern and several of the drakes were missing.

      And Mal.

      It was easy to think the worst, to be sure that yet another person who was close to me was dead, but I just ushered that off to the later tab along with everything else. The upside was, if I did indeed die, I would never have to deal with the long to do list. I’d been dead before, after all, and the break had been kinda nice.

      Except this time, I would be really dead, and not that sort of in-between area I had ended up. A place I had never meant to be, and yet somehow had been swept up in just like everything else.

      “Hold steady,” I said into the walkie, closing my eyes and just letting myself feel for a moment. The tension was building, working itself up into a true furor of energy. All I needed to do was wait until the perfect moment, that one instant where everything would work out, then I would give the word.

      But… What if there wasn’t that kind of moment? What if it never came because we were in an unwinnable battle?

      No. I couldn’t afford to think that way. We would win.

      We would.

      So, I waited and waited. I heard the uncomfortable mutterings of the dwarves over the walkies. I waited a bit more until, finally, I felt that snap inside of me.

      “Now!” I cried.

      The response was almost instantaneous. There were two resounding booms, and then a pair of missiles shot out into the oncoming horde of dragons.

      They very clearly didn’t expect that, pulling up short. The first dozen or so were able to get out of the way in time, but the ones behind them had no idea what was coming for them. The rockets hit, then exploded in a burst of energy and debris.

      That was when Bronn took over, ever the tactician. Letting out a mighty roar, he surged forward into the fray.

      After everything I’d seen since we’d erupted into the city, I’d realized that Baelfyre had brought his best to the castle estates, meaning to stop any dragons from ever getting to the city. I had no idea how Bronn and his few subjects had made it past what was undoubtedly an insane front line, but I certainly wasn’t complaining. It was quite obvious to me that the dragons around us were all young, completely untested by battle. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were recruits on their first jaunt out, given little orders besides to raze the city to ash.

      But that worked entirely to our advantage. Although these guys had energy and fanaticism on their side, it was clear that they only thought of battle as an exchange of brute force. They didn’t understand the rhythm of it, or how a simple position or the element of surprise could change everything.

      They also had no idea what it was like to fight a prince with one pissed-off oracle on his back.

      We cut through the entire throng, their formation reduced to a shambled mess by the missiles. Once we made it completely to the other side, two more rockets fired.

      It was so satisfying to watch the explosions hit their backs as they rounded to face us, and pandemonium erupted once again.

      Another one of Bronn’s roars sounded and that was when the other dragons made their move, closing rank in front of the oncoming beasts so they were triangulated in our range. It wasn’t exactly an intimidating front, but when one accounted for the three dwarves on each of their backs, all armed to the teeth, it was certainly an arsenal.

      We just had to count on the dragons underestimating them.

      A massive bolt of wood flew through the air, spearing through two of the attackers in one fell swoop, and they spiraled to the ground, leaving maybe only two dozen or so for us to take down on our own.

      Right. I had forgotten about the harpoon. Why a school had a harpoon, I didn’t know, but I certainly wasn’t complaining. The thought of a dwarf hauling it there in the middle of a city-wide assault was almost enough to make me laugh in the middle of battle.

      Almost.

      Now that most of our sky surprises were spent, it was time for outright battle skill. I knew the folks on the ground with the drakes had some additional tactics to play out, but I couldn’t see or spare the focus on them. My job was to help Bronn as best I could.

      And maybe get, like, the teeniest amount of revenge.

      Bronn sped forward, grabbing a dragon that was still spinning from the second round of missiles in his hind legs and using it as a bludgeon against another dragon. As the two tangled together, squawking and hissing, Bronn let out a massive jet of fire that engulfed the two of them.

      It was still so strange to see fire work against dragons, but I guessed even they had limits on what they could endure, and the bigger the beast, the more air they could draw into their lungs, and the hotter their flames could become. And Bronn was very big compared to most of the dragons. The only one I had seen close to his size was Baelfyre and one of his advisors.

      I didn’t have much time to enjoy the cookout, however, because another dragon was coming in toward Bronn’s neck, teeth snapping. It was like it didn’t even register me, a puny human, but I was all for using that to my advantage. It figured that Baelfyre hadn’t warned these minions about me; he assumed that I would be safe behind my shield at the castle.

      But the joke was on him, I just made another shield.

      I allowed myself one cackle at the ridiculousness of it all, thrusting my spear forward at the same time. While it didn’t get the oncoming dragon in the eyes like I had hoped, I did manage to catch it in its open mouth, the tip sinking into the pink flesh just below its curled lips.

      That was enough to make it howl, and stop short, which also gave Bronn enough time to whip his tail around and cleave through the attacker’s wing. While it wasn’t quite shorn in two, there was enough damage to the leathery thing that the shifter couldn’t stay in flight anymore and fluttered toward the ground.

      Three down.

      Bronn delved further into the tumult, his claws slashing at hides and flanks as we sped over several recovering enemies. He pulled off several other moves, converging with his two allies then wheeling around in a broad sweep. I assumed that this was something they had practiced in their many years of training and fighting, but I didn’t quite understand the purpose of it.

      But that was alright. My job wasn’t to understand. My job was just to stab things. It was a pleasant change from constantly using magic and turning my soul inside-out over abilities that I didn’t quite understand. Simple even.

      Simple was nice.

      My world devolved into a whole lot of holding on, then sitting up to stab, then hunkering right back down again. We spun this way and that, taking out one dragon after another. It was almost easy, if anything about battle could be easy, so I was pretty shocked when I sat up and saw there were still at least half of the dragons left.

      Huh, I’d thought we’d nearly wiped them out already. I wasn’t sure if Bronn was just as surprised as I was, but he certainly didn’t seem prepared when four dragons set on us at once.

      Two came from the front and the other two came from either side. To his credit, Bronn did tuck his wings in and drop, flipping over so that his claws were facing up and his jaw had a broader range, but while that let him hold the two front ones off, the side ones had nothing to stop them from sinking their teeth and claws into his flanks.

      Nothing except for me.

      One spear, one me, two dragons. I could do that. I mean… I had no idea how, but I had to. It just would have been a lot easier if I wasn’t below Bronn, holding on with only my thighs and a single hand. When all of this was said and done, we were going to have to look into building a saddle.

      The spear was in my right hand, so I picked the right dragon and drove my spear up toward its bottom jaw as it approached. I hit the scales wrong and my weapon rebounded, nearly knocking itself from my grip. I barely managed to recover, but when I did have it solidly in my hand again, I tried once more.

      This time, I adjusted my aim enough to get right into that sweet spot in its gums before its teeth locked into Bronn’s side. It let out a shriek and jerked back, but unfortunately, the left dragon got right where it wanted to be.

      Hearing Bronn’s wounded bellow made my heart sink. I was supposed to be protecting him. He was doing so much, trying to make sure that I survived all of this, and I couldn’t even keep a couple of dragons off his back.

      “Let him go!” I cried, letting go of Bronn with my second hand and switching my grip on the spear. With all the strength I had in my upper body, I thrust the weapon forward, aiming for the weakest part at the underside of the jaw. Something I only knew because Mal had taught me.

      I felt it hit flesh. I felt it pierce through the small gap in the scales. I felt the creature jerk as it realized what was happening, and I still shoved it harder.

      “I said let him go, you son of a—”

      It was hard to say what happened. All I knew was that suddenly, the world winked out and there was only a dull kind of pain. Once more, I felt like I was floating, but instead of being weightless, it was like I was too heavy and had just sunk into black water.

      I had no idea how long that lasted, but when the world flooded back in, it was followed by several urgent throbs of pain. Ow. Ow! I could hardly think, and I was only vaguely aware that something cool and sticky was streaked across my face.

      Oh, and I was falling.

      Blinking, I saw Bronn still dealing with the two dragons that I hadn’t gotten stabbity with. He was letting out panicked, rageful sounds, but they barely reached my ears. Or had someone just stuffed cotton into them? Hard to say. Everything was so fuzzy and detached. Hazy.

      Oh… Right. I was falling.

      That was bad, but I couldn’t really bring myself to care. My head hurt. It hurt so much. It was like—

      Before I could figure out what it was like at all, I saw a dragon tail come whipping toward me, hitting me right in the ribs and driving me further toward the ground. How long until I hit now? How long until I was spattered across the pavement?

      Gasping and retching, I saw that my attacker was the left dragon that I had speared, my weapon still hanging from its mouth. Oh yeah, that was lodged in there good. At least, after I died, it was going to remember me for a long, long time.

      But the beast didn’t seem contented to just let me fall. It rounded on me once more, jaws open wide as it descended on me. It almost seemed a bit too fantastical that the creature was going to eat me, and I let out a little bit of a laugh before grounding myself.

      No. It wasn’t funny. I didn’t want this. I wanted to fight!

      I raised my arms, kicking my feet up just as its mouth reached me. It was like being hit by a wrecking ball, and for a moment, both my legs and arms buckled. But I managed to maintain my hold just enough to not end up right inside the mouth of the dragon. No, instead I was just braced with my feet against its lower teeth and my hands gripping its upper lip, just outside of its mouth like a mouse in the grip of a cat.

      The dragon actually stopped short for a moment, clearly surprised that I wasn’t down its gullet, but it recovered much more quickly than I would have liked. Its tongue lolled out, wrapping around my waist and trying to tug me in. That… That was a new and very uncomfortable sensation.

      But I wasn’t about to give up now. I reached down with my good hand and raked my nails along the slick, bristled tongue as hard as I could. I wished I had my spear, but that was still lodged in the underside of the jaw I was currently standing in.

      Its tongue withdrew as it seemed to realize that tactic wouldn’t work, then suddenly the mouth snapped closed. Now that did the trick, and I fell backward once again.

      Or at least I started to.

      “Hold on!”

      No. It couldn’t be. I knew that voice.

      With the last of my strength, I grabbed onto the handle of the spear still stuck in the dragon. I must have hooked that thing in there good, because it held my entire body weight as I hung.

      Naturally, my enemy didn’t quite appreciate that, squealing and whipping its head this way and that. The movement did send both me and the spear flying, but as I toppled upward, I saw none other than Mal standing on the dragon’s head, tire iron in her hand.

      “Gripless!” she cried, pointing to me.

      Gripless? I had no idea what that meant until I was once more jerked to a stop by clawed feet grabbing me. Craning my head upwards, I saw the missing wyvern.

      Oh. Gripless. Because it had no arms.

      Wow, that was bad. Even for Mal.

      Speaking of Mal, the girl raised her weapon and brought it right down on the crest of the dragon’s skull. Once. Twice. Three times. Each time, it rolled or bucked, but she held on for dear life until the last blow.

      And on that final hit, the beast let out a shudder before suddenly going limp. Like a stone sinking into the water, it began to fall, and Mal launched herself upwards.

      Gripless, since apparently that was what we were going to call the wyvern now, caught her in his tail and gently lifted her to his back, where she perched with a whoop. I was content to stay in his grip where I was, but I figured that wasn’t exactly good for a fight, because I was abruptly thrown upward and the beast pulled off a move that somehow had me end up on his back.

      And did I mention I was dizzy? I was so dizzy. And cold.

      “Whoa there, friend. You alright?” I could feel her small hands on me, steadying me as she looked me over. “I’m not gonna lie. When I saw you take a full dragon tail to the head, I was pretty sure you were a goner. He cracked you good, didn’t he?”

      “A tail? To the head?” I repeated slowly. Now that the adrenaline from falling and almost being eaten was gone, I was reminded of how much my head hurt. It was like someone put it in a vice and cranked that sucker as tightly as they could.

      “Yeah, when you were on Bronn’s back. You were being real impressive, spearing them upside-down and all that, but that left one really slammed ya good. Hey, can you tell me how many fingers I’m holding up?”

      She held her small hand in front of my face, but her fingers swirled so much I thought I might be sick. “I’m fine,” I said, knocking her arm away. “We’re in the middle of a battle.”

      “Right you are, but we’ve fallen pretty far below it. Here, let me at least wipe some of the blood away from that face of yours. Make you look a little less dead.”

      “Blood?”

      Before I could quite comprehend what she meant, she lifted on the bottom of her shirt and spit on it, raising it to gently dab at my face. I flinched away at the sheer grossness of it, but she held my chin firmly.

      Surprisingly, it actually felt kind of good. I didn’t realize that one of the sides of my face felt crusty and tight with gunk. I drifted for a minute, lost in the comfort, until she pulled away and I saw how much red was now covering the bottom of her shirt.

      “Crap. I think I just made it worse. Oh well, let’s end this, shall we? You think you still got that in you?”

      If there was one thing that I would always appreciate about Mal, it was that she never babied me.

      “Heck yeah.”

      “I was hoping you would say that.” She turned and flopped down to sit. Instead of spines or scales like the other dragons, the wyvern had a massive mane of hair that surrounded its head and traveled all the way down to the tip of its tail, which ended in another truly impressive plume of fur. It was certainly easier to hold onto, but also a lot easier to slip down.

      As if she could sense my thoughts, Mal reached back and gripped one of my arms. “Hold onto me, big lady. I’ve got you.”

      “Are you sure?” I heard myself mumble.

      “Yeah, I’m stronger than I look.”

      It didn’t make sense to argue with her, so I just did what I was told. But as we rose higher, back toward the violence, back toward the battle, I couldn’t help but feel like I was getting farther and farther away. Sweat beaded my brow, but it was cold. Oh so cold. It reminded me a lot of dying.

      Wait… Was I dying?

      That was the last thought I had before I fell back into oblivion.
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      I was falling again. What had happened? I had thought I was holding on. But I wasn’t.

      Where was I?

      The entire world seemed to turn around me, spinning until I wasn’t falling backward at all, but instead gently floating to the ground.

      I set down on both of my feet, and it was like the entire world just loaded into being around me. I was in the city, and that made sense, but everything was burning.

      It was as if I had never made the shield. Every single thing around me was completely consumed by flames, licking up to the sky and devouring even the clouds.

      Wait, fire couldn’t do that, could it?

      I was so confused. What was going on?

      “Well, it looks like you didn’t decide to come of your own free will, but I’m glad you’re here anyways.”

      A cold, stony hand gripped my wrist and yanked me in its direction. Stumbling, I saw a figure rise from the ground at my feet, building upon itself in waves of shadows until the apparition was standing in front of me, smiling gleefully across both her faces.

      “You took a good chunk of the city with you, but are you finally ready to die?”

      I shook my head. “But I still have so much to do.”

      “Yeah, yeah, don’t we all. A life to live and dreams and all that stuff. Too bad, too late. Let’s go.”

      She pulled me another step and I felt myself start to sink down with her, but then something burning bit into my other arm and yanked me that way.

      I let out a scream, my head whipping to the side to see that the rotted dragon was standing there, the claws of his foreleg buried in my arm.

      “She is mine! You cannot take her!”

      “Let go, Maelfacious. Don’t you have another few millennia of brooding and plotting to do?”

      “Maelfacious? No one has called me by that nickname in so long. It brings back memories, doesn’t it?” But the spirit didn’t even flinch. “Besides, I have claimed her. I will not allow you to have her.”

      “Lies,” the spirit hissed, yanking me harder.

      If anyone had ever told me that I would be a part of a supernatural tug-of-war, I would have laughed at them, but as the two ancient beings argued over me, I couldn’t help but wonder at the complete insanity of it all. I was not some chew-toy. Some object to be owned and fought over.

      “After what you did to me, I made it so you could never bury your mark in anyone ever again.”

      Wait, what?

      “Oh please, my little Faelynn, still holding a grudge? It’s been millennia, as you said yourself. And you took to your punishment so well.”

      “I’m cursed to walk all the realms and never know peace! I just want to die!”

      “Well, let me oblige you.”

      Suddenly, he lunged forward, and for a moment, I thought that he was going to attack her, but instead, his mouth closed over where her hand was gripping my wrist and he bit down with the force of a hydraulic press.

      I screamed, because what else could I do, and I had a moment of clarity as I felt muscles tear and bones crack. When the dragon finally opened his mouth, I could only watch as Death’s skeleton hand and my hand both dropped to the ground, fire licking at the bottoms of both of our stumps.

      No.

      No, that wasn’t possible.

      “Time to go, Faelynn,” he rumbled before tackling her outright.

      I watched them go at each other, embroiled in battle, but I was so completely over it. Wasn’t it enough to be caught up in some sort of dragon war? To have visions and power that sometimes seemed too big to fit in my own skin? Did I have to deal with two extra-dimensional, ancient beings that wanted me for two very opposite reasons?

      “Davie! Come back to me! Come on, I know you’re in there!”

      I looked up, seeing a glimmer of light up above. Mal’s voice drifted down, connecting me back to my own world.

      “Come on! I don’t get to brag about the cool way I saved you if you die! Breathe with me, girl. Just breathe!”

      Her words beckoned me, and I pushed upward, letting myself go toward the light. The higher I went, the more pain swamped me, but it was affirming. It was grounding. It reminded me of where I was and what I was and what my body felt like.

      And then, without even a blink, I was back in reality, looking up at Mal, who was holding onto me tightly.

      “Hey there,” I rasped. Wow, my throat hurt too. Everything hurt.

      “Oh thank God!” she gasped, bending forward and resting her head against my shoulder. That hurt too, but I ignored it when I felt warm, wet drops falling from her face.

      Huh. I couldn’t remember if I’d ever seen Mal cry before. That was something.

      I felt more than heard the massive roar behind me and I craned my neck back to see Bronn at the center of the battlefield, at least a dozen dragons surrounding him and attacking him all at once. The other two dragons were trying to get to him, to have his back, but they were being held off by others.

      It was a grim situation, and my heart ached at seeing the man I loved covered in wounds and blood. I imagined we looked like quite a pair.

      Somehow, despite everything that was going on, our eyes locked, his pupils narrowed to slits. I felt his gaze glide over me, taking in my bloody face, the cuts on my arms and hand, all of it. My eyes fluttered, but I forced myself to hold our connection.

      I could see and feel something growing in him, I was still too dizzy to place it, but it didn’t feel very good. With what little strength I had, I reached for him, only to realize that I didn’t have a hand there anymore.

      Or rather… I did, but it wasn’t human anymore. No, there was a palm there, four fingers and a thumb, but what had once been scarred flesh and twisted skin was scaled in brilliant gold, tipped in sharp, black nails.

      That probably wasn’t good.

      But it also seemed to set whatever was brewing in Bronn off, because suddenly he roared in a way I had never heard him roar before. The sound burst out of him, long and loud and rattling every bone in my body. It didn’t stop either, not after a second, not after a breath, not after three breaths. The hair on the back of my arms stood up and I knew, I really knew, that something truly magical was about to happen.

      “What’s he doing?” Mal asked, holding me tighter. But as she spoke, the clouds grew dark overhead, drawing in close and thick until they covered the top of the battlefield like a canopy. Even the enemy dragons paused, baffled by whatever phenomenon they were seeing. I knew that they had never seen anything like this. In fact, I knew our whole world had never seen anything like it, like it was written in my little oracle bones.

      “Changing the world,” I rasped right before his roar ended, his wings flared, and lightning cracked right down through him.

      Gasps and squawks sounded from everywhere as Bronn took the direct bolt right through his spine. It lasted only a second, maybe two, and then there was nothing but silence.

      In that moment, I swore that the entire city froze, not a sound or a breath going through any of the hundreds of thousands of people huddled below.

      And then, without so much as a warning, Bronn’s mouth opened and he let out a brilliant blue flame, lightning crackling through it.

      It was beautiful, and terrible, and so many things all at once. I watched, feeling electricity dancing along my skin, as his beam bit through the horde in front of him, turning some to ash and making others spiral down to the ground. Once that path was clear, he turned, eliminating enemies swath by swath.

      They tried to run, tried to fly away, but there was no escaping. Even those that went beyond the range of his beam were struck down as multiple bolts of lightning lanced from the sky.

      It was beautiful, it was terrifying, and I couldn’t help the desperate, manic laughter that bubbled up from my chest.

      “What in the name of the dragon gods is going on?!” Mal asked breathlessly, her eyes locked on the sky.

      But mine were there too, honed in on Bronn and nothing else. “That,” I rasped, “is old magic.”

      I could feel Mal looking at me as if she wanted more explanation, more words, but I was really and truly empty. With one last look to Bronn, I let my eyes flutter closed.

      I could rest, for the moment, and when my eyes opened, it would finally be time for that later tab I had built up.

      Because I was going to wake up again.

      Although I had a feeling the world was going to be a lot different when I did.
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      At this point, I wasn’t surprised when I awoke inside a room in the infirmary, all white walls and paintings of ancient battles. I also wasn’t surprised by the fact that my entire body hurt in about every way possible. I knew that they had written on my chart that I had a bit of a sensitivity to pain medicine, which meant they most likely had gone easy on my doses while I was asleep.

      Groaning, I opened my eyes and felt around for my nurse button, but I stopped short when a searing pain lanced up my arm.

      “Ow! What is that?”

      I sat up sharply only to end up with soft but firm hands pushing me back into the bed.

      “Oh hey, Davie, you’re back with us. Relax, sweetie, it’s okay.”

      That was Mickey. Mickey, I could trust.

      Breathing deeply, I forced myself to focus on my sister and the world all seemed to rush into place.

      “Geez, you look rough,” I said before I could think better of it.

      But it was true. She had a black eye, and bite marks on her shoulder were visible under the thin strip of her camisole. Judging by the yellow and scabbing, those marks were at least a day or two old.

      “You’re one to talk,” she shot back. “You look like someone took a baseball bat to your…well, everything.”

      “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad.”

      “It’s pretty bad,” Mal confirmed from beside me. I looked over to see that she had some bruises and scrapes, but otherwise looked pretty normal. “You need to stop making a habit of passing out after something big happens. People are going to start to think that you’re a bit of a drama queen.”

      I chuckled weakly at that, but then that hurt too, so I stopped.

      “What can I say, I have a certain flare for timing— Ow.” I looked down at my arm, which was burning again, and saw that the limb was wrapped in bandages from my elbow down.

      “Oh,” I murmured, starring at the mass of white cloth. “That part wasn’t a dream, huh?”

      “No,” Mickey said solemnly. “You wanna explain that to us?”

      “I… I’m actually still not sure about it. I think that maybe—”

      “See, look! I told you she’s awake!”

      The door burst open, and I was surprised to see Krisjian there, holding Mallory and Bronn’s hands. I tensed, my eyes locking with my once-best friend for a moment. We stared, looking each other over, and then she turned on her heel and walked away.

      But Bronn didn’t, of course. No, he strode right in. Or, at least as much as one could stroll when they were hooked up to an IV.

      “What happened to you?” I asked, trying to sit up and mostly failing.

      “Oh, you know, summoned some lightning, took down a small army by myself. No big deal.”

      “You wish it was by yourself,” Mal shot right back. “If it wasn’t for me and good ol’ Gripless, you guys would’a been SOL.”

      “Ah, right.” The prince sat in a chair next to my bed with a groan. Although he wasn’t bruised or bloody, he still definitely looked like he had been through the ringer. There were slight scratches across his skin, a bite mark on his neck, and deep, deep circles under his eyes. “By the way, Lieutenant Argentin mentioned he would like to see you later, when you have a moment.”

      Mal actually started at that. “What? Why?”

      “Something about thanking the best battle partner he’s had in ages. Said it had to be done in person to be proper.”

      The young dwarf just rolled her eyes. “Gross. So he’s a prim and proper type when he’s human? Lame.”

      Bronn shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

      But Krisjian seemed to be vibrating with energy so I moved from the entertaining conversation with Mal to the young man.

      “Something bothering you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow and— Nope. That hurt too. Yikes, I really had done a number on myself, hadn’t I?

      “Is…is something bothering me?” he sputtered. “I… Look, I know I’m new here, but you have a scaled arm now, and Bronn somehow summoned lightning, and-and-and I felt you fall away again for a while and then something snapped and I… I just want to understand what is going on!”

      I smiled softly. Out of all of us, Krisjian had the least experience with the fey world, and he wasn’t actually doing that badly. Good on him.

      “I slipped into one of my visions, yeah. And it’s safe to say I learned some things.”

      “Like what?” Mickey asked. “I’m not gonna lie. I felt a shift too. Almost like flood waters breaking, and then everything was just a bit…different.”

      I nodded. “So, the more powerful we get, the more we break the rules of this world, the more old magic comes back. Exactly the kind of magic that all of our people left behind when they abandoned their own dimension.”

      “Oh, uh, you’re saying that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Because it is,” I said with a sigh. “The more magic that comes back, the more powerful everyone becomes. That’s how Bronn was able to summon lightning. It’s an ancient skill, one that all dragons used to have, but it faded with time.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “It wouldn’t be if it stopped there. But it doesn’t. Spells that didn’t work before suddenly will. If it gets to a certain level, they won’t even need an oracle to cast them. Any fey will be able to perform certain incantations if they practice enough. Incantations like…”

      “Summoning that dragon to our world.”

      “What dragon?” Krisjian asked, eyes far too wide for his face.

      “We call him the rotted dragon mostly,” I explained, taking a breath. “He’s a very, very old being, and very powerful. He’s allegedly the first shifter that ever existed, and he learned to take on multiple forms to more easily recruit people to his cause.”

      “And his cause wasn’t a good one?”

      “Well, no, not really. He just wanted power. In any form, any shape. He killed people to get it, and when that wasn’t enough, he began to wipe out entire nations, and then worlds. It took our ancestors sealing away their entire dimension and every other dimension chained to it before coming here.”

      “Then… Why isn’t he here?”

      “Because they sealed the only pathway from their dimension to this one. The same way I permanently sealed the realm that I…” I swallowed to stop my voice from quivering. “That I died in.”

      “So…the rotted dragon wanted you here, then. Heck, he needs you here.”

      I nodded, lifting my bandaged arm. Although it was covered, I knew what exactly was below that pristine gauze. “And this is a part of it. He’s claimed me, and this is his foothold in this world. He’s coming, and we need to find a way to stop him.”

      Bronn let out a breath. “It’s always something, isn’t it? At least we know what my cousins and their royals are planning. But I’m afraid both of our displays in the city just confirmed to them that old magic is indeed growing.”

      I shrugged, but—yup, that hurt too. “It’s not like it could be helped. There was a battle to win, and we won it.”

      “But next time, could you try to win it without both of you tearing yourselves to pieces? I know you like to play big, bad heroes, but I’m not sure how much my poor heart can take.”

      I wanted to argue with my sister, but then Krisjian was chiming in.

      “This, I agree with. Too much risk.”

      “You could do with taking it easy for once, Davie,” Bronn added, smiling slightly.

      “Oh no, that goes for you too. You literally allowed yourself to summon lightning when you had no idea what would happen.”

      He shrugged. “I had a feeling.”

      “Uh-huh.” Mal didn’t sound convinced. “And I have a feeling that you’re not telling us everything.”

      I gave her a wan smile. “It’s not purposeful. It’s just I gleaned a whole lot and I literally just woke up. Give me a couple of minutes to get it all out.”

      “Alright then, continue, please.”

      “Thanks.”

      She reached out as if to playfully jostle my arm, but quickly seemed to think better of it—much to my immense relief.

      “I also found out a little bit about the apparition.”

      “Like what?”

      “Mostly, that she has a name, and that she’s being punished.”

      “Punished? For what?”

      “That, I don’t know, but it has to do with the rotted dragon. I think, somehow, he claimed her too, and that…um, she betrayed someone, somehow.”

      “Well, not exactly super informative, but it’s a start.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, a start that we need, because she’s made it very apparent that she’s not going to stop coming for me unless the entire city dies. And we just spent a considerable amount of energy making sure that didn’t happen, so I’d prefer not to ruin all our efforts.”

      “So what you’re saying,” Mal groused, “is that we’re on a timer between two ancient beings that both want you in not-so-great ways.”

      “Yup.” I did my best to smile, but I probably looked very scared. Because I was. I could feel fear coursing through me more and more as I woke up. “The clock’s ticking, my friends. If we want to stop all of this, we’re going to have to take the fight to the anti-humanist dragons.

      “While I’ve still got time.”
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      Thank you so much for reading Death Follows, the fifth book in the Dragon Oracle series. I hope you enjoyed the story and are ready for a lot more action because this battle is far from over.

      Keep an eye out for the next book in this series later this fall.

      

      I really do enjoy hearing what readers think so if you could leave a review for me on Amazon, that would be really cool.

      

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Fantasy Reads Newsletter. We have a lot of fantastic stories planned and can’t wait to share those with you. All the information is on the next page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fantasy Reads Newsletter

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sign up for our Fantasy Reads Newsletter and be the first to find out about new releases and special offers.
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