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            Tangible Night Terror

          

        

      

    

    
      I sighed, closing the book and thus ending the adventure I had been reading for the week. I was going to need to pick up another book from the quaint shop next to work, if they were still open. The owner had really been struggling with the flu lately and had closed early several times. I felt terrible for him. Being self-employed and the owner of your own business seemed to come with a whole lot of responsibility.

      Ugh. There was that word again. Try as I might to escape it, it seemed my life was bound up in all sort of adulthood.

      I turned to put the book in my messenger bag only to realize that it wasn’t there. That was odd. I never left home without my supply bag. Not only did it carry my wallet and phone, but also my sketch pad, drawing pencils, and inking pens.

      I looked around, trying to remember if I had tucked it under my seat, and that was when I realized that I was absolutely alone.

      That wasn’t right.

      I jumped to my feet, whirling in a full circle to make sure I wasn’t going insane. But no, I was on a completely empty city bus in the middle of the day.

      “Hey, driver?” I called, walking toward the front. “Did I miss my stop?” It wouldn’t be the first time I had been so engrossed in a book that I had shut out the real world. I tended to get hyper-fixated whenever I read, or drew, or watched a good movie, or… Actually, it was a pretty extensive list.

      There was no answer and I took a couple more steps forward. “Driver? Did we already hit…” I stopped dead in my tracks, heart seizing in my chest.

      There was no driver.

      I stared incredulously, looking from the empty driver’s seat to the cityscape rushing by outside. The bus was definitely moving, as were the cars around us, and yet no one was controlling it.

      I stumbled back, truly terrified. I took buses because I was both too poor to own my own car and too scared to learn how to drive, so this was doing nothing for me. I tried to scream, but nothing came out.

      Then something thumped down ahead of us. I couldn’t will myself to stand up and see what it was, but I could feel the earth-shattering force as it blocked the road. Was it a building? A comet crash-landing from outer space? Considering I was on a runaway public vehicle with no driver, anything was possible.

      But instead of slowing down, the bus accelerated. I suddenly found my ability to scream, just as we collided full force with whatever had landed in front of us.

      My whole world was inverted for a minute, the concussive force of the collision rattling me all the way down to my molecular state. I saw flashes of images—nothing coherent, nothing purposeful, just a maddening myriad of disjointed ideas. Jagged scale, the glint of metal, a crackle of lightning, laughter. It was as if time was a rubber band, and I was in for the ride as it was stretched, stretched, stretched…

      And then it snapped.

      Fire billowed outward from the front of the bus, swallowing me whole and consuming every part of me. I screamed, and kicked, and fought with all my might, even though I knew it was useless. Fire always won.

      But then I was spit out, almost as if by a geyser, flying through a window and crashing into the street.

      I let out a noise somewhere between a groan and a sob, rolling onto my stomach. However, when I pushed myself up, I wasn’t on my street at all. I was in my sister’s room and she was laying on her bed, sleeping peacefully.

      “Oh thank God,” I breathed, stumbling forward. I reached her bed and gently gripped her wrist to check her pulse. Terror flooded through me when I felt nothing, and another sob escaped me.

      Only for me to realize I still had my glove on.

      Whoops.

      A bit embarrassed, I pulled the garment from my hand. Telling myself I needed to calm down, I searched for her pulse again. But the moment my fingers touched her flesh, the bed erupted into flames, reaching up to the ceiling and throwing me into the far wall.

      I screamed, pausing only when my back smashed into the wall. I tried to roll forward and grab her, to wrest her from the bed as she kicked and screamed in agony, but I was knocked back by another blast.

      No. It couldn’t end this way. Not again.

      I fought my way to my feet, my utter terror waning in the face of my absolute rage. We didn’t deserve this!

      “We deserve peace!” I cried.

      For a moment, it almost seemed like the flames had listened, slowing in their crackling whips and pops. But just when I stood fully, some sort of…limb stepped out from the inferno, its clawed foot slamming into the ground in front of me. And then its other foot joined it.

      I stumbled back for the second time until my back hit solid wood. The last thing I saw coming toward me was gnashing, pointed teeth before I was swallowed by fire once more.
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        * * *

      

      I bolted upright, a choking cry erupting from my mouth. Gasping, I looked around to see I was in my room, safe and sound and very much not burnt to a cinder.

      Geez, as far as nightmares went, that was a pretty terrible one. I was covered in sweat and my thin, summer pajamas were sticking me like a second skin.

      “Gross,” I muttered, sliding out of my bed. I needed to make sure I washed my blankets and sheets when I got back from work.

      Speaking of work, how long was it until I had to go in? I didn’t think my alarm had gone off; it was pure adrenaline that had awoken me from that awful scene I had been stuck in. Checking my phone, I actually saw that I was only up about fifteen minutes early. Well, if I had to be jolted out of my sleep by unadulterated fear, at least the timing was convenient.

      I went about my morning routine—showering, brushing my teeth, brushing my hair, putting on my uniform. Once I finally felt like I was fit to be among society, I trundled down the hall and into the kitchen.

      There, I made a bowl of warm oatmeal, following the very particular steps that the doctors had described to me until it was just right. Grabbing some cereal bars for myself, I grabbed a meal replacement shake from the fridge and headed to my sister’s room.

      She was, thankfully, not in the middle of a raging inferno. She was sleeping peacefully. I almost felt bad waking her, but she was supposed to inject her medicine at very specific intervals and I didn’t want to deviate from that if I could help it.

      “Rise and shine, Mickey.”

      Her eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t move other than that. “Huh?” Her voice was adorably groggy, but of course I would never say that out loud. Even if she was sick, I was sure my older sister would have no problem kicking my butt all the way to Sunday.

      “I brought you breakfast.”

      “Uh, that gross oatmeal again?”

      “Aw, come on! It’s strawberries and cream, your favorite!”

      “Yeah, it was my favorite when it didn’t have a million and one medicines dissolved into it.”

      “Come on, there can’t be more than a thousand. And I put both vanilla and brown sugar in it.”

      “Fine, give it here.” With a wry smile, Mickey sat up, propping herself into a comfortable position with pillows. She was looking a bit better—much less gaunt than before—but there were still distinct purple circles below her eyes and her lips were thin and pale. It was hard to imagine what she looked like even just a year or so earlier, before her sickness really set in and started doing a number on her.

      Turned out lupus was a hell of a beast, with fangs much bigger and brighter than the ones I had seen in my dreams. Of course, my sister wouldn’t be in nearly as bad a shape if she had gone to the doctor when she had first started to feel sick.

      No, heaven forbid she ever take care of herself. To be honest, I felt responsible for most of that. I had been in my senior year of high school and was struggling with my pending graduation. I felt lost, adrift, and like I hadn’t accomplished anything in what was supposed to be the greatest four years of my life. So naturally, Mickey had to fly in like the superhero she was and help me through it.

      I wouldn’t have survived without her. She fed me, helped me with my homework, listened to problems that seemed so silly now. She waited and waited and waited until eventually, her body gave up.

      I shuddered as I remembered coming home from a friend’s graduation party only to find her on the ground, ashen grey.

      “Hey, what’s with the long face?”

      I realized that I was telegraphing again and forced myself to smile. “Oh, nothing important. My favorite show just had a hell of a cliffhanger for a season finale.”

      “You’d think after nineteen years, you would have learned not to lie to me.” She dutifully took a couple of bites of her oatmeal. “You’re not feeling that noble guilt of yours, are you? I made my choices about how to handle my health. None of this is your fault.”

      Uncanny. Mickey always had a way of seeing through me. Most of the time, I didn’t mind, but it would be nice to have some privacy every once in a while. “Just finish your food, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best. You off to work?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, just a short five and a half-hour today.”

      “Ugh. I don’t understand why they don’t just give you a full six hours so you can get a half-hour lunch in there.”

      “Because scheduling is hard and people think us minimum wage earners deserve the worst working conditions.”

      “Good point. Alright, you’d best hurry off then. It’s almost time for the bus.”

      Right… The bus.

      I was going to have to face it at some point so it might as well be sooner rather than later.

      “I’ll see you later! Be safe now.”

      “Of course, I always am.”

      I laughed at that then showed myself out, making sure to grab my bag on the way.
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        * * *

      

      Hiss.

      The machinery around me prattled away as it steamed milk, brewed coffee, and did everything else it had to do. It would have almost been a pleasant sound, were it not for the three separate blenders beside it that were all in various stages of breaking up ice for the cold drinks.

      Normally, I didn’t mind my job—there were plenty of worse ones out there for kids fresh out of high school with no intention of jumping right into college—but today, I just wasn’t feeling it.

      Maybe it was because of my dream. Or maybe it was how tense I had been on the bus. But it was kind of hard not to be, considering my mind liked to remind me that the last time it saw me on public transport, it had ended pretty terribly. It didn’t seem to matter how much I told myself it wasn’t real; the apprehension was still there.

      I couldn’t even read, which was the best part about someone else driving you somewhere.

      It was safe to say that I was just going through the motions, customer-service smile pasted across my face. My two co-workers didn’t seem to be in much of a bantering mood either. We usually had a pretty good time together, but everyone seemed a bit lost in their own thoughts.

      It was probably school. Unlike me, Jamie and Stacey were both going to college full time. I knew they were going through a major transition in their lives, so a little introspection made sense.

      Another added bonus was that our manager had been called to help another store, so there was a calm we didn’t often get around the noon-rush. It wasn’t that our manager was terrible, but she was a middle-aged woman who always seemed to be running somewhere between stressed out of her mind and complete mental breakdown. Lovely person, really, but whenever I talked to her, I had the distinct feeling the woman was barely holding back tears.

      The first two hours of my shift passed without a hitch and I was starting to think that I would be able to go through my entire shift on autopilot. But then, the bell at the door jingled and I looked up to give the greeting that was engrained in me.

      “Welcome to…” I trailed off as my eyes focused on who had actually come through the door.

      “The Beanery!” Jamie finished for me. I gave her a grateful look before my eyes flicked right back to the new customers.

      It was a group of three men who had to be somewhere around my age. They were all striking, in a very devastating kind of way.

      The tallest was one of those hulking, gym body types with red hair so bright, it might as well have been copper. His features were all sharp and angular, something that probably should have been intimidating, but it just made me want to sketch him.

      My fingers itched for my pencil and sketchpad as I looked over the second one. He was the shortest of the bunch, with midnight-black hair. His features were almost strangely elongated, as was his thin, lithe frame, and yet it worked for him. He reminded me of those models you see in magazines who shouldn’t have been attractive yet definitely were. His eyes were just as dark and had a sort of…almost predatory gleam to them as they scanned the room. I made sure to avert my stare when they passed me, but the urge to sketch them was becoming increasingly difficult to control.

      I edged toward the other side of the counter to get a better view and be less conspicuous. From there, I saw the third one and my breath hitched a little.

      While I had never really been one for romance movies, I had seen enough of them to recognize the trope where a beautiful woman would walk into a room and time would slow down. I always thought it was an overused tactic, especially considering that real life didn’t work that way.

      And yet…that was exactly what was happening.

      The background noise of the café dimmed and the light seemed to take on a soft glow as I studied the customer. He had long, bone-white hair pulled back into a neat ponytail, and green eyes even brighter than his friend’s, almost unnaturally so. He was obviously well-built and held himself with a regal sort of countenance that struck me as decidedly old-fashioned. He had cheekbones and a jawline to die for, so sharp it seemed like a stylized person an artist might draw, and yet there he was in stark reality.

      He was taller than me by at least four inches, which was impressive considering that at five eleven, I was taller than the average man. His clothes looked to be high-quality, the ones that cost about four times more than they should have any right to.

      Basically, he was exactly my aesthetic.

      But that wasn’t it. There was something… I couldn’t describe it. Reality seemed to sort of shift around him, making my focus automatically go to him. I felt as if he was everything important that I should ever look at, yet also that I should tuck tail and run as far as I could. He was dangerous, and yet I wanted to reach out and touch the threat to see if it was all that it seemed to be.

      I leaned forward, trying to absorb every detail so I could draw him from memory later. But as I went to rest my elbow on one of the machines, it knocked into something and before I could recover, the sound of glass shattering filled the café.

      “Crap!” I yelped before quickly ducking out of sight. My cheeks bloomed red. Could I be any more of a dork? I didn’t think it was physically possible. I started to pick up the pieces of glass, folding my apron so I could dump them into my makeshift pouch.

      I was muttering a very long line of expletives to myself when a pair of shins came into my view. It was Jamie, who knelt down and whispered to me in concern.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “I’ve never seen you get flustered over a customer before.”

      “Who said I’m flustered over a customer?”

      “Please, three drop dead gorgeous guys come in and you happen to shatter your first pitcher in months before they can even make it to the counter? I’m sleep-deprived, not stupid.”

      I didn’t think it was possible, but I blushed harder. I had to come up with a reason why I had reacted so strongly, because I certainly didn’t want to admit that my whole world had suddenly felt like it had morphed into something different. “Alright. Maybe I was a little surprised how the third one looks like this comic book character I was absolutely in love with in high school.”

      “Oh my God, that would totally happen to you.” She giggled slightly. “You’re such a nerd.”

      “Says the woman who has every single Shakespeare play memorized.”

      “Excuse you, the theater is art.”

      “And so are comics.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. But admitting that gives me one less thing to tease you about.” Her expression softened and she picked the glass pieces out of my apron. “Why don’t you go to the back and cut some lemons. I think you could use a little time to yourself.”

      “Oh, my goodness, thank you. You are so nice!” I scrambled to my feet and practically dashed for the back of house. As I dove through the swinging doors, I could hear the trio come up to the counter to place their order.

      Whew. Crisis adverted. I just hoped that everything would return to normal and I could finish the rest of my shift without any more incidents.
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      It turned out that we didn’t have nearly enough lemons to get us to the weekend, so after I finished cutting up enough for the day, I quickly wrote it on the whiteboard by our manager’s locked office. Once I was done, I headed back to the front, only to see that it was my break time.

      Well, that was a pleasant surprise.

      But still, I wanted to make sure my coworkers didn’t need help before I disappeared. I stuck my head out to see that there wasn’t a line, and everything seemed pretty quiet.

      “All clear?” I asked, our code for if it was safe to use the bathroom or go on break.

      “All clear.”

      “Thanks!”

      I ducked back inside and cut through our prep-area to the small breakroom. It wasn’t much, but there was a table and chairs, a mini-fridge, a water cooler and—of course—a coffee maker.

      I was more tired than I had any right to be, but I wasn’t going to argue with myself. I’d never been much for routine, preferring to change my schedule to fit my needs on a day to day basis, so naturally, working life tended to grind me down.

      However, if I could make my living with art, now that would be some real fulfillment. Ever since I had started to show a knack for drawing and painting, people had no problem telling me how I was going to be a starving artist and I needed to get a job that would pay the bills. I couldn’t always help but think that getting a job only for money’s sake sounded like a terrible existence, but I never said as much.

      People just didn’t understand what art did for me. It helped me focus, helped me understand the emotions going through me, and most importantly, it stopped other…very stressful things from happening.

      I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. I was wasting my break chasing my thoughts in circles again when I should just be enjoying myself. With a stern shake of my head, I crossed over to the water cooler and grabbed a bio-degradable cup.

      “So, who did you get for Secret Santa?”

      “I can’t tell you that! That ruins the whole point of Secret Santa.”

      I yelped, dropping my cup and splashing water all over the floor. But I couldn’t care less about that compared to what had caused me to jump in the first place.

      Those voices. They were clearly Stacey and Presley, part-timers that only worked weekends. Normally, that wouldn’t be that alarming, except for the fact that it was June and Presley definitely wasn’t working.

      Oh, and the fact that neither of them were in the room.

      “Aw, come on. Don’t be a stick in the mud. I mean, unless you got me, in which case, I don’t wanna know. But I’m pretty sure Shelly has me because she’s asked me what my favorite color is about ten times in the past month.”

      “Fine. I got Davie. I’m not artsy, but I got her this mini-pastel set that my sister never used. Apparently, the thing is, like, fifty bucks.”

      I let out a long groan and threw my cup away. I knew exactly when this conversation happened—it was at our last Christmas party when Presley had given me such an expensive gift. I remembered it because I had cried so hard that I’d gotten a headache and had to leave a bit earlier than everybody else.

      But I couldn’t have possibly overheard this conversation, which meant it wasn’t a memory. But if it wasn’t a memory, that could only mean…

      “No,” I pleaded to no one in particular. “No, no, no, no, no.” Had I forgotten to take my medicine this morning? I didn’t think so. It was as routine as brushing my teeth was.

      I crossed over to my bag and dug around for my emergency supplies. Sure enough, I found the small pillbox there and quickly poured out the two meds I needed.

      I wasn’t willing to risk more water talk, so I just swallowed them dry. As I did, I felt a calm wash over me.

      There. All better.

      As my heart settled, I returned to the table and sat down, resting my head on my arms with a sigh.

      The peace didn’t last very long, as I suddenly heard noises that sounded like someone was sucking on something right next to my ear.

      I sat up with another jerk to see Stacey and Presley fervently making out with each other. My mouth dropped open in shock and for several seconds, I didn’t really know how to react.

      Stacey was seated on the table, her low-rise jeans not doing much rising, and Presley had his arms wrapped around her tightly while their lips moved against each other with more of those noises.

      No. This couldn’t be happening again. It had been years since I last…

      “Whatever!” I snapped, jumping up from the table. If the breakroom was determined to torment me, then I was just going to go somewhere where reality was more stable and I didn’t have to worry about seeing things that weren’t there. Things that were impossible for me to see.

      I hesitated for a moment in front of the doors back to the main area, wondering where I would go, before deciding that the bathroom was probably the best option. I kept my eyes squarely on my non-slip shoes until I was safely inside a stall.

      Ah, a little three-by-four haven away from the world. There were a lot of terrible things to be said about public bathrooms, but at least no one bothered you in them. Or at least…hopefully, no one did. I couldn’t imagine more of a bad day than someone intruding on me while I was on the toilet.

      I laughed at the thought, imagining all sort of awkward sequences. For some bizarre reason, it put me in a better mood. As I finished up, I managed to push my stress down and tell myself everything was going to be okay.

      Of course it wasn’t, but I had no way of knowing that then.

      Just when I stood, I heard the noise of something small hitting the ground and rolling. Looking down, I saw that a purse had tipped over in the stall next to me, allowing a tube of lipstick to fall out and roll against my foot.

      I hoped whoever was in the next stall had hand sanitizer and bent down to pick it up.

      “Hey, I think I’ve got something of yours.”

      “What? Oh! My purse!” I saw dainty hands with one of those really snazzy manicures reach down and right the bag, quickly shoveling things into it. “I’m so sorry! I’ll be out in just a minute.”

      “Oh no problem. I’ll just wash it off while I take care of my hands.”

      Stepping out of the stall, I crossed around to the sink and made sure I followed the proper technique for ensuring my hands were thoroughly cleaned. A lot of people didn’t know it, but washing for anything less than thirty seconds was basically pointless, so I gave both my hands and the lipstick the full, soapy rundown.

      The door to the other stall opened just as I was drying the tube and I sent the woman a smile.

      She was certainly pretty. One of those blonde, tanned, perfect makeup model types that looked like they belonged in an art exhibit rather than a local coffee shop.

      “Ugh,” she murmured, full lips curling into a smile. “You are just the best. I would have killed myself if I lost that.”

      Alright. Poor choice of words, but I chose not to point it out. “No problem,” I said, handing her over the little tube.

      But the moment our hands touched, reality cracked in two and darkness washed in all around us.

      It would have been terrifying if it hadn’t happened so many times before. After my parents had died, I’d often been forced into viewing scenes that I couldn’t possibly know or understand. It had continued, unchecked, for quite a while. One could imagine how hard it might be for a young girl to figure out what was real and what was not, all things considered.

      “What the hell is this?”

      Suddenly, all the color rushed in, going from a miasmic rainbow soup until it solidified into a small but meticulously maintained apartment.

      “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean—”

      “You never mean to! But you do anyway! The freaking rug is completely ruined. I’m going to have to replace the entire thing! Do you know how much that’s going to cost us? Cost me? No, you don’t. You just sit on your rear end all day here and spend my money!”

      I winced away from the angry voice as two characters appeared before me. One was the woman, and the other was a man. He was tall and relatively slim, but had a sort of intensity in his eyes that spoke of violence.

      “Do you have any idea how hard I work to give you this place, and then you just go and spill crap all over it!”

      “I’m so sorry! It was an accid—”

      He lashed out so fast that I hardly saw it, but I certainly heard it. The woman fell back, her face red where he had struck her, only for him to kick her soundly in the leg.

      I reached out to stop him, to try to push him, but my hands moved through him. Like they always did.

      That was the most frustrating thing about the delusions, and one of the reasons I had buried them so deep. I didn’t know what was causing them to resurface now, but I didn’t appreciate it. Not one bit.

      As if life had heard me, the vision dissolved and left me standing in the bathroom, still holding onto the lipstick and staring at the blonde.

      “Um…” she murmured uncertainly. “You can let go now.”

      “Are you okay?” I heard myself ask before I could even think the question through.

      She finally pulled the little piece of makeup from between my fingers and gave me an odd look. “Uh, yes. Why?”

      “I just…” Well, I had stepped in it now, so there was no backing out. Besides, I wasn’t the type to see something like that and not do something about it. Mickey always said I had a knack for sticking my nose exactly where it didn’t belong. As much as I had worked to shove down the strange echoes and scenes that I saw, I hadn’t been able to trim down my other bad habits. “You know you don’t deserve to be hit, right? No one who loves you should treat you like that. Ever.”

      “I… He… How did you…” She took a breath. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said finally, steel in her voice. I opened my mouth, trying to think of something to say that made sense, but she brushed past me and went right out the door.

      “Well, that went great,” I grumbled, looking at myself in the mirror.

      Except, I didn’t see myself. I saw the beautiful blonde standing there instead. At first, it was just her normal reflection, perfectly coiffed and face glowing. But then her expression changed to one of sadness. And then fear. Her lip swelled, then split, then her cheek bruised, and then two black eyes. All if it played out in a few moments until, finally, her skin turned grey and her gaze went lifeless.

      He was going to kill her someday.

      I stood there, shaking as my mind caught up with what was happening. How had I gone from swooning over too-pretty men to getting involved in a domestic abuse situation? It wasn’t my business and she certainly didn’t want my help. The smart thing to do was walk away and go about my business until the antipsychotics kicked in and I stopped hearing voices and seeing things.

      But I couldn’t. The truth was, I had a terrible temper. I managed to shove it down to the deepest parts of me most of the time, as I’d rather love than fight, but once I was set off, there was no stopping me.

      And I was definitely set off.

      Nothing made me burn hotter than the powerful taking advantage of those in their care. I had first learned just how cruel people in authority could be when Mickey and I were slipped into foster care with a couple that was clearly in it for the money and not to help children. I wished I could say that was the last time I had encountered it, but it was a recurring experience throughout our lives.

      And I wasn’t about to let a woman die when I could stop it. How old was the blonde? Seventeen? Nineteen? She couldn’t be older than twenty-one. Just because she was young, foolish, and possibly brainwashed didn’t mean she deserved a death sentence.

      That thought was the last straw. I turned on my heel and marched right back out into the seating area. Just in time too, as I spotted her standing next to a guy at the counter who was picking up two drinks in to-go cups.

      I didn’t waste a single second.

      I strode over there with purpose, cutting through the room like I owned the place. Squaring my shoulders and hardening my jaw, I stepped right between the man and the door.

      “Excuse me,” he said, sounding more surprised than evil. But that was the insidious thing about abusers: they rarely showed their true face to the outside world. It was one of the easiest ways to discredit their victim. If everyone else thought they were an angel, they would never believe what was really going on.

      “Real men don’t hit their girlfriends.”

      “Excuse me?!” he repeated, obviously surprised.

      “You heard what I said. Real men don’t hit their girlfriends, so I want you to apologize, walk out the door, and then never talk to this young lady again.”

      “What the hell did you say to her?” he barked, craning his head to look at the blonde behind him.

      “Nothing! I swear. She’s crazy!”

      By now, we were starting to draw attention to ourselves and that was the last thing I wanted.

      “Look, Anabelle, I know you think that he loves you, but—”

      “How did you know my name?”

      That actually surprised me and I blinked at her a bit. “What?”

      “My name, Anabelle. I never told you it. You never even asked.”

      Oh darn. I hadn’t. Great, it was worse than I thought.

      “Whatever, let’s get the hell out of here.”

      The man went to brush past me, obviously planning on delivering a shoulder check. Instead, I stood firm, and he ended up bouncing off me and nearly colliding with a table.

      In addition to the visions and auditory hallucinations I’d had since childhood, I had two notable physical quirks. The first being, although I looked soft, I had a solid core of muscle from hauling around my 5’11” frame and having been on the wrestling team when still in school. I certainly wasn’t any sort of pro, or strongman wannabe, but I had a type of strength that most people didn’t expect.

      The man rounded on me, that same violence flashing in his eyes. He swung wildly, trying to deliver what I recognized as a hook, but I caught it in my hand.

      It probably should have hurt, but it didn’t. My second physical knack was that I had a very high tolerance to pain. Mickey always used to joke that I absorbed energy just so I could sleep it off later, but I found it was a pretty apt way to describe it. Heck, it made more sense than the voices I’d heard all my life.

      Abruptly, a cool feeling spread over me, starting at my head and reaching down all the way to my toes. Without even thinking about it, I leaned forward until I was just a breath from his face.

      “I would stop if I were you,” I murmured without even choosing my words. The only thing I could do was look into his eyes, which were level with mine and filled with confusion. “All it would take is one little phone call to the police a few counties over and they would love to pick up someone who has three warrants out for their arrest. You just got a new job, right? One that pays five thousand more than before, right? How do you think they would like to know that an old drug pusher is on their payroll?”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “That’s not important,” I hissed, lips drawing back from my teeth. I wasn’t a fan of my body, mind or mouth driving itself, but I was certainly enjoying the show. “What’s important is asking yourself whether having your own personal punching bag is worth losing everything else you have going for you.”

      “Babe?” Anabelle asked shakily.

      The man looked from her, to me, then back to her before letting out a string of curses. “Whatever. I don’t need this kind of drama in my life. Go home.”

      “Babe, what!?” But he was already gone, rushing out the door before another word could be uttered. Unfortunately, that meant that no one else was standing between me and the suddenly jilted woman. “Why the hell did you do that!?” she cried, stepping forward as if she was going to slap me. I made no move to stop her and her hand faltered before it could even touch my face. Defeated, she crumpled into a seat.

      I ignored all the stares and knelt in front of her. “I know it’s hard, but he really didn’t love you. It sounds crazy, but there’s something much better in your future.” Cautiously, I reached out to pat her arm. Before I could stop it, words were pouring out of my mouth. “It’s going to be so wonderful that you’ll never even think about your ex who used to kick you when you were down. You’ll have someone who comes home to you with flowers, not punches, and every day, he’ll tell you how wonderful you are and how lucky he is to know you. But you can’t get to that point if you don’t let go of the voice in you that says you’ll never be worth anything.”

      I looked up at her face and it was as if the light was breaking just behind her eyes. I saw hope there, as well as confusion.

      “Who are you?” she breathed.

      “Oh, you know, just your friendly neighborhood barista.” I smiled nervously and stood. “Do you have someone we can call to come collect you? Your parents maybe?”

      “Yeah. I…I think I have a charge.” With a shaking hand, she reached into her purse and pulled out a phone. Quickly, she hit a contact and it rang once before answering.

      I could sense how the conversation was going to go, so I stepped away. I hated making such a spectacle of myself and I was anxious to slink into the background of life.

      I waited by the door until her parents arrived to pick her up. There were tears and hugs and worried faces all around, but I managed to stay out of the heartfelt reunion. I could tell that plenty of people near the scene were watching it unfold with curiosity, but had chosen to stay uninvolved.

      That was one thing that would never happen to me. As much as I hated the limelight, I hated being a bystander to injustice more. If there was something wrong, I would always do my best to fix it.

      Finally, the family left, and I could practically see the happiness stretching out before them as they piled into their van. Good things were going to happen for them, and honestly, I believed they deserved it. But then they were gone and I was the only one who remained of the little drama that had played out.

      “Hey,” Jamie murmured, leaning over the counter to whisper to me. “You’ve had a pretty rough day, why don’t you go home early, if you can afford it?”

      “Thank you,” I whispered right back, relief flooding me.

      Feeling at least five pairs of eyes on me, I slunk behind the counter and into the back of the house. My coworkers knew better than to comment further, continuing their work with their heads down. If there was one thing that everyone learned in the one year they’d had to work with me, it was that I did strange things that didn’t make sense and sometimes knew things I couldn’t possibly know.

      Once I was safe in the breakroom again, I grabbed my bag and zoomed right out the back door. I didn’t know what was happening, or why I was having visions for the first time in two and a half years, but I knew that I wanted to get home and just hang out with Mickey while I drew.
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      I wiped the counter for the third time, trying to find something to occupy myself with during what was essentially the last dead shift before the weekend ramp-up. Once that hit, I wouldn’t have a problem staying busy since we usually had a line out the door.

      It was during one of these lapses that I decided to pull out our washing tray and give it a good wipe-down and sanitation. Usually that would wait until the end of the shift and we would pour boiling hot water from the steamer down it, but I wasn’t into standing still. I knew keeping my hands busy wouldn’t stop my mind from doing the strange things it liked to do, but…what was that phrase? Idle hands were the devil’s playground? Something like that.

      “Um, I’d like a double-chocolate mochaccino with soy milk, no sugar, a double-shot of cream, steamed milk exactly at ninety-seven degrees, and flavored with the tears of the innocent.”

      I looked up from where I was kneeling on the floor to see a familiar face above the counter. “I get paid minimum wage so I’ve got the tears. Don’t know about the innocent part, though.”

      The girl snorted, her rounded face breaking into a grin. “Puh-lease, Davie. I’ve known you for what…three years now? If there’s anyone on this Earth who’s the perfect example of a goody two-shoes, it’s you.”

      I slid the well back in place so I could focus on my friend. Mallory was a funny combination of extremes that always amused me. She was tiny, at least in height, and had this sort of adorable softness to her. Stuck somewhere between a doll and a teddy-bear, she had bright ringlets of copper, huge green eyes, and dimples in her cheeks. Of course, none of that seemed like an oxymoron until you added in that she was a near-professional MMA fighter, and was both stacked and jacked.

      “Pfft, I don’t know about that, but you’re the customer.”

      “And the customer is always right,” she finished with a snarky smile. “Isn’t that what they say?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re lucky you’re cute, you know. The usual?”

      “The usual,” she affirmed, hopping on one of the stools and letting her thick, little legs dangle. In reality, I was the lucky one. Nobody else could get away with being as saucy with her as I was, at least not without a solid pop to the mouth.

      “So, what are you doing out of the gym?” I asked as I made her favorite smoothie. “Last I knew, they had you on lockdown there.”

      “Actually, the whole block around the gym is shut down right now.”

      “What? Really? What happened?” Thoughts came to my mind of building explosions or buses flipping over.

      “Some sort of all-out gang fight. Not very pretty. Police have nearly everything roped off from the public.”

      I sighed. “Geez, that’s what…the third one this summer?”

      “Fifth, actually.” Mallory spun around on her seat several times, her child-like actions making her words all the more depressing. “Something weird is going on with this city. It’s like you could cut the tension with a knife.”

      “Huh,” I said noncommittally.

      “Huh? What do you mean ‘huh’?”

      I busied myself with finishing her drink, making sure to put extra wheatgrass shots in. “I don’t mean anything by it, that’s why I said ‘huh.’ ‘Huh’ doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Hmmph, but it means something with you.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re not getting one of those weird things again, are you?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Sure, you don’t. Just remember that if you get some bad, apocalyptic feelings, you better tell me about it. You owe me that much.”

      “What, am I some sort of doomsday clock now?”

      “Sure, I guess. Look, Davie, I know you like to pretend you’re some everyday schmuck, but you’re about as normal as I am.”

      “I think being able to bench-press twice your own weight and take down opponents three times your size is a little different than accusing someone of being psychic.”

      “Whoa, dude, I don’t think you’re psychic. I just think you have a really developed sense for danger. I mean, it makes sense, considering…” She cut herself off, but I already knew what she had been going to say. I decided that if she could have a little fun teasing me, then it was my turn to mess with her.

      “Considering what?”

      Her eyes flicked from my gloved hand back to my face. “Um, nothing. Forget I said anything. Like at all. Did I mention you make the best smoothies? Totally delicious.”

      I held her passion fruit and peach dream with extra iron boost and wheatgrass in my hand. “I haven’t given it to you yet.”

      “Right, uh. Well, I guess I’ll just pay for that now.”

      I opened my mouth, totally ready to keep harping on her. Actually, most of our friendship seemed to be based on good-natured teasing. Maybe it was because she hated people babying her and I hated people pitying me. Either way, it was a good fit that probably wouldn’t work with anyone else.

      But before I could get out a single zinger, the bell at the door chimed and I looked over.

      “Welcome to the Beanery!” I chirped before realizing exactly who had walked in.

      My stomach dropped and my world went all funny again. It was the guy. The guy. The white-haired one that made my cheeks flush and reality go squiggly.

      “What are you lookin’ at?” Mallory asked, taking her drink from me then turning to look at the entrance. “Oh,” she whispered, whipping back around. “They’re pretty.”

      “Shut up,” I hissed, desperately looking around to see if there was anyone around me to take over. But since it was such a dead time, I was only working with one other coworker and she was on break. So, I had nowhere to run to as they approached the counter.

      They seemed to walk toward me in slow motion and I felt alternating rushes of hot and cold. I couldn’t say why I was reacting so badly. I mean sure, they were absolutely gorgeous, but I wasn’t really the type to get flustered beyond really wanting to draw someone.

      No, it wasn’t attraction. It was kind of like… They had this energy around them. Or potential energy, rather. Like if I got too close, there would be this cataclysm of possibilities and I would be swept off my feet by the deluge.

      But eventually, they reached the counter with a distinct lack of world-ending combustion. Mallory stayed on her stool, but rotated so she was staring straight at them with one eyebrow raised. She was both confident and good enough at flirting to pull that off. The only issue was that under her baggy gym clothes, one could easily mistake her four-ten frame as belonging to a chunky prepubescent kid.

      “Hello,” the white-haired man murmured, bowing his head respectfully to me. He seemed to have a kind of accent, but one that I couldn’t place because it was so subtle. It just barely lingered on the end of his words, dipping in and out of his low tone.

      “Hello,” I said back, pasting a customer service smile across my face. “How can I help you?”

      “One of your largest coffees, black, and the California Panini.”

      “Is that for here or to go?”

      “Here, please,” he continued with a smile. The way his eyes leveled at me, it felt like they were looking through my very being. It was hard to keep my mind straight, but I did my best. “We’ve been here before and we…” He paused as if looking for the right words. “…enjoyed the ambiance.”

      Was he referencing the little snafu I had with the couple? I felt like he was and my cheeks colored slightly.

      “And you?” I asked, looking behind him to his companions.

      One opened his mouth to speak, but it was the white-haired one who spoke again. “He will take an iced coffee with hazelnut and a roast beef sandwich, and he will take one of your iced green teas and a turkey, bacon, and avocado panini.”

      If the others were offended by his taking over, they didn’t let it show. If anything, they seemed a little relieved that they didn’t have to speak to me at all.

      “Your total will be twenty-four dollars and seventy-seven cents. Credit or debit?” I asked automatically. I was pleased that I was able to maintain such a sense of calm and normalcy, considering my heart was pounding at a hundred miles a minute.

      “Credit,” he answered, still smiling graciously as he produced a black, plastic rectangle.

      Normally, I didn’t give two flying flips about what kind of affluence my patrons had, but I couldn’t help but notice that it was one of those fancy, super elite platinum cards that everyone always bragged about having when they really didn’t. I’d never seen one in person, just in videos online, debating whether so and so was lying or not.

      So, the boy was from money, probably old money. I didn’t know why, but that seemed important.

      “If you want to take a seat, I’ll have that to you in just a bit.”

      “I don’t mind waiting up here. Good to stretch the legs, you know?”

      I don’t know what kind of look I had on my face, but it was enough for Mallory to cut in.

      “Actually, I was discussing how these drinks could lessen the effects of a bad menstrual cycle, so a little privacy would be nice.” My eyes went wide at her frankness, but at the same time, I appreciated it immensely.

      But instead of being flustered, the man just nodded politely again. “I see. Sounds like a very in-depth conversation. I would hate to interrupt it. We’ll go find ourselves a seat then.”

      “Thank you! I’ll have that right out to you.”

      The group strode to a table in the corner, about as far away as they could possibly be considering the size of our café. I was grateful they hadn’t taken one of the tables adjacent to the counter, and I quickly got on with their meals.

      “Dude,” Mallory said, leaning over the counter with the help of the stool she was on. “He’s polite and he didn’t freak out about periods. I can’t stand when idiots get all grossed out like it’s the plague. I don’t know about you, but that’s a pretty good sign to me.”

      “Sign of what?” I hissed, cutting up avocados and putting bacon into our mini-broiler.

      “That he might be a good catch, duh!”

      “Who said I wanted to catch him? You catch colds, or errant baseballs at a stadium. Not men.”

      “Uh-huh. That’s not what’s written all over your face.” She seemed to have a moment of realization and her eyes brightened. “Unless you’re getting one of those feelings about him.”

      I looked her dead in the eye while I poured a scoop of ice in our blender.

      “I have no idea what you mean,” I said flatly before turning it on.

      “Come on, Davie. You—”

      “Huh? What did you say?” I interrupted. “Sorry, this is really loud.”

      “I know you can hear—”

      I turned it from low to high and she finally gave up. Good. The last thing I needed to talk about right then was my psychosis. Clearly, I just needed to visit the doctor and get an adjustment to my medication.

      She stayed quiet the rest of the time I spent prepping the trio’s order, but I could feel her watching me. And when I was brave enough to let my gaze flick to the back, I saw that their eyes were on me too. While I wasn’t opposed to being the center of attention, I preferred when it was on my own terms. Like a stage, or an art exhibit.

      After nearly seven minutes, everything was done and I plated it. Grabbing one of our circular trays, I loaded up all the items, took a deep breath, and marched over to the three. I barely heard Mallory whispering ‘good luck’ to me as I passed, but all I could do was give her a brief nod.

      “That was quite fast,” the white-haired one remarked, smiling crookedly at me.

      Goodness, that wasn’t fair at all. It didn’t seem possible, but his already stunning features grew even more charming and I didn’t know if I wanted to kiss him or punch him for it.

      Probably the latter. In my opinion, kissing was a gross mix of stale air and someone else’s saliva and I wasn’t really down for it.

      “Well, you’re the only order I had in, so it was no trouble.” I set their plates down one by one and each one issued a ‘thank you’ when their food was in front of them. They were definitely the politest group I’d served in ages, so I didn’t know why they made me so nervous.

      “That’s good. I would hate to think we were indeed trouble.” There was that accent again. What was it?

      I realized I had let too much time go by to say something else, so I just gave a nervous little laugh and handed out the drinks quietly.

      “Isn’t it a little warm for gloves?” the tallest of them asked.

      “What? Oh.” I met his gaze, which was locked on the dark glove tucked into my sleeve. I didn’t know how he noticed it, as it was the arm holding up the tray, but I guessed he just had keen eyes. “Just a fashion statement,” I said quickly. “I’m all about that asymmetry, you know.”

      “No. I don’t,” he said flatly before taking a long drink from his iced coffee.

      “Alright then…” I had done it. I was on my last drink. Eager to get it over with, I handed it to the white-haired man.

      I saw what was going to happen before it happened, but it was too late. His hand reached toward the drink before I could set it on the table and for just a split-second, his skin touched mine.

      The moment it happened, the world shattered around me and I fell into nothingness.
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      Colors swirled around me, winding in and out of each other before taking shape in an image I might recognize. But even when they began to align, it still took me several minutes to make out the ground rushing far below me.

      It was a beautiful, thick forest, full of vibrant greens and browns. The smell of it was incredible, and I could feel myself reacting to the drafts of clean air and pine.

      The sound of a bird’s caw drew my attention upward and I saw nothing but clear skies and perfectly formed clouds dotting the blue expanse.

      I would have been amazed if I wasn’t so terrified over being yanked into a vision against my will. This was too much, too soon. I had just sort of reclaimed my life by deciding not to go to college and I didn’t want it to be taken over by the strange, inconvenient, and impossible things my mind liked to do.

      Before I could get back to the real world, the scene shifted again. I was standing in some sort of field, just as beautiful as the last scene, but I wasn’t alone. There were…shapes all around the edge, but they were cloaked in shadow. Any time I tried to look at them, my vision would grow fuzzy or slide sideways.

      They were cheering, but the words coming out of their mouths weren’t English. In fact, they weren’t any sort of language I recognized at all, and I was pretty good at spotting most of the romance languages, as well as Japanese and Korean. Far too much time spent watching shows with subtitles while I drew.

      My musings were interrupted as something slammed into my jaw. I tumbled to the ground to see a man standing above me, albeit a man with a shadow that was nearly a story high and laden with enough spikes to look like a monster.

      “Give up?” he taunted, malevolence in his lavender eyes.

      “Why would I do that?” The words came out of my mouth, but they were not my own voice. It was the white-haired man’s, I was sure of it.

      Suddenly, I was standing and lunging at the man, tackling him right around the waist. We slammed into the ground, and that sent me hurtling back toward reality.

      

      I came around to the sound of clattering as the tray I was holding hit the floor. I stood there, breathing hard, trying to reconnect with the world that I had lost hold of.

      But I didn’t have much time to center myself, because the white-haired man jumped to his feet, gripping my hand with an insane amount of strength.

      “You saw something, didn’t you?” he asked, his gaze entirely too intense for me. “I knew it!”

      “Let me go!” I said, yanking my arm away. He let go without protest but moved around the table and approached me.

      Panic swamped me and for a moment, I didn’t know what to do. Things didn’t go well when people found out I did strange things, and I didn’t like how this man had already jumped to a supernatural conclusion. Who was he? And why was he staring at me like that?

      It was too much, so I did the only thing I could: turned tail and ran right out the door.

      I had already done that one time this week, but the difference now was that I could hear the man follow me, his footsteps surprisingly heavy on the pavement for how quickly he was catching up.

      “Wait!” he called, growing ever nearer. “I just want to talk!”

      I didn’t, however, and that was the crux of the whole matter. I could feel danger and possibilities rolling off of him in waves and I wanted absolutely nothing to do with it!

      It was quickly becoming apparent that I wouldn’t outrun him, so I practically ran into the street and waved a cabbie down.

      Fortunately, one pulled over to me before the man could catch up and I jumped in, giving him my address. Breathing hard, I looked out the back window to see my pursuer slow to a stop, seemingly a bit disappointed by how all this had panned out.

      I could feel my phone buzzing like mad, so I pulled it out and saw Mallory’s contact blinking across the scene. I didn’t want to deal with her either, so I just shut it off and slid it back into my apron.

      It was only around then that I realized I had left my art bag behind. Crap! Now I was going to have to go back tomorrow and pretend to be sick to explain disappearing in the middle of my shift again. I was lucky that I had a good work record before all this, because otherwise, I was pretty sure I would be fired.

      “You okay?” the cabbie asked, flashing me a concerned look in the rearview mirror.

      “Yeah. Just a bad breakup, you know?”

      The corners of his lips went up. “Ah, young love. As dramatic as it is fun.”

      “Yeah. Thrilling.” I dropped the conversation and let myself catch my breath. Thankfully, we were only a short distance from my house, so the fare wasn’t too bank-breaking.

      I ran up to our complex’s door, looking this way and that to make sure I was alone. Punching in the code, I made my way up to our floor and carefully, quietly slid my key into the lock.

      Turned out to be a fruitless effort, however, as my sister was standing in the foyer as soon as I got in.

      “What are you doing out of bed?” I asked, completely surprised by her presence.

      “What are you doing home so early?”

      I winced, realizing that maybe it wasn’t the best idea to have my schedule posted on the fridge. But I didn’t like the idea of Mickey not knowing where I was if she needed help.

      So, I lied. I hated doing it and it made my stomach twist, but I did it nonetheless. “Man, you would not believe how dead it was. We had one customer the whole morning, so they sent me home.”

      She nodded slowly. Clearly a little suspicious, but it wasn’t like it was the first time my hours had been cut during the slow part of the week. “Very well then. I was actually going to take a nap, but would you like to watch a movie instead?”

      Good. If she was sleepy at this time, it meant she had taken her midday medicine like she was supposed to. “Why don’t you take a nap and we’ll watch a movie afterwards? I’m kinda itching to make some art.”

      She yawned, thankfully not seeming to notice my complete lack of an art bag. “Sounds like a plan. I don’t think I could stay up anyway. Wake me in a few hours?”

      “Sure, sis. I promise I won’t let you oversleep.”

      “Good stuff.” She yawned again and tottered off. I hated seeing her doped up, but it was so much better than the alternative. “Catch ya in a bit.”

      I waited until the door of her room closed before heading to mine. In a perfect world, I would have my own studio. But we were way too poor for that, so I had to settle for a small corner of my room.

      Not that I minded all that much. What we had now was so much better than what we had before, and while I didn’t like to think about the past, that didn’t mean I wasn’t grateful for how much things had changed since then.

      Once I was in the safety of my room, I slid off my glove. It felt good to be free of the thing and I wiggled my stiff fingers before sitting on my stool. As luck would have it, everything was already set up from the last time I had painted, so all I had to do was get comfortable and pick out the colors for my palette.

      There was something inherently magical about the transition of a blank, slightly scratchy canvas to a beautiful work of art. Like each layer of color was a spell and every brush was a wand. It was so easy to slide into a sort of trance as I began to work, letting my mind and spirit flow wherever the muses took me.

      Finally, my heartbeat started to settle and worry faded away. It was impossible to be stressed when I was so connected to my art, as if all the trouble was flowing out of me to end up as the grey, murky water in my brush-washing cup.

      Time flew by and it wasn’t until the light in my room had dimmed considerably that I remembered to look at the clock.

      “Holy crap, two hours?” I exclaimed. It had hardly felt like fifteen minutes!

      I debated whether I should wake Mickey back up, but decided another half-hour would probably be best. If there was one thing I had learned in the months I had been taking care of her, it was that the more sleep she got, the better her body did.

      Well, at least I could squeeze a little more time into painting. Grabbing my brush again, I looked to the canvas to see where I left off only to have that very same brush drop to the floor.

      I had drawn the white-haired man from the café. I hadn’t planned to, and yet he was there.

      That in and of itself would not be that disturbing. After all, I had wanted to draw him since the first moment I saw him. It wasn’t the fact that he was on my canvas that bothered me, but rather how he looked.

      Half of his face was human, and nearly as striking as the real thing, if I did say so myself. But the other half… The other half was something else entirely. His features twisted, morphed, turning in on themselves until they blended into something reptilian in nature. All the pleasant colors of his face faded, leaving only silver and black.

      Once more, dread washed over me. The picture’s gaze seemed to follow me, so I promptly turned it around on my easel, not caring if the still-damp paint smeared.

      Suddenly, I was feeling unsettled again. Was I not safe in my own house? It seemed that way.

      Realizing I didn’t want to be alone, I went to Mickey’s room and let myself in. It took a little effort to wake her up, but within a few minutes, we were huddled together on the couch, swaddled in blankets and watching a movie.

      It was nice, but even that couldn’t ease the feeling brewing in my stomach. If Mickey noticed anything, she didn’t say anything. But it was hard to tell how much of her was there and how much was still waking up from the grogginess her medicine gave her.

      Eventually, I was able to quiet my mind enough to catch the tail end of the movie, but I knew it was just a stop gap. Something inside me said this wasn’t over yet, and the white-haired gentleman was much more stubborn than I thought he was.

      And I was very rarely wrong.
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      A knock sounded on my door, rousing me from the very deep—and thankfully dreamless—slumber I had fallen into. I opened my eyes with a long, low groan before looking to my door.

      Mickey was standing there, a wry smile on her face.

      “Apologies, did I wake you, Sleeping Beauty?”

      “You don’t sound very sorry.”

      “Probably because I’m not.”

      I snorted and sat up, my body protesting. It seemed like it very much wanted to stay at rest, but I had things to do. “So, do you need something or are you just doing your sisterly duty and tormenting me?”

      “Tormenting? How dramatic. I’ll have you know that I do have a purpose for rousing you from the dead. We’re out of protein, bananas, and broccoli.”

      “Ah yes, the three most important food groups.”

      “More shopping, less snarking,” she said, clapping her hands. “I know you have the day off and if you hurry to the public market, you might get there in time to nab some plantains.”

      That made me sit up as straight as a shot. “And then you’ll make tostones?” I asked excitedly.

      “Yes. Then I will make tostones. And maybe even maduros if you’re very, very nice to me.”

      I didn’t need any more motivation than that. I practically jumped out of bed and grabbed my nearest pair of leggings, hiking them on under the long t-shirt I had worn to bed. I gave my sis a kiss on the cheek, then grabbed my wallet and keys out of my apron before practically sprinting out the door.

      “You’re not going dressed like that, are you!” I could hear Mickey call after me.

      “Who have I got to impress? It’s Tuesday at the public market! Some people don’t wear pants at all.”

      I heard a snicker as our door closed and then I was down the stairs and on the way to the bus stop.

      It was a relatively short ride to the market, about half of the time it took me to get to work, but my mind managed to drift off about a dozen times about different meals my sister knew how to make. It had been ages since she felt well enough to cook, so I couldn’t help but be excited on multiple levels.

      I arrived at the public market without incident and piled out of the bus with everyone else. I took care not to touch anyone, lest I start another inconvenient vision.

      I couldn’t say when the hallucinations started. I just knew that at some point in my childhood, I had gone from a normal, run of the mill, precocious little girl to one that woke up in the middle of the night screaming about terrible nightmares. From there, it transitioned to knowing things I couldn’t possibly know and speaking to people who weren’t there.

      My parents had feared the worst and took me into a therapist, only for that therapist to quit their field shortly thereafter. And the next. And the next.

      And then my parents had died.

      That had changed everything. The voices that whispered warning and advice changed to screams shouting of death and catastrophe. Everywhere I looked, I saw visions of terrible things happening to the people around me. It was terrifying, and it was driving me mad.

      It had taken me ages to get the help I needed. Every time I found a therapist who might be able to help, I bounced to a new foster home somewhere else and had to go through the whole thing all over again.

      But eventually, I had found one that was willing to listen and give me some medication to help me with the strange things I was tormented by. It took a little over two years of fiddling with dosages and brands until finally, I had been vision and voice-free for a little over a year, which was why I was very much not happy that all of it was returning. I had fought so hard to be healthy and here I was, backsliding again. I just wanted to be a normal, healthy girl. Was that too much to ask for?

      “Excuse me, miss.” Apparently not. I didn’t need to turn around to know who’s slightly accented, overly polite voice I was hearing. Without looking, I picked up my pace, hoping to disappear between the heavily crowded stalls. “Wait, miss!”

      I ducked between a fruit vendor and someone who I was pretty sure was hawking cheese—or manure, they tended to smell the same after enough time in the sun—and I was pretty sure I lost him. Looking over my shoulder, I couldn’t see him anywhere in the crowd, but when I faced forward, I practically smacked right into his chest.

      “I apologize terribly for pursuing you like this, but—”

      I darted to the right before he could finish speaking, squeezing in the open entrance of the building that held the meat section of the market, and quickly pushing through it. It only took me a couple of minutes to reach the exit on the other side of the hall, and I slammed through it out into the alley.

      I took off—I could get groceries later, after all—and sprinted toward the closest bus stop. I didn’t care where it went, or how long it took to get there. The only thing that mattered was that it wasn’t where the white-haired man was.

      I reached the end of the dark street, but just before I was about to step into the light, a scene flashed before my eyes.

      

      The white-haired gentleman was chasing after me. He reached the alley just as I was getting on the bus and the doors were closing. He tried to reach me, but I was long gone by the time he was out of the of the alley.

      It was weird to watch him watch me, but such was the nature of visions. Actually, as far as hallucinations went, this wasn’t a bad one at all. I had experienced much worse in my time.

      But then, something flickered at the end of my gaze and the vision turned so that I was viewing the alley from the street.

      I could see forms running up to the man, armed with weapons I couldn’t see, they were so cloaked in shadow. They set upon him with a demonic ferocity, and before I could even utter a shriek, the alley floor was coated in slick, red liquid.

      

      I gasped as I was pushed out of the vision and my head reeled. I caught myself on the wall and suddenly became aware of several things at once.

      First, it was that the bus was rushing down the street, unimpeded by the light, non-rush hour traffic. Secondly, it was that someone was bursting through the door at the end of the alley. And finally, I could feel that my vision was rapidly hurtling toward reality, like there was a time-clock in my head.

      I was being handed a choice. If I got on that bus, my problem with the white-haired stranger would come to a very abrupt and violent stop. But if I turned around, if I faced whatever was happening to me dead-on, I just might be able to save his life.

      Of course I wasn’t going to let him die.

      “Stop!” I cried, whipping around to face him.

      He did indeed skid to a stop, his eyes wide as he almost plowed into me. “Miss—”

      “Shut up!” I snapped, grabbing his collar. “Listen here, in about ten seconds, something is gonna drop down from the roof and attack you. I don’t know what they are, or how they got there, but they are going to cut you down unless we get out of here right now.”

      But instead of running, the young man caught my arms and tried to talk over me with words that he had obviously been rehearsing.

      “Miss, please stop running. I mean you no harm, but I need to talk to you.”

      Why were people always so dumb? Apparently in movies and real life, they didn’t seem to get that if someone was yelling at you to run, there should be a whole lot more actual running and about one hundred percent less asking questions.

      “We’re both going to be harmed if we don’t get the hell out of here!”

      “What are you—” But it was too late. The same shapes I saw in my vision dropped from the roofs to either side of the alley. Although, unlike what I had seen, they now had actual bodies. They were all human, but they were armed with…swords!? Who carried around swords in the middle of a city? Was there a comic convention going on that I didn’t know about?

      I tucked all those questions away and pointed. Realization finally dawned in the man’s eyes and he whipped around to face them.

      I had to hope that him knowing the attackers were present was enough to keep him from getting killed, and I slowly backed away.

      I had every intention of bolting, but the moment my white-haired pursuer sprang into action, I found myself glued to the spot.

      He…he certainly was something else.

      My jaw dropped to my chest as he leapt at the first attacker, slamming him into a wall only to whirl about and deliver a crushing kick to the front of another’s chest. His moves weren’t like any martial arts I had ever seen, more like some sort of European boxing, but more efficient. With only a few more punches, the last of the attackers slid to the ground with a groan.

      “Did…did you just knock three men unconscious in thirty seconds?” I asked, eyes wide with wonder.

      “Come,” he said, ignoring my questions to walk past me and grab my gloved hand. I hated being manhandled. I didn’t care if this guy was the next Lone Ranger, he wasn’t about to touch me without permission. I yanked myself away and he looked back at me with surprise. “Come, we must go.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I snapped.

      “Apologies, but we don’t have time for this right now.” He reached out to grab my other wrist and the moment our skin touched, we were pulled into a vision yet again.

      

      I was floating above the city, not quite in my body, but not quite out of it either. My mind drifted, an untethered force across the sky. I could see things that shouldn’t have been humanly possible, and yet I didn’t question it.

      Hundreds of thousands of people, all going about their everyday lives. Running errands, going to work, falling in love, falling sick, dying, it was a whole cycle of life and everything that it could be. People who were winning. People who were losing. It had a balance to it.

      But then, at the edges of what I could see, shadows began to cloak the buildings, slowly rolling forward like a wave. As they moved, everything the darkness swallowed gave out a futile cry and then withered. There was no more living. No more trying. Only death.

      

      I gasped and hurtled back into my body, my heart going a mile a minute. When my actual sight came back to me, I found myself staring into piecing green eyes.

      “You’re a seer.”
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      “I’m a what?” I asked incredulously.

      “A seer!” he breathed. “A soothsayer, fortune teller, oracle. Many names, but all the same result. You can see things out of time’s linear path.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      He looked at me incredulously, like he couldn’t believe that I wasn’t jumping into his arms at the revelation. “That is the second vision that you have pulled me into. Either you think I’m an idiot, or you’re too stubborn for your own good.”

      Abruptly, I was done with this whole situation. I didn’t want to know who the fighters that attacked him were, I didn’t want to know why touching him made my brain jump the tracks, and I didn’t want to know what the hell being a seer meant. “You know what?” I spat. “I have grocery shopping to do.”

      “W-what? Are you serious?”

      “Yes, I’m serious!” I turned and marched right back to the public market, stepping over the bodies around me. I knew I was being unreasonable, but I couldn’t help it. I had spent my entire life shoving down these strange things my mind did, and acknowledging them now seemed almost impossible. The whole thing was probably some sort of psychotic episode. Yeah, the alley was probably empty and I was just standing around looking like a loon while I argued with myself.

      “I— Wha— You just… At least let me carry your groceries.”

      “That would be unnecessary.”

      I reached the door of the market and let myself into the building. Unfortunately, he followed me.

      “At least tell me your name, please?” he asked. “I can’t very well go about calling you seer, or oracle.”

      “That’s none of your business,” I said, making my way to the fish vendor. Some salmon would be great for Mickey. All those amino acids for her brain.

      “Fair enough. My name is Lohikarmme Bronne, but most of my friends call me Bron.”

      “I’m not your friend,” I responded tersely, pointing to the slab I wanted and handing over a wad of cash in exchange.

      “True, but you could be.”

      I said nothing in response to that, and once the vendor finished wrapping the length of pink fish in paper, I tucked it into my bag. I had enough extra for a little bit of a treat, so I was half-tempted to stop by the butcher that dominated the end of the building and buy us some red meat. Goodness knew we could use some more iron in our diets.

      “Look, I know we might have gotten off on the wrong foot, but—”

      I decided that I had earned the treat. Nodding to myself, I walked off while the man—Bron, apparently—was in the middle of his sentence.

      “I would like one of your chuck steaks, please,” I asked the man behind the counter, trying to send him a friendly smile despite my obnoxious shadow.

      “Give her two of your nicest cuts,” Bron interrupted, handing the man a card.

      “We only take cash here,” the butcher said in a low growl, looking from me to the white-haired pest. He shot me a look, clearly asking if I was alright. I just rolled my eyes and shrugged.

      “Uh, fine.” Bron reached into his pocket and pulled out a thick fold of cash that looked like it had enough to pay my bills for the entire month. “Give her whatever this can buy and tip yourself.”

      My mouth dropped as he handed a crisp hundred to the man. That was my budget for our entire list, so I couldn’t imagine spending that on red meat alone.

      “Whatever you say,” the butcher said with a shrug, picking out several different cuts.

      A few minutes later, I was being handed a heavy bag full of meat. “How am I supposed to carry this?” I asked myself. It was too big to fit into my backpack.

      “You’re not,” Bron said with a smile. “But I will.”

      I’d had enough. “Look. I appreciate this food so I’m going to forget how annoying you’ve been up to this point. But if you don’t leave me be, I swear to God that I will straight up call the cops right now and we will see just how far that little black card in your wallet will get you.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know why you are being so defensive. I just want to…”

      I took a step toward him, teeth bared. “I don’t care what you want. What I want is to be left alone so I can go about my life. I do not want to be dragged into whatever world you crawled out of where seers and men with swords jumping down from rooftops is expected, so you will leave me alone!”

      “Alright, alright.” He held his hands up in defeat. “I apologize deeply that I have obviously not handled this as best I could. Here is my card. Please, find the address on there if you ever want to know about the real world.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then you will never hear from me again. But I will tell you, Miss Seer, that these things have a habit of sneaking up on you when you least expect it.”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Thank you for the protein, sir. Now as I finish my shopping, I don’t want to see a single shred of white hair.”

      He bowed, then walked off, leaving me shaking where I stood. Everything came rushing at me in that moment, like the fact that I’d just had a taste of something that didn’t make any sense at all.

      A seer? What could he possibly mean by that? It wasn’t possible to tell the future! And yet…that was exactly what I did, wasn’t it? The voices I heard and the visions I saw were about things that had yet to be as often as they were about the past. I had firsthand, empirical evidence.

      I thought about it the entire way home, my mind never resting for a moment. If what he said was true, what were the implications? Should I stop taking my medicine? That seemed like something a delusion would say, and the last thing I wanted to do was be sick again. Not after I had fought for so long to be well.

      I still had no idea as I finally reached our apartment door and let myself in.

      “Oh hey, you’re home a little earlier than I expected. Did you get everything we needed?”

      “Everything?” Crap! I had been supposed to get some fruits and veggies too. Quickly, I thought of an excuse. “Not quite. But that’s because something amazing happened and I had to come home ASAP!”

      “Really? And what kind of miracle was that?”

      My mind churned and a solution came to me. “You won’t believe it, but I won a raffle! A month’s supply of awesome cuts from the butcher! Only cost me a dollar.”

      Her eyes went wide and her hand went to her mouth. “No! You’re kidding.”

      I slung my backpack onto the counter and opened it, pulling out the bag stuffed to bursting what the butcher had given me. “Check it out! I think there’s sirloin in there, maybe some lamb? I didn’t really have a chance to check it out. I was in such shock.”

      “Oh my gosh, I can imagine!” She let out a giddy laugh that eased a whole lot of my stress. How long had it been since I had seen her look so relieved? “There’s gotta be like… at least sixty bucks worth of cuts in here.”

      “Try about a hundred, give or take.”

      Mickey squealed, clapping her hands and running over to crush me in a hug. It was lovely, and it made my opinion of the white-haired pretty boy soften a bit. Maybe he wasn’t the harbinger of doom.

      Or maybe he was. It was hard to say. I knew he was real because there was no way that I could have afforded all of these meats, but that was all I knew.

      “Well, how about I make us a couple of these bad boys and we have steak and potatoes for dinner tonight?”

      “Sounds good to me!” I said, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “You sure you don’t want me to cook?”

      “I’m sure. I’m really starting to feel well again.”

      “That’s wonderful. You think it’s the medicine?”

      “That, probably, and the rest. But don’t worry, I’ll be back on my feet and working in no time.”

      “Don’t rush yourself. Between work, the fundraiser, and the few benefits we’re getting, I’m comfortably keeping us afloat.”

      She ruffled my hair. “Yes, but you’re the little sister, so don’t get any ambitions about being in charge. It’s my job to take care of you.”

      I laughed lightly, sliding into one of our chairs and watching her as she went about her business. A feeling of nostalgia settled over me as she puttered about, prepping food and humming to herself.

      The hours passed in a dreamy haze, full of jokes between us and tons of laughter. The food was delicious, of course. Nothing could compare to Mickey’s cooking. She had a knack for everything in the kitchen, which explained the softness around my middle and thighs despite our tight budget.

      Night eventually fell and I knew that I needed to get to bed. I headed there, almost dreading what might come tomorrow, but I sank into sleep without much resistance.

      

      I was at work, but something was different. Something that I couldn’t put my finger on. I looked up, scanning the café to see if I could spot what was amiss.

      Mallory was on a stool at the bar as usual, a sardonic grin on her face and sporting a black eye. My coworkers were busy spot-cleaning, as we often did when we were a bit slow. And strangely enough, Mickey was also there, sitting at a table and sipping on a latte. Odd. Mickey hated hot drinks.

      Also, she wasn’t wearing her going-out hat. Mickey never went anywhere without it, just like I never went anywhere without my glove. Too many people stared otherwise.

      My glove!

      Looking down, I saw it wasn’t present. There was no way I would ever leave the house without it, so that meant the entire scene in front of me was a dream.

      The building began to rumble before I could get the thought out, and everyone started shouting in alarm. I knew something terrible was coming, so I vaulted over the counter, intent on shielding my sister. Mallory turned with me, probably thinking the same thing, but before either of us could get very far, the ceiling was ripped off in its entirety.

      I froze in my tracks while everyone else screamed, diving in different directions to avoid the rain of rubble. Looking up, I saw shadowy, fanged creatures above us, holding their massive bodies up with long, bat-like wings.

      I didn’t need a fantasy glossary to know what they were.

      “Dragons…” I breathed, whether as a curse or a prayer, I didn’t know.

      It was like my words set them off. Red, serpentine eyes settled on me before a fanged maw opened wide. I kept staring, utterly transfixed, as that vermillion mouth became pink with illumination and blue-hot fire came rushing down.

      I could feel the heat of it, melting and lethal, but for some reason, it seemed to rush around me, leaving a cone of safety.

      I couldn’t say how long the fire burned, only that it ravaged the room with a virulence that I had never seen or felt before. When it finally stopped, I felt like I had been teleported into an entirely different world.

      Everything was either black or white ash, completely burned to a cinder. I stared with an open mouth, shocked by it all, before I remembered that I was not the only one present.

      I shook my head and looked for Mickey, wanting to make sure she was alright. I barely moved a step before I saw her silhouette against the wall.

      And only her silhouette.

      My mouth opened, but no sound came out. Tears welled up in the corners of my eyes, white-hot and choking. My brain couldn’t function and I fell to my knees.

      I knew the outline of my sister anywhere. The slope of her brow, the waves of her long hair. And now an outline was all that remained. Her body must have been pressed against the wall when the fire hit, and there she was burned until nothing remained but a slightly less burned shape on the wall.

      “No,” I gasped, turning my head to escape the image.

      But I was only met by the shape of Mallory, sprawled out on her side. For a moment, she almost looked like a statue completely comprised of grey and black, but then the breeze shifted and she crumbled into ash.

      I screamed, sorrow wracking me. I had already lost so much to fire, did it have to take everything I had? I looked up to the beasts that had caused this and they were still there. Watching. Waiting.

      They wanted to know what I was going to do. Would I try to fight them, me, a puny human? Or would I curl up into a ball and accept my fate?

      I felt steely resolve fill me as the dream faded and I was left alone in my room.

      

      Something was coming, I knew that now, and it wasn’t something that was going to let me peaceably squeak by. Whatever was happening, I needed to be proactive about it.

      So…where exactly had I put that business card?
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      I stared at the massive mansion in front of me, partially in disbelief that it was real, and partially because I was sure I had the wrong address.

      It was practically a study of gothic aesthetic, towering spires and sharp edges everywhere. It looked to be about four stories tall, and I was pretty sure I could see further wings stretching out in the back. A stately fountain dominated the massive driveway out front, sparkling water spurting out of the top like half of the country wasn’t struggling with a drought.

      And finally, a gate loomed before me, made of metal and spires and points and everything that looked like it might impale you if you were to take a bad fall. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to get in, until I saw what looked like one of those comm-boxes that you saw at rich places in the movies.

      More than a bit nervous, I walked up to it and pressed the buzzer. It let out an almost musical sound, then a few seconds later, the dark screen illuminated to show a guard.

      “What?” he asked, not an ounce of warmth or politeness in his voice. It was such a jolt compared to Bron’s platitudes that I just stared at him with wide eyes for several seconds before realizing that I was gawking.

      “Oh, uh, I’d like to see Bron.”

      “So would many people.”

      Geez. Someone hated their day job. “Um, he asked me to come here.”

      “Sure, he did. Along with Abraham Lincoln and a Gorgon.”

      “Look, I realize that your whole life is unfulfilling, so for some reason you’ve decided to find your satisfaction in lording what little power you have over poor people stuck outside this gate.” He drew in a breath like he was about to tell me where to shove it, but I pulled a little rectangle of paper from my bra. “Oh, also, I have a business card,” I said with a smile.

      That stopped the man short, and his eyes frantically bounced between me and the card. “This didn’t happen,” he said finally before pressing something that caused the gate to let out a beep and slowly swing open.

      “Oh really?” I countered. “I guess that depends on how generous I feel.” With that, I waltzed onto the drive and up toward the house.

      My newly-gained confidence from that interaction didn’t last long as I drew closer and closer to the massive doors. They were painted a combination of black and silver and looked utterly ominous. I couldn’t help but wonder if I was walking headfirst into the bad guy’s lair. It was certainly spikey enough to be a stronghold for evil.

      Intimidating architecture or not, I was on a mission and I would not let myself be deterred. Taking a deep breath, I marched up to the door and went to give it a knock. I stopped before my knuckles made contact with the metal, however, noticing that there wasn’t really a good place to hit that wouldn’t somehow damage me. Looking around again, I saw yet another buzzer.

      “You know, a doorbell would suffice,” I grumbled to myself, reaching over and pressing a button.

      This time, what I assumed was a butler answered, judging by his sharp uniform and professionally pleasant expression. “May I help you?”

      “What, did the snarky security guard not give you guys the heads up that I was here?”

      “No,” the man said slowly. “He did not.”

      “Ah. Well.” I held the business card up to the view of the camera. “Bron wanted me to come here when I, uh, got a little less occupied.”

      “I shall inform him that you are here. May I have your name?”

      “Actually, that won’t do you much good. He kinda…doesn’t know it. Um, maybe tell him that Miss Seer is here?”

      “Whatever you say.”

      He bowed to the camera before the screen went black again, and I waited patiently. Or at least, I tried to wait patiently. It was hard considering that every fiber of my being was telling me to turn around and go home. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t let what happened in my dream come to pass. It was hard to say what was metaphorical and what was literal about the vision, but I knew that if I didn’t do something, something terrible was going to happen to everyone I cared about.

      The door flung open with surprising speed and I was surprised to see Bron standing there, a wide smile on his too-handsome face.

      “You came!” he said, green eyes alit with sheer happiness. “And much sooner than I expected.” Suddenly, the smile was gone and his face fell. “You weren’t attacked, were you? Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, holding a hand up to stop the oncoming deluge of questions I sensed teetering on the edge of his tongue. “I just have…questions.”

      “Of course. I apologize, I didn’t realize before that you might have lived your whole life as a human, ignorant of any of the underworld. I assumed rather that you were some sort of fugitive. I apologize for my error.” He bowed and gestured for me to enter. “Please, come in, Miss…”

      “Davie,” I supplied as I stepped in, walking past my tall host. I looked around, trying not to gawk, but it was so hard. We were in what I could only describe as a foyer, but one that had been jacked up on rich-people steroids.

      The floor was alternating checkers of black and white, polished to a high shine that made me think twice about ever wearing a skirt here. A double staircase dominated most of the massive room, going up a story or so before splitting right and left to separate landings. The stairs were framed by a gold and mahogany banister and covered with a pure white carpet. I was almost afraid to step on it, lest I dirty it with my peasant shoes.

      As if that weren’t enough, a beautiful chandelier hung in the center of the room, glittering and sparkling in the subtle light it cast off. It had three different tiers, each with at least a year’s worth of my salary in crystal form.

      “Wow,” I couldn’t help but mumble.

      “A bit ostentatious, I know,” Bron said, blushing slightly. “But you know how old-fashioned things are.”

      “I don’t, but I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Right, of course. Apologies.” He looked nervous. Why did he look nervous? I was just a no-account girl who may or not have either delusions or prophesies. “Shall we go to the study? I have a lot to explain.”

      I shrugged. “Sure. Lead the way.”

      He smiled again, looking absolutely pleased with himself. I had never had a person who wasn’t family look so happy just by my arrival. If I didn’t know better, I would be flattered by the attention.

      Thankfully, I knew better. Nothing was more dangerous than being in a rich boy’s territory that I didn’t know. Let alone a rich boy who had stalked me previously. Dreams or not, I needed to be careful. But I couldn’t be so careful that I didn’t get any answers, so I followed him up the staircase and to the right.

      The hall we entered was just as fancy as the foyer, but with a whole lot more portraits hanging along the white and gold walls. I saw lots and lots of stern-looking old men, slowly growing younger and younger as we walked down the corridor until finally there was a striking painting of the white-haired young man beside me.

      “Your family values the arts, huh?” I asked, gesturing to the long line of paintings as Bron stopped at a door.

      “That’s one way to put it.” He opened the door and gestured me inside. “After you?”

      “Sure,” I murmured, walking past him with my guard on high.

      It was a study alright, if one could call the mini-library something as banal as a study. There was a massive, intimidating desk of dark wood and a high-backed chair with red cushioning. I was beginning to think that the theme of the house was crimson with how often it was repeated already.

      What looked like some sort of top of the line computer sat on the flat surface, with a thick stack of tea-stained parchments beside it. Bookshelves lined all of the walls, some of the tomes looked aged and weathered and some of them looked brand new. It was beautiful, but I didn’t have much time to admire it, as Bron had already closed the door and started talking.

      “So how much do you know of the underworld?”

      “Considering I don’t know what that is beyond maybe a movie franchise, I would say nothing.”

      His eyes widened. “Truly, you know nothing?”

      “Nothing. Didn’t you say you already considered that as a possibility and apologize for it?”

      “True, but I assumed that was very unlikely bordering on impossible. How have you survived so far? From what I have read, seer abilities are not usually…conducive to blending in with mortal life.”

      “You can say that again.” I was tempted to sit in what looked like a very cushy chair, but I just wasn’t willing to lower my guard enough. “But please, enough postulating and more explaining.”

      “Right. Of course.” He took a deep breath and looked as if he was gathering his thoughts. “First thing first, I suppose. Your world is nothing like you know it. Yes, humans are the dominant species and have their own civilizations, but they are not the only sentient creatures that walk the planet.

      “Once, long ago, my kind—and other species—were facing a cataclysm in our own realm.”

      “Wait, there are realms? Do you mean like dimensions?”

      “Yes. Separate worlds that are similar, and yet different. Different rules, different creatures, you name it, there’s a variation of it.”

      “Let me guess. Long, long ago, somehow your people created trans-dimensional travel to hop across said realms to save your skins?”

      “Yes.”

      I sighed. “Of course that’s what happened. So what kind of people are you?”

      “Um, I don’t think there is one word for it in your language.”

      “Get creative.”

      “Well, we are shapeshifters.”

      “That was easy enough—”

      “But also, what you call dragons.”

      I paused at that, eyes going wide. Suddenly, a whole lot of my visions and dreams were making sense. “Wait, dragons? As in scaled, winged, fire-breathing dragons?”

      “Yes. For the most part.” He clocked my still aghast expression and quickly tried to explain more. “I mean, there are variations. Some breathe ice. Some aren’t winged. There are wyverns, drakes, and the like.”

      “But you don’t look like a dragon,” I sputtered.

      “Yes. That is where the shapeshifting part comes in. We have our human form, and our dragon one. We can switch pretty much at will, and sometimes choose a sort of half-state. That one is harder to control, however.”

      I needed something to support me, so I sagged against the desk. “You mentioned other creatures existed. Did they come over with you?”

      “Of course, but in smaller numbers. What you would call elves, although they have practically gone extinct. Other shapeshifters. Dwarves. Nymphs.”

      “But if all of those are real, how does no one know about it? Why aren’t you all ruling the world as the superior species?”

      “You just found out about us. What makes you think we’re superior?”

      “Um, you can freaking fly and shoot fire out of your mouth! That sounds pretty physically superior if you ask me.”

      “Solid point. When we first arrived here, and humans were just a fledgling species interbreeding with Neanderthals, we did indeed rule. We were worshipped as gods and great spirits, ruling over our territories with either benevolence or a ruthless grip. There was no in between.”

      “So, what happened?” I breathed. I couldn’t believe that I was just buying this hook, line, and sinker, but it all made so much sense. Between the visions, the whispers, and what I had observed so far, something inexplicable was going on.

      “Just nature,” Bron said with a shrug. “Our kind does not reproduce well, and often, pregnancies do not take. I don’t know if it’s because your world is so different from ours, or if it is just a curse our people must bear, but sometimes, our people would go five or six years without a single birth.

      “But humans…humans could pop out a baby every single day. It was uncanny, really. Soon your numbers were practically insurmountable. Sure, we could have waged a war, and we probably would have won, but your world would have been reduced to ash and our numbers would never be able to recover.

      “So, we hid. We took on your forms and entered your society. We hold positions of power everywhere, of varying efficacy. Most of our influence is subtle, but here, this is our city, held by dragons for generations, and I suppose therein lies the crux of our issue.”

      I stood there, mind reeling. I felt like my entire world had been shaken up and turned upside-down. But he was still talking. “I’m guessing this next part is where you explain why there were people who tried to kill you in an alley?”

      “Well, that could be any number of reasons.”

      I gave in. I didn’t care if it was rude or not, my legs were shaking too much to support me so I slid my butt onto the desk and sat on it. It was as sturdy as it looked, not giving even the slightest of wobbles. I could certainly appreciate that considering I was no feather. “By all means, please enlighten me, because at no point in my life have there ever been ‘multiple reasons’ for someone to jump down from a roof with swords and try to kill me.”

      “I’m not entirely sure they were trying to kill me,” Bron said nonchalantly, affixing me with an amused smile. What was there to be amused about?! I couldn’t quite figure him out and it made me more nervous than I was already. “Most likely, they were just trying to take me. You see, I am the grandson of the arch dragon that runs this city, and should he pass on, I will take over in his stead. Kidnapping me could prove to be a valuable boon for someone.”

      I opened my mouth to say something about how casually he discussed kidnapping, but he was already moving on. “Or it could have been our enemy, hoping that absconding with the heir would give them some sort of political sway over my grandfather. I know that it wouldn’t, but they don’t.

      “Or it could have been someone from our side trying to snuff me out and put their offspring in line for succession. It’s hard to say exactly, and I couldn’t exactly stick around to examine them.”

      “Wait, sides? Succession? What, is there some sort of royalty sub-plot thing going on, on top of the shapeshifter thing you just unloaded onto me?”

      The corner of his mouth went up higher and I got the distinct impression he thought I was funny. Which was frustrating because I wasn’t trying to be funny. “You have a knack for words. But yes, there is some sort of royalty sub-plot going on. However, it’s not as simple as, ‘I am the next in line for power and other people want my position.’

      “You see, your city is being torn apart. As much as we try to stay one unified force, over time, our numbers have split into two. There’s my family’s side, which is content to influence from the shadows and mostly concern themselves with issues of the underworld. We let humans be and don’t directly interfere with any of their comings or goings. We keep ourselves shrouded in secrecy and revealing our presence is a grave crime.

      “But the other side? Quite the opposite. Although they are smaller in number, they are tenacious in achieving their goals. They want to return to the old times, when our kind ruled and your kind were our servants. There have also been rumors that they want to open portals to other realms and spread our numbers even further.

      “This is something my family cannot abide. We are not conquerors, despite what the legends may say. We do not need to fling ourselves across the unknown universe to find fulfillment. We have much to do here if we wish to improve our stations.”

      I stared at him, logging everything he said and envisioning about a thousand different scenarios that could have led them to this point. After several moments, he shifted uncomfortably. “Say something, please. You are making me nervous.”

      “Say something?” I asked, voice practically squeaking. “You want me to just say something like you told me an interesting fan theory about a movie? You literally just told me that, not only are dragons and shapeshifters real, but also that there’s this super intense fissure growing between you guys that just happens to be taking place right in the city where I happen to live. Oh, and also there are a bunch of different dimensions and who knows what else is in them!”

      “Right. I’m terribly sorry. That is an awful lot to put on you at once.” He looked a bit upset before clapping his hands together, nearly startling me off the desk. “I know! Have lunch with me. Nothing clears the mind quite like a delicious meal and I’m feeling a bit hungry myself.”

      “No, that’s fine. I’ll just…”

      He stood and gestured to the door. “Please, I insist. I would be rather remiss in my hosting duties if I allowed you to leave unfed.”

      “What, are you going to force me?”

      His face fell at that and a blush tinged his perfect cheekbones. “Of course not, and I did not mean to sound forceful if I did. Again, I apologize for manhandling you as I did in the market. I realize now that it was not my place. I am sure that you can understand my reasoning, however. I very much needed to talk to you before…”

      I didn’t miss his trailing off and looked to him sharply. “Before what?”

      “Well, before anyone else found you, of course.”

      The hairs stood at the back of my neck and my throat tightened. “Why would that be an issue?”

      He was looking guilty again, like he hadn’t quite considered the ramifications of his words. “Right, apologies. There is no way you would know, but you see, seers have a rare type of magic that has been lost to my people for nearly an age. The last one of your kind to walk the earth must have been nearly a hundred years ago, long before I was born.”

      “Uh-huh? How does this all correlate?” I felt like I was being a bit slow, but there were too many pieces that had been just dumped into my mental space and I was busy fitting all of them together.

      “Well, it’s just that if someone else were to find out that you existed, especially someone from the other faction, they would want you. They might even go to extreme lengths to take you.”

      “Oh…” I murmured. “I…I didn’t know.”

      “It’s alright! There’s no way you could know. Please, allow me to discuss it further with you over lunch. It is the very least I could do; and once you are informed, you can choose your path as you see fit. I just hate to think of you leaving these doors without knowing everything about the situation.”

      “Thanks, Bron. I appreciate that.” I took a deep breath, trying to sort myself out. I was guessing that I would need a good, solid sleep on it before the world seemed anywhere remotely close to normal again. “Lunch sounds nice.”

      “Perfect! Let’s go see what I can rustle up out of the kitchen.”

      I smirked at that, feeling the tiniest bit of my old humor come back. “What, you don’t have a servant to do that for you?”

      “I mean, we do have a chef on premises, but I would rather not bother him for this.”

      “Right. Of course you do.” Rich people were amazing.

      Or…rich dragons, rather. Suddenly, that whole stereotype of them hoarding gold made a lot of sense. They had just changed from coins to credit. A smart transition for the modern world.

      My inner dialogue about shapeshifting financials faded as Bron led me back through the hall and down the stairs. This time, we exited the foyer through a set of double-doors in the corner and walked down yet another corridor.

      This one was a bit more rustic than the others. Instead of white, gold, and crimson, the walls were simply a polished wood. On one side of the hall, stained glass windows showed the outside every few feet, creating beautiful murals of refracted light against the opposite partition. Apparently, hundreds of years of power came with some very interesting tastes in architecture.

      We reached the kitchen after about three minutes of strolling through ornate rooms, and once we did, I was absolutely gobsmacked.

      It was the antithesis of everything we had seen before. Instead of ancient or gothic architecture, it was a study in chrome. Everything looked high-tech and way above what the apartment complex where Mickey and I lived could ever afford. Looking to the fridge, I saw it had one of those little insets in the door that dispensed water and ice, both cubed and crushed, but that was only half of the buttons there. What the hell else could you want a fridge to do?

      “Have a seat at the island. I’ll see what we’re working with. I think Carvello went shopping recently, so we should have plenty of supplies.”

      “Who’s Carvello?”

      “Oh, just our errand-maid. She’s incredibly efficient, so I doubt you’ll ever see her. We pay her for forty hours a week, but she tends to get most of her tasks done in thirty.”

      “You guys pay your servants?”

      He gave me an odd look as he opened the fridge. “Of course. What kind of people do you think we are?”

      “Dragons, apparently,” I shot back. “I wasn’t sure if there was an underworld sort of minimum wage.”

      He snorted. “Please, your world’s minimum wage is pathetic. There is no way we would mistreat our workers.” He paused. “Can you pretend I said that with about fifteen percent less condescension?”

      I shrugged. “Hey, you’re right. I hate working for a company that pays minimum wage, but it’s all I can get right now. There’s nothing quite so demoralizing as having corporate say, ‘I’d like to pay you less, but it’s literally illegal’.” I realized what I was saying and snorted.

      “Something funny?”

      “Yeah, I just found out that dragons and shapeshifters and possibly magic exists, and I’m discussing economics.”

      “True, but I figured your brain might have wanted to skip to something more familiar so I wasn’t going to say anything.” His voice was muffled by the fridge door between us, but I could still make out his words.

      “How does a roast beef sandwich sound? I know how to make those.”

      “You put meat on bread. I would hope you knew how to do that.”

      “Not all of us can be a panini expert like you.”

      “Yeah, well, not all of us can have servants to wait on us hand and foot our whole lives.”

      “Touché,” he said, pulling ingredients out of the fridge. It was all things that I was familiar with, but the super fancy versions. The bread wasn’t your standard sliced fare, but rather some sort of artisanal loaf that looked like it had been painted into literal perfection. And the meat he pulled out wasn’t from the deli-counter, but rather an actual roast that needed to be carved. The mustard came in some sort of overly ornate glass jar and I was almost disappointed that I hated the yellow spread.

      So, on and on it went until Bron had enough ingredients on the counter to fill my entire week’s grocery budget. I watched as he chattered away about how he had learned to make sandwiches and the first time he had attempted grilled cheese. He was so happy, despite the dubious circumstances that had brought me into his home and how I had reacted to his grand news. Was that a dragon thing, or just a him thing? I had no way of knowing. It wasn’t like I could go around and take a poll of all the dragons I knew.

      Because that would be exactly one of them at this point. Unless the butler and security guards were dragons, but I didn’t think I was to the point where I could accept that the help were mythological creatures too.

      After enough time passed for me to have made about five paninis and melts, he finished the two meals. Mine was a simple mix of meat, cheese, and lettuce, while his was piled high with spinach, tomato, onions, and goodness knew what else. At least it smelled pleasant, although I was sure it tasted terrible with all that mustard and relish I saw him slather onto the bread.

      “Bon appétit!” he said, smiling at me over his food before digging into it.

      I would say one thing—the boy could eat. I never thought of myself as a shy, or a slow eater before, but I was only a bite or so in when Bron was already halfway done with his sandwich.

      It was weird, it probably should have made him less attractive to see him scarf down his food like an actual animal, but it kinda made him seem more human. Less ethereally beautiful and not of this Earth.

      “Do you not like it?” he asked around a mouthful of food.

      “Oh, no. It’s good.” I took another bite and chewed dramatically.

      “That’s right! I forgot your species has fewer teeth. I don’t know how you get anything done with all that extra mastication you have to do.”

      “I sincerely doubt that a couple extra molars make you that much more efficie—” He shoved the last chunk of sandwich into his mouth, giving only a few chews before swallowing. “Okay. Maybe they do. I personally like to savor my food.”

      “That’s no problem. I’m certainly enjoying your company.” I blushed at that. I hadn’t really done much of anything, so I was sure that he was just being polite. His face sobered and I felt the mood quickly shift. “I am serious about you needing protection, though. I’m going to do my best to keep you shielded and secret, but if you ever feel threatened, know that you can come here.”

      “Really? That’s it? You just wanted to offer protection, and now you’re going to just let me go?”

      “Of course. What did you think I would do? Lock you in some chamber for your own good?”

      I shrugged, feeling a bit sheepish. “That does seem to be how the trope normally plays out.”

      He laughed at that, shaking his head at me like I was hilarious. “You have some strange ideas in that head of yours. Now, I would be incredibly grateful if you informed me of any visions you might have of our opposing faction, but you can always walk out the door and never speak to me again. Whichever is your prerogative.”

      “I…I think I can do that. I don’t really control the visions, or what they show me.”

      “Perfect! May I see your phone? I’ll put my number in.”

      “You have a cell phone?” I asked, somewhat surprised.

      “Yeah, how else did you think you would get in contact with me?”

      “Um, I dunno. A scrying mirror? Throw a crystal in a pool of rainwater at midnight?”

      He laughed again. “You really do have some interesting ideas ruminating up there. Believe it or not, we’ve adapted to utilize cell towers just as efficiently as you humans.”

      I handed him my phone and watched as he effortlessly punched his number in. That was another thing that was gentlemanly of him. He could have asked for my number so he could text me whenever the hell he wanted, but he was putting the power in my hands. It would be my choice to reach out to him.

      He gave me back my phone and smiled brilliantly at me. “Now that we’re all fed, perhaps you’d like the full tour?”

      “Uh…” Part of me was tempted. As bizarre as it was, I liked spending time with the eccentric man who had just turned my world upside-down. But I also needed to think about everything that he told me, figure out what it meant for both me and Mickey. “That sounds fun, but I really should go check on my sister.”

      His expression faltered only slightly, but he recovered quickly and beamed at me. “Of course. I absolutely understand. If I may, I’ll walk you to the door and see you on your way.”

      He offered his arm and I stared at it a moment before hesitantly linking my arm through his. I was about as awkward as you could imagine, but he didn’t seem to mind at all. He kept talking the entire walk to the door, thanking me again for coming and apologizing for how we met. By the time I made it to the front door, I began to wonder how long the man could go without breathing.

      “Here you are,” he said, opening the exit for me. “I do hope to see you again, Miss Davie.”

      “We’ll see what happens,” I answered without committing before booking it out the door and down the drive. This time, the security guard didn’t give me a hassle on exiting and I couldn’t have been more relieved.

      I headed home, my head full of thoughts. Naturally, my first hope was that my life could return to normal and I would never have to worry about any of the impossible stuff he told me ever again.

      But I knew that wasn’t likely to happen. I could sense it down into my very core that something had changed irrevocably in my life. It was like I had ripped the Band-Aid off and now it was never going back on again. As I looked around, I saw the world in a whole new light. One that was just as terrifying as it was intriguing.

      There was also the added revelation that my…hallucinations weren’t some form of mental illness. That I was somehow blessed with a power that had been thought to have entirely disappeared. All those years of medication, all those hours of therapy, a waste.

      But then again, they had made the terrible nightmares stop. Were those awful scenes a side effect of glancing into what a human shouldn’t know, or were they visions in and of themselves? I hoped not. They had been far too horrifying to ever survive.

      The hair stood on the back of my neck once more, stopping me in my tracks.

      I looked up, realizing that I had walked past the bus stop and was wandering down the hill that led up to the gated community. It certainly wasn’t a bad neighborhood, but there was no denying that a terrible feeling of dread was squeezing my stomach.

      I looked over my shoulder and while my eyes couldn’t see anything, my mind could. Shadows, lurking just beyond my peripheral vision. I couldn’t tell what they were, and yet I knew they were terribly dangerous.

      I started forward, speed-walking away from the threat, only to have those same shadows rise up in front of me like a wall.

      Fear lanced through me, and I froze once more. The wall of shadow combined with the forms behind me, and the next thing I knew, I was completely surrounded.
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      For someone who could supposedly see the future, I had no idea what to do. I could only stare as the shadows slowly sank into the back of my mind to be replaced by men dressed in dark clothing.

      “What do you want?” I snapped, bringing my fists up. I was by no means of brawler, but Mallory had made me learn at least a couple of self-defense tactics, and my time on the wrestling team added to that. Though a “real” fight was another matter.

      “Easy now.” One stepped forward in front of me. He was tall, with golden hair and hazel eyes that shone mischievously at me. “We mean you no harm. We just want to talk.”

      “You need a group of you to talk?”

      He shrugged. “Can you blame us for taking precautions? When words get around of an oracle, some very unsavory folk can get involved.”

      I paled at that and my stomach dropped. “O-oracle?” They knew. I didn’t know how, since I had just found out myself, but they knew.

      “How about we save everyone some time and ditch the part where you deny what we already know, and you come with us. Someone very powerful would like to speak with you.”

      I tensed again. “Do I have any choice in this?”

      “Well, no. Not really.” His smile grew sharp and jagged. “So, let’s not make this complicated, okay, doll?”

      He took another step forward and I braced myself, throwing a punch with all of my might. My fist connected, and the man stumbled back. I took the opportunity to run, but the rest of the men closed in, grabbing for me.

      One managed to latch onto my sleeve. I shook off my jacket, still struggling forward, but another caught my hand.

      I reacted before I could think, sliding my hand out of my glove. It came free, and the man jumped back in shock.

      “Really?” I shot back, cradling my hand to me. “That’s what gets you to back off?”

      “You’ll have to forgive them,” the original man said, wiping the blood from under his nose as he recovered. “Dragon-kin don’t burn.” He stared down at my exposed hand and arm, taking in the hyper-pink, mottled skin and all of the gouges and wrinkles in the limb. “It’s not exactly a pretty sight.”

      I felt my temper flare. Not only did these men have the audacity to try to kidnap me in broad daylight, but now they were insulting me too. There was only so much a girl could take.

      I ran toward him, a stupid action in hindsight, and slammed my shoulder into his middle. He skidded a step or two, but what I didn’t expect was for him to bend forward and wrap his arms around my middle. The next thing I knew, I was being thrown over his head.

      I barely remembered to put both of my hands behind my head before I landed, and they hardly provided enough cushion as my skull slammed into the ground. I sat there a second, dazed and breathless, when I felt someone grab my wrists once more and try to haul me up.

      “Let go of me!” I screamed, kicking my legs wildly. But someone caught those too and pinned them down.

      No! I wasn’t some damsel in distress. I never had been and I never would be.

      I tensed, pulling inwards with all of my strength. I could feel whoever was holding me struggle to keep me bound, and I threw all of my weight to the side.

      Thankfully, my exertion had made me work up a bit of sweat, because my wrists popped out of the grip of whoever was holding me, leaving only my ankles still trapped.

      I sat up so fast that I head-butted the man still trying to pin my legs, and he fell back. I didn’t have time to celebrate my victory, however, as arms wrapped under my shoulders and hauled me back to my feet.

      I tried to whip back and buck out of the grip, but whoever was holding me had grown wise to my all-out resistance. Their grip under my arms tightened, trying to pull back like a chicken wing, and then a cloth was pressed to my mouth.

      “Chloroform, really?” I yelled into the fabric.

      The little leader of the group just gave me a small smile. “Mugwort, actually. Don’t worry, we have an antidote.”

      “Antidote?” I blurted, but my head was already spinning and my stomach churned. I wretched once, then slid into total darkness. As the last of my thoughts rushed from me, I couldn’t help but wonder what I had gotten myself into.
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      I was in a large room, almost like a palace. Stained glass and crystal were everywhere, making the whole scene sparkle like someone had put a soft-focus filter on my dreams and added about a thousand lens flares.

      I was moving, but gently. I blinked rapidly, trying to have the rest of the vision solidify so I could figure out what was going on. The details came in bit by bit. There was…music? Yeah, music. Soft, lilting, and magical. I focused on that, letting the sounds of the harp and other instruments that I couldn’t recognize flow over me.

      My hands were warm. Too warm, actually. Like someone was holding them.

      I looked to my extended arm to see that my white-gloved hand was indeed in another’s. My heart stopped for a moment, and when I turned my head, it was none other than Bron who materialized before me.

      Other people suddenly popped into existence around him, and I realized we were at some sort of ball. The young man was dressed like a prince from some sort of fantasy movie, his coat of velvet and his breeches so pure white that they were nearly blinding.

      “You look beautiful, you know,” he said, regarding me with that same sweet smile he had sported when we first met. I looked down, dreading what kind of ball gown monster dress I was in, only to see that I was wearing an outfit similar to his. Well, that was a pleasant surprise.

      I wanted to ask him where we were, what was happening, but that wasn’t how my visions worked. Instead, my mouth opened and spoke words on its own. “You’re just saying that so I don’t run out right now.”

      “Please, Miss Davie. When have you ever known me to lie?”

      My eyes rolled and I looked to the side, feeling a blush creep up my neck. “Well, I’ve never caught you in one.”

      He laughed, tilting his head back, and I could see the muscles of his neck as they moved. “Always suspicious, aren’t you?” he said once he was done.

      “It’s kept me alive thus far, hasn’t it?”

      “And I am eternally grateful for that.”

      The music stopped and I moved to step away, but his arm stayed firm around my waist. “Bron?” I asked, looking up into his emerald eyes.

      He had a strange expression on his face, one that almost seemed to go right through me. His head lowered toward mine, his fingers squeezing my waist protectively, and everything in the vision dissolved, until it was only the two of us.

      “May I?” he murmured when his mouth was only a breath away from mine.

      “I—”

      

      I sat up so hard that my stomach practically heaved out of my mouth. My head swirled violently, trying to figure out what was up and what was down and what the hell had just happened.

      My hand went to my mouth, tracing my lips where I could still feel the warmth of Bron’s breath. What was wrong with me!?

      Sure, he was pretty. And polite. And apparently the equivalent of dragon royalty, but that didn’t mean anything to me! As far as I was concerned, he was some eccentric rich boy that had hauled me into his family feud and gotten me kidnapped.

      That vision, though… It made me think about things. Things that I absolutely shouldn’t be thinking about. Things I didn’t have time for. Crushes, romance, and boyfriends were for normal people with normal lives. Not me.

      I groaned and tried to rub my hands, only to have my hands jerk to a stop behind my back. Suddenly, reality came rushing back and I remembered what had led up to my unexpected nap.

      Another tug of my hands revealed that they seemed to be handcuffed behind my back. That was discouraging.

      I looked around to see that I was in what looked like a basement, albeit one that hadn’t had a good sweeping in quite a while. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling and I was sitting on a large piece of cardboard that looked like it might have once been a refrigerator box. I was alone, which I didn’t expect, and there was only a single ray of light streaming through a tiny window near the ceiling on the other side of the room.

      I took a couple of deep breaths and tried to remember all I knew about kidnapping situations. Not much, actually, beyond kicking out a tail light of a car if you were in a trunk and to never allow yourself to be moved. At least it still seemed to be the same day. I hadn’t been out for too long.

      My concentration was interrupted as a large bead of sweat dripped into my eye. I hissed a curse and flinched away. I was cold, so why was I sweating?

      My stomach rolled once more and it took everything in me not to lose the lunch that Bron had fed me. Right, the mugwort. They had mentioned an antidote, hadn’t they? As much as I didn’t want to give away that I was conscious, I was feeling sicker by the second.

      “Hey!” I called, my voice raspy. Goodness, I realized I was incredibly thirsty on top of everything. “Hey, I’m awake!”

      For a moment, nothing happened, and I was sure that they hadn’t heard me, but then the door creaked open.

      It was the same fellow who I had socked in the face. I was satisfied to see that his nose was still red, although all the blood was gone.

      “Rise and shine, princess,” he said, twirling a vial between his long, skinny fingers that I guessed housed the antidote he had mentioned. “Ready for your medicine?”

      “Are you going to taunt me or actually come down the stairs and give it to me?” I asked, venom lacing my words.

      “You’re the seer, why don’t you tell me?”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” I spat. “Besides, you seem to know more about it than I do.”

      He shook his head, swaggering down the stairs like it was some grand hideout and not some janky basement. “That’s right, they mentioned you were human-raised. Amazing. I have no idea how you survived, to be honest.”

      He had almost reached me when he stopped short. I struggled to my feet, despite the fact that my limbs were shaking and I felt like I was going to melt into a poisoned puddle at any moment.

      “What do you say?” he asked, smirking as he held up the vial.

      “Give me the antidote,” I said, affixing him with the hardest gaze I could.

      “That’s not very polite of you.”

      I wasn’t an idiot. I knew what kind of power trip the guy was on. It wasn’t the first time I had dealt with it and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. From foster parents who wanted my sister and I to grovel with gratitude for them deigning to feed us, to losers at school, it was all old hat. “I don’t have to be polite. Now give me the stupid antidote.”

      He looked mildly surprised by my response, his eyebrows coming together. “And why should I, with an attitude like that?”

      I let my voice drop into my lowest register, which wasn’t too hard considering that my throat felt like it was rapidly closing. “How about we be honest with each other and put this power play to bed?” I asked. “You attacked me in the middle of the street in enemy territory, which means you’re a minion at best. Someone much more important than you wants to speak to me, and it’s your job to deliver me safely. If I’m dead, someone will be very unhappy with you. I may not have had a vision about it, but I would bet money that that powerful someone is quite skilled at doling out punishment for failure.”

      He closed the distance between us, his hand wrapping around my throat. I was surprised by the gesture, but that shock didn’t compare to when his eye burned bright yellow and his jaw began to stretch toward me, scales flowing across his face and sharp teeth growing in waves.

      “Listen here, little girl,” he hissed. “I don’t have to be nice to you. Mugwort takes an awful long time to get to your heart, and the trip isn’t pretty. I can let you get a whole lot worse before you get better.”

      He brought the vial up, pointing the sharp bottom toward my eye. I could see the reflection of my own iris in the polished glass and I had to do my best not to blink.

      “Now you have been very, very rude to me. So, if you want this nice potion, you’re going to have to get onto your knees and apologize to me. You got that?”

      I nodded and he let me go, taking a step back and allowing me to draw in huge gulps of air.

      “I’m waiting,” he said while I coughed.

      I glared daggers at him, but sank to my knees. It was surprisingly easy to do considering how the mugwort was making my limbs so incredibly weak.

      “Now what do you say?”

      “I’m very sorry for being rude.” I said softly, keeping my face entirely impassive. “May I please have the antidote?”

      He laughed, pacing just beyond my reach yet again. “That was a terrible apology. Try again.”

      I rolled my eyes, but persisted. If only my hands weren’t bound behind my back, I would put everything into making him the one who was sorry. I might not have been the best fighter, and I might have a soft layer of fat from processed food all over my body, but I was a scrapper. I never would have survived my life otherwise.

      “I am so very, very sorry for being ungrateful. You are handsome and generous and I don’t deserve the antidote, but I beg you please, please, pretty please give me the antidote?”

      He laughed, pleased as punch, and finally returned to me. “That wasn’t half-bad. Head up, please.”

      I tilted my chin up and before I could do much else, he dumped the vial all over my face. I barely managed to get some into my mouth, and my cheeks burned as I was reduced to licking the bitter mixture off my lips and cheeks. How humiliating.

      “How was that, witchlet?”

      Strength flowed through me as the antidote took effect almost immediately, and I let my eyes flick up to him for just the briefest of moments. “Ever heard of the human saying that pride comes before a fall?”

      “No,” he answered curiously. “Why—”

      Learning from my last fight, I whipped my body forward and head-butted him in the crotch as hard as I could.

      He let out a cry and toppled, holding himself while rocking side to side. I didn’t waste a second and used my rejuvenation to rotate my arms over my head and around to my front. There was a moment of discomfort as both of my shoulders popped out of place, but they slid right back in once my hands were in front of me.

      “How—” the man hissed, struggling to get up.

      “It’s called being double-jointed,” I answered, running to him and delivering a kick to his middle. He recoiled, and I straddled his chest. “Technically that’s a misnomer,” I continued, bringing both my fists up then slamming them down into his head. He tried to swing at me, but I pinned his arm with my knees. “There’s no such thing as being double-jointed.” Another punch, and he snarled at me. “I just have very stretchy ligaments around my joints. The correct term is hyper-flexibility.” I hit him again, anger swirling within me and making my whole body feel like it was on fire.

      I hated fire.

      The skin on my scarred wrist was already breaking from the cuffs binding me, blood welling up to join with the man’s as I pummeled him. I could feel my temper carrying me away, but I couldn’t be bothered to cap it.

      I had been made a victim so often in my life. Whether in the inferno that took my parents and permanently scarred both Mickey and me, to the foster homes that were less than welcoming, to the visions, to school, I was tired of it, and I wasn’t about to let this jerk take my independence away from me!

      “Get! Off!” Somehow, he got his legs under me and kicked me back. I stumbled, landing hard on my own behind.

      Before I could get to my feet, my opponent surged forward, his body seeming to ripple and slough off until what I could only describe as a creature hurtled toward me.

      It whipped around at the last second, and its tail crashed into my side, slamming me into the far wall. All of the air left my body and I was only aware of pain.

      Claws clenched my face, then my skull was yanked forward before being slammed against the wall again.

      Nausea rushed me and I slumped to the side. Everything was blurry and I could barely make out the form in front of me. It was somewhere between a large dog and a small horse, with glistening azure scales all along its hide. It had no wings, but four strong legs that supported its high chest and serpentine spine. If my fantasy books were anything to go by, the man was some sort of drake rather than your classical winged dragon.

      I would be careful how you play your cards from now on, Seer.

      I held my head and groaned, hearing his voice without really hearing it. My eyes closed against the pain, wishing for some sort of reprieve.

      Mannix wants you alive, but he never said anything about you having all of your limbs.

      With that, the creature returned to human form and walked out, adjusting his jacket as he did. I could only lay there on the dirty floor, waiting for the pain to ebb.

      One thing was certain—I had to get out, but it certainly wasn’t going to be easy.
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      When I awoke again, I was both hungry and sore. I wasn’t sure which one bothered me more, but the combination threatened to make me pass out again. I tried shaking my head, as if that would clear the cobwebs and let me think, but that just made the room spin that much more.

      “Alright, keep the neck as straight as possible. Good to know.”

      I sat up, breathing through the haze of pain that made me wonder if death was a better option. I’d been through some trauma in my life, but none of it had involved head injuries. I wondered if the man who had taken me had fractured my skull or just given me a concussion. I would absolutely be tattling to whoever was in charge. I was pretty sure my ‘seer’ ability, whatever that was, resided in my brain. And since that was what made me valuable to whoever it was that wanted me, I was pretty sure they would be upset that a lowly minion had endangered it.

      Then again, I didn’t want to actually get in front of whoever had sent for me. I didn’t know if it was just self-preservation or my foresight, but something told me that if I did, I would never find anyone I loved ever again.

      I looked around, trying to occupy myself with finding something that could help me rather than dealing with the fear in the pit of my belly. Like I had noticed before, there were plenty of cobwebs and dirt, but not much else. Not even a boiler.

      I sighed and rubbed my head, but that only made it hurt worse. Looking up, I saw a series of thin, but solid-looking, pipes crossing the ceiling.

      I struggled to my feet, steadying myself as I went. Feeling around, I tested the strength of each of the pipes until I found something that seemed a bit loose.

      Once I had my mark, I wrapped my still-cuffed hands around it and hung down with all my weight. It worked well enough, and I felt it start to wiggle loose.

      I persisted, swinging from side to side, and eventually, the length popped out of place with a metallic shriek.

      “Nice,” I congratulated myself, smiling brightly. Or maybe maniacally. I wasn’t sure which. Now that I had a weapon, there was just a matter of my bonds.

      This would be harder. Sitting down, I toed off my shoes, taking a deep breath.

      Although my joints were all a bit loosey-goosey, I wasn’t looking forward to the trick I was about to pull. It was something I had pulled off plenty of times as a kid, but as I got older and slowly became less and less flexible, it grew slightly more painful every time I tried it.

      “Come on, Davie. You can do this.”

      I placed my left wrist on the ground, thumb facing up toward me. I allowed myself one more deep, shaking breath before stepping on the middle of my hand, forcing my thumb and it’s pad toward my pinky.

      It…wasn’t pleasant, but I didn’t waste any more time griping about it. Instead, I focused on pushing the cuff upward with my free hand.

      Bit by bit, I wiggled it, pausing every now and then to adjust my foot’s angle or to get a better grip on the cuffs. Eventually, I was able to get the metal ring past the thickest part of my hand and heaved a sigh of relief.

      I shook out my freed hand, the top of it red with anger and a stabbing pain in the tendon of my thumb, but I would get over it. At least I didn’t have to break it to be free, like some people.

      I winced, remembering a movie I had watched once where someone had escaped from handcuffs much more brutally than my method, and that helped me speed the process along with the other hand.

      Naturally, being my dominant hand, it was much more difficult than my weaker one. The rigid muscles didn’t want to bend or stretch nearly as easily as my left hand. Nevertheless, I managed to get the cuff off and a few minutes later, I was completely freed from my bonds.

      I rubbed circulation back into my wrists and took inventory of my left arm. My burn scars had split in several spots, aggravated by both the fight and the abuse from the overly-tight metal bracelet I had been sporting. I was going to need a whole bunch of vitamin E oil, coco butter, and gauze to get it back to normal. Not that my arm was anywhere near normal by most people’s standards, but normal for me was what I hoped for.

      Once I had myself gathered, I grabbed the pipe and tucked the handcuffs into the pocket of my jeans. They were ripped and dirty, but otherwise holding up pretty well for being a secondhand pair that I had thrifted.

      I approached the staircase leading to the back door, steeling myself for the fight that was sure to come. Considering how thoroughly they had handed my behind to me, twice, I needed to be more careful and use the element of surprise to my advantage.

      Yeah, maybe if I was very quiet, I could sneak up on a few and knock them out without them knowing I was free!

      I snorted at the thought. Yeah, me, the artist with possible head trauma and some strained hands was going to take on a whole gang of men who could probably all shapeshift into fanged, scaly monsters.

      I wasn’t going to lie, I was fairly miffed that I had been dazed and bleary-eyed when witnessing my first transformation. For a brief moment, I found myself wondering what Bron looked like when he shifted. Would he be wingless like the man I had fought? Would his scales be dazzling, or dull? Would he be terrifying, or beautiful? I guessed I was going to have to find out, if I ever escaped.

      Right, escape. That was what I was supposed to be concentrating on. Not strange pretty boys who had dragged me into a world I’d wanted no part in.

      I reached the door, pipe in hand. Just as I was about to reach for the knob, I heard the latch click and barely managed to scuttle to the side just as it swung open. Someone stepped in, and I didn’t have time to observe anything about them before swinging my pipe down on their head. It connected, and the man tumbled down the stairs in a heap.

      I paused, holding my breath, and looked down the stairs to see if it was the ringleader I had already fought. I was somewhat disappointed to see that it wasn’t. Just some dark-haired lackey. A lackey’s lackey. How disappointing. Now that the door was open, though, I didn’t exactly have a long time to dwell on wishing it had been someone else. I reached down inside myself, willing myself to be brave, and took a step through the frame.

      Only to have a body physically fly past me. Not fly in the way one might expect a fairy or dragon to move, but fly as in something had slammed into them and sent him airborne. He crashed into the wall on the far side of the hall and I gaped openly. Only then I noticed the chorus of cries around me, and the clamor of a fight.

      “Davie! What are you doing?” I whipped in the direction of the voice to see none other than Mallory standing there, her hair a wild mess around her head, one of her cheeks bruised, but looking absolutely thrilled with life.

      “Escaping!” I called back, a smile breaking out across my face. “What are you doing?”

      “Rescuing you! What does it look like?”

      I tilted my head back and laughed. “I’m so glad to see you. How did you find me?”

      Someone lunged at her, but before I could shout a warning, she stepped back and drove her muscled shoulder into his stomach. He doubled over, and she delivered an uppercut to his chin.

      “You left find-my-phone logged in on my laptop the last time you spent the night. This was the last location it checked in before it died. Now are you coming, or do you want to wait for their backup to pile in here and end up catching both of us?”

      “I love technology,” I said, running toward her.

      The house we were in was just as decrepit as the basement, but with the added bonus of being well-used. I saw open cans everywhere, as flies buzzed frantically, disturbed by the flurry of movement. There were at least three other men out cold on the ground, but not the ringleader I had tangled with earlier.

      We burst out of the front door, which was already falling off its hinges, and out onto the grass.

      “So, uh, I can explain all this,” I said as we dashed across the lawn. I tried to figure out where I was, but it wasn’t any part of the city I recognized. In fact, I didn’t think we were in the city at all, but rather some sort of abandoned subdivision somewhere far from home.

      “No need,” Mallory said, grabbing my wrist and hauling me along behind her. “I know about dragons and shifters and all that jazz.”

      “What? How! Does everyone know about this but me?”

      “I’m a dwarf, okay? Well, a half-dwarf. I’ve known you were something different ever since I first met you. I just decided to keep it to myself for your own safety and not to step in unless it got dangerous.

      “But dragons, Davie? Dragons are definitely dangerous. Of all the underworlders, you had to find them, didn’t you?”

      “It’s not like it was on purpose! You were there when they walked into the café!”

      “Okay, fair point.” We reached her moped and she jumped on, tossing me a helmet before revving the engine and speeding off.

      “I’m not sure where the heck we’re gonna go,” Mallory yelled over the sound of wind whipping past us.

      “Bron’s!” I shouted back.

      “Who?”

      “The white-haired pretty boy!”

      “You know where he lives!?”

      “A lot has happened since I’ve seen you last, okay?” I pulled his address from my memory and repeated it to her. “Do you know where that is?”

      “Yeah. I think so. On the rich side of the city, of course.”

      “Yup. That whole dragons hording gold thing is actually pretty apt. Did you know that?”

      “Unfortunately,” she answered dryly. “My family was in debt to them for many generations. My mom worked her tail off trying to get free and ended up marrying a wealthy human just to get free in the end.”

      “Really? Which family?” There was a whole host of questions popping into my mind. I felt like there was a whole world right under my feet that I had never known about.

      “Does it matter? Dragons are old and ruthless. It’d be best if we got you out of their clutches as fast as possible. I’m not hip to taking you to this Bron’s place, but if you say it’s safe, I trust you.”

      “I think you’ll like him,” I said weakly, holding onto Mallory’s unnaturally muscled waist as best I could. A lot of things suddenly made sense about her.

      “Frankly, I’m more concerned if you like him.”

      “What? I literally just met him and for half the time I was aware he existed, I thought he was a creepy stalker.”

      “Good. Keep that suspicion about you. When it comes to our scaled brethren, I wouldn’t trust them as far as you can throw them.”

      “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

      With that, the conversation stopped and we sped toward the city. Although I was no longer a captive, I couldn’t help but feel that we were far from out of the woods.
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      Normally, I loved riding backseat on Mallory’s little purple electric moped, but the situation we were in was far from normal. In the lull of action, my mind was flooding with everything it had been putting off dealing with while I was fighting to escape.

      “So, a dwarf, huh?” I asked.

      A moped rushing along at full speed wasn’t exactly conducive to the best conversation, but who knew when I would get a chance. I had a feeling that our day was far from over. I sincerely hoped that I was wrong.

      “Half-dwarf,” she corrected.

      “Then where’s your beard?” I said jokingly, cracking a wry smile.

      “Shave it off every morning,” she answered, completely serious. “Honestly, I would just let it grow in, but that would kinda ruin my cover in the human world.”

      Quickly, I went to change the subject. “Yeah, about that. Why are you in the human world?”

      “Like I said, Mom married a guy who was kinda on the fringe of the underworld knowhow. She wanted to get out and that’s what we’ve done. It hasn’t been easy, you know, but I’ve managed pretty well.”

      “Doesn’t it get boring?”

      “Nah. Not with MMA to keep me occupied. Then again, some might argue that I have an unnatural advantage, being an underworlder and all, but whatcha gonna do? I need some way to express all my pent-up dwarven aggression.”

      I snickered a bit, and it felt good to laugh. “Is that what your kind is known for? Bad tempers?”

      “Well, I like to think that we have the normal amount of temper, it’s just compressed into a whole lot less body.”

      “Oh yeah, that makes sense scientifically.”

      “You’re gonna need to learn really fast that there’s a whole new set of rules in our world that have nothing to do with science.”

      “You make it sound terrifying.”

      “Because it is. You know all those nightmares you used to tell me about?”

      “…yeah.”

      “Some of those used to be glimpses of our world.”

      “What the hell! You couldn’t tell me?”

      She shrugged, and that just made me hold on that much tighter. “Sorry. You made it very clear that you just wanted to be a normal human. So, I decided to just be your best friend and if you did ever get pulled into our world, I would be there to bail you out.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at that, warm feelings rushing through me. “You really are a good friend, you know that?”

      “I try. Don’t know how good I’m doing, but I try.”

      Mallory suddenly swerved off the main road. “Hold on, we’re almost there. I’m going to take a shortcut I know through some construction.”

      “Wait, is that safe?”

      “Davie, you have two dragon families warring over you and the entire city’s underworld is buzzing about a possible seer. Nothing about your situation is safe, and it won’t be again for a very long while.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “I know. Life sucks, but it could be worse.”

      I raised my eyebrow, wishing I could see Mallory’s expression. “Yeah? How so?”

      “You could not have me for a friend.”

      “You’re right. That would be much worse.”

      I squeezed her ribs a bit and felt her chuckle through my arms. “Just make sure you keep holding on. Let’s see how much damage I can do to this thing before it needs to see the mechanic again.”

      “Um, I’m not sure I appreciate the sound of th—”

      But then she was revving the engine again and we were racing off.

      She wasn’t kidding about it being a bumpy ride. Instead of sticking to actual road, she shot off over a parking lot and then over a field. Grass flew around us as the tires tore up the field, but she didn’t waver.

      Sure enough, a few moments later, we were bursting through a construction zone. Thankfully, it was mostly empty. At first, I was concerned as to why, worried that it could somehow be a trap, but then I saw the crew busy laying asphalt down the street. Well, that was one stroke of good luck amidst a whole lot of bad.

      My head was certainly not a fan of all the rattling and bouncing, reminding me with every jolt that I had sustained a pretty big injury to it. Either that or I was a complete and total baby. Since my brain ran my body, it made sense that it emphasized its pain as a priority.

      Eventually, we made it out of the construction zone and I recognized the fancy streetlights and decorations of my surroundings, but not the houses themselves. I reckoned that we were approaching from the opposite side, at the top of the hill the community sat on, as opposed to from the bottom, like the bus did.

      I had never realized just how much space there was in the rich part of the city. Where I lived, space was the highest commodity. Every bit of space was meticulously used and crammed, whether with housing or public transportation or stores or other vital things. I don’t think I’d ever had a yard in my entire life. Yet, all of these buildings had their own garages, driveways, and sprawling expanses of grass. It just didn’t seem fair.

      Then again, one of the first lessons I had ever learned was that life wasn’t fair and it wouldn’t ever be. Sometimes you had to roll with the punches, and sometimes you had to throw your own.

      “Should be just over this hill,” I said, pointing over her shoulder.

      “Thank goodness, because I’m getting pretty low on gas and I have a feeling there might be a horde on our tails.”

      “A horde?”

      “Yeah.”

      “As in, a surging crowd full of angry enemies?” I asked frantically.

      “Yeah, that’s what a horde means, right?” She snorted. “You’re the bookworm.”

      “What, I am not a bookworm! I am definitely an art chick.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever stereotype you are, it doesn’t really…” Mallory trailed off and alarm lanced through me.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Smoke,” she answered flatly, speeding up to the top of the hill that overlooked Bron’s manor.

      I looked ahead to see there were indeed three different gray pillars billowing into the sky. My stomach dropped, and when Mallory finally skidded to a stop at the top of the hill, that feeling didn’t improve at all.

      The beautiful manor I had walked through was ablaze below. Red, orange, yellow, and blue licked at the walls like greedy, hungry maws that could not be satiated. I didn’t know if it was irony or just unfortunate to watch a dragon’s home go up in flames, but it was terrible either way.

      “This…is awful,” I whispered, hand over my mouth. Was Bron okay? Was he trapped within? Would the flames even hurt him? I didn’t know and I couldn’t seem to get my mouth to formulate the words enough to ask Mallory about it.

      “Yeah. I would say so.” Several shadows flitted over us and Mallory’s head whipped the way it came. “And it’s about to get a whole lot worse.”

      I followed the direction she was looking to see several dark vans pull up and about two dozen men calmly step out. They were all dressed in dark pants and grey button-up shirts, like they were on the same staff together and this was their uniform. If I had to guess, these guys were a step up from the previous group that had tried to kidnap me.

      “Crap,” I muttered to myself as they closed in.
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      “Do you remember any of the stuff I taught you?” Mallory asked, voice dropping low.

      “How do you think I got free the first time?” I asked.

      “Good. I was hoping you made them hurt a little.” She turned, raising her fists. “Back to back and we don’t let anyone get between us if we can help it.”

      I brought mine up as well. “Got it.”

      “Oh, and keep the helmet on. Right now, your pupils are practically wide enough to eat dinner off of. We should probably get you to a doctor after this is all said and done.”

      “If we survive.” I eyed the men as they spread out to encircle us.

      “Please, they need you to appease their boss. If something happens to you, they’re all dead.” She cracked her neck, rolling her shoulders as she did. “I’m the one who’s expendable.”

      “Not to me.”

      She shot me a smile over her shoulder. “Aww, you’re cute. For being so tall, you have a whole lot of heart.”

      “I have no idea how my height correlates to my ability to care.”

      “Please, everyone knows that the taller you are, the smaller your heart is comparative to your whole mass. It’s basically science. Also, duck!”

      I did as she said, bending my knees and thrusting my hands forward. I caught the attacker in the chest just as his fist went sailing over my head, forcing him backward. Mallory whirled, grabbing his head and yanking it down to slam into her knee.

      That was just the beginning. I would like to think that I was useful, but mostly, I just got in the way. Mallory was a force of nature, fending off anyone who came near, but she was tiring. I could both see and feel it. As much as I shoved people away, or dealt out kicks to shins when I could, or punches to people she knocked off center, I wasn’t doing nearly enough.

      So, I pushed harder. If Mallory threw someone, I went to the ground to pummel them. If she spun to roundhouse an attacker, I followed up with something else to take them out of her way.

      Eventually, I moved onto the offensive. I was still following her lead, but I was trusting myself more. My nerves were fried, but I had to push through. To believe I could do this. While I never had any reservations about throwing my weight around in the occasional schoolyard scuffle, this was quite different.

      Several of them rushed us at once, and when I craned my neck to see Mallory, she was already busy holding off two others. I looked back to four closing in and did the only thing I could think of.

      It turned out when you were 5’11”, you could literally throw yourself at a group of people in an attack. We all went down into a pile, and it was a tangle of limbs and blows as all of us tried to get back on our feet.

      “Thanks,” Mallory breathed, descending on the foes and finishing them off.

      While she took care of them, I fought to get to my feet. Looking back at the men, I saw there were still at least ten of them left standing, just watching us like we were the most hilarious thing they had ever seen.

      I couldn’t quite get what they found so amusing until their faces began to ripple and morph.

      Oh…right. They were dragons.

      I watched in horror as the men became an array of serpentine beasts, snapping their jaws like they were cackling at us. A handful were drakes, just like the one I had already faced, but there were also two other kinds in their number.

      One was exactly like the drakes, but with what looked like short, spiny wings attached to their front legs. If I was recalling my dragon types correctly, that was called a wyvern and was capable of short bursts of flight.

      The other type had no legs at all. Wyrms, I thought they were called, but mythology didn’t quite cover how they had two jaws, one right below the other, which were loaded with glistening teeth.

      I swallowed, true fear lancing through me. It was one thing to know that dragons and shifters existed, it was another thing entirely to watch them slither into their more dangerous forms. It added a very surreal quality to my life that I didn’t exactly need, considering the caliber of most of my dreams.

      The biggest of their number stepped forward, and I crouched, ready for an attack. But the creature wasn’t paying attention to me at all. Instead, his cerulean eyes were focused solely on Mallory as she continued to pummel the men surrounding her.

      Its jaw fell open and I saw the inside of its mouth begin to glow, as if someone had turned on a flashlight in its throat. I knew what was happening without an explanation, and I ran for my friend.

      “Mallory!”

      There wasn’t enough time to shove her out of the way. I didn’t even know if there was enough time to reach her at all. So instead, I ran right into the path that the fire would take and braced myself.

      I thought I had been scared before, but this…this was true terror. I had already been gnawed at by voracious flames once in my life. I knew how they scalded. I knew how the tongues of heat would lick along my skin, devouring everything it could until there was nothing left of me but pain and torment.

      I braced myself, waiting for the shock to my system. Except…it never came.

      I stood there, arms protecting my core for several seconds, until I finally cracked an eye open and looked at what was happening.

      My mouth hung open and my breathing stopped entirely. There was a plume of fire shooting out from the maw of the drake, but it had stopped short about a foot away from me, bouncing off like water from a faucet that had hit a spoon at full blast.

      But it was what it was bouncing off that had me stunned. Some kind of transparent barrier stood between me and my attackers. It was a swirling, luminescent lilac that refracted the light into a scattering of rainbows across my body. It was beautiful, and shielding, and I had absolutely no idea what it was.

      “Um, not that I’m ungrateful,” Mallory said, dropping her last opponent and walking toward me. “But how are you doing that? Also, what the hell is that?”

      “I…I don’t know,” I answered breathlessly.

      I knew that it was coming from me, and that my entire body was sweating with the effort of maintaining it, but I didn’t know what or how.

      The flame finally spent itself out and my homemade force field dissipated. Once more, my head was throbbing wildly and everything went blurry.

      “I…”

      “Yeah?” Mallory asked, helping me stand straight.

      “I think I’m gonna puke.”

      “Ah! Not on my shoes! They’re new!”

      After a lot of valiant effort, my stomach finally won out and I completely lost my lunch. It tasted much worse on the way up, but thankfully, nothing attacked us while I went about my business.

      “Hey, Davie, you good?” Mallory asked, patting my back.

      “Just give me a minute,” I groaned, doubled over and holding my stomach.

      “Yeah, that’s the thing. I don’t think we have a minute.”

      Although my legs and middle were weak, I straightened and looked back to the line of dragonoids that had just tried to roast my friend. Dread filled me as I realized that not only were there the ten of them that had been there last I looked, but at least a dozen more had landed, and they were all staring at us with malevolence in their eyes.

      “Not to make a situational pun, but did we just leap out of the pan and into the fire?” I groaned, wiping my mouth.

      “Yeah, looks like it.”

      I heaved a sigh and lowered myself into a stance just like Mallory had showed me a dozen times over. “Boy, I wish you’d taught me a whole lot more self-defense right now.”

      “And I wish you would have showed up to learn a bit more.”

      “Touché. Not much we can do about it now.”

      The dragons began to move forward as one. I had the inkling that the only reason we were alive was because they couldn’t kill me, lest they face the wrath of their employer. Otherwise, we would both be either some form of toast or ripped to shreds.

      “Hey, Mallory.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You promise me, if this goes south—”

      “Oh, this is definitely going south.”

      “—that you’ll run.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “They want me alive, right? What use is a dead seer? So, if they’re going to take me, you need to survive so you can save me. Got it?”

      “Let’s pretend I agree so we can focus on the fight, okay?”

      They were almost on us. “Mallory, I’m serious.”

      “So am I. Stop talking and start punching!”

      I wanted to argue with her longer, but the current circumstances weren’t exactly conducive to conversation. I buckled down and readied myself for the fight of my life.

      The dragonoids picked up their speed, closing in on us. Before they could reach us and no doubt end the fight very quickly, a thundering roar split the air, shaking the very earth we were standing on.

      For a moment, the sun was blotted out, and I risked a glance up to see a long, scaled underside quickly descending to the ground. I barely had time to blink before its massive wings pushed a forceful draft over us all, and the next thing I knew, it had landed.

      This creature was no drake, wyvern, wyrm, or basilisk. It was a certified, maiden-stealing, castle-razing, bona fide giant dragon.

      Thick scales of silver coated it from head to toe, different-sized pieces all interlocking like a fluid, yet metallic armor. Black accents marked the flawlessly polished hide every now and then, making its scales look like a carefully crafted suit. Its wings were easily as wide as a bus, and comprised of black, leathery skin between the silver spines. Claws the size of my hands tipped the end of its feet, matching the giant teeth in its mouth.

      “Holy crap,” I breathed, looking up at the creature in total awe.

      Our opponents tried to close in once more, but the dragon roared again. I had to clap my hands over my ears at the sheer volume of the sound, and the advancing shifters let out a chorus of whimpers.

      “Come on!” Mallory cried, grabbing my wrist and yanking me toward the massive dragon. “This is our ride!”

      “What are you talking about?” I gasped, my eyes never leaving its gargantuan, scaled frame. “We need to run!”

      What? Do you not recognize me?

      Despite everything going on, I froze in place as the dragon stopped roaring and turned its head toward me. Perfect, emerald eyes stared at me, the green almost too bright to be real, and its black, slit pupils nearly depthless.

      “Bron?!” I asked, almost scared to believe that this could be the kind, pretty boy that I had just eaten lunch with.

      In the flesh. Well…sorta.

      “My God…” I breathed, not knowing what else to say.

      Just Bron will do. I advise you to get on before our friends here recover and try to rush us.

      “That’s what I was trying to tell her,” Mallory said, shoving me toward his bent rear leg.

      “Wait, do you two know each other?”

      No, I have never met this woman before, although I am pleased to make your acquaintance now.

      “Then how did you—”

      “Holy fish on a cracker, woman, I put two and two together, now get on!”

      I complied, although I still had about a dozen more questions, and grabbed onto the thick scales above my head to haul myself up. It was by no means an easy climb, but after a few slips, I found myself perched on Bron’s back, tucked between his large wings.

      Mallory scrambled up like she was a pro and plopped down right behind me. She wrapped her arms around my waist, making me feel a bit safer, then called down to Bron.

      “Alright, we’re good!”

      Hold on.

      The men sent to take me, and who had probably burned the mansion down, seemed to realize that we were about to make our getaway and all surged forward at once—despite the obvious danger.

      Bron retaliated by knocking a good chunk of them to the side with one of his muscled forelegs, which was taller than some of the drakes themselves, then whirled to knock the rest aside with its tail.

      That bought Bron enough time to start beating his leathery wings. I could feel the force lifting us up, but his feet were still all on the ground. It wasn’t until he wiggled slightly and launched himself into the air that we finally had liftoff.

      My stomach lurched and I let out a noise that might have been a laugh, but also might have sorta been a scream. It was like being on a rollercoaster, but with nothing holding me down except for my thighs squeezing Bron’s sides and Mallory’s arms around my waist. While I had never been much of an adrenaline junkie, I suddenly understood a lot of the appeal. It felt like lightning itself was rushing through my veins, making my heart thunder and my blood race from my head to my toes.

      “This…this is amazing,” I breathed, my voice nearly giddy.

      “If you say so,” Mallory said, her voice muffled. I tried to sit up a little straighter to look at her, but her face was pressed firmly into my back.

      “You okay?” I asked, some of my euphoria pausing to make way for concern for my friend, who had saved my life at least three times that day.

      “Yeah. Just not the biggest fan of heights.”

      “I would make a short joke if your arms weren’t currently wrapped around several of my vital organs.”

      “Good choice. I would hate to have put so much work into keeping you alive only to have to kill you now.”

      “Yeah, that’d be a real waste of energy.” My lips curled into a smile despite our morbid discussion. It was good to know that no matter how topsy-turvy the world went, I could still rely on my best friend for her humor.

      Are both of you alright?

      Bron’s voice drifted back to us, even though I still wasn’t sure how we were hearing it without actually hearing it.

      “Yeah, we’re fine,” I called. “A little banged up, but fine.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Mallory argued. “I’m pretty sure she has a concussion.”

      “Well, yeah, there’s that, but like… I’m fine in the moment.”

      My deepest apologies, Miss Davie. If I had any idea they would move so fast or so aggressively, I would have never allowed you to walk home alone.

      It seemed impossible, but his words dampened the beautiful view I had of the city as we cut through the sky. “First of all, you can call me just Davie. Secondly, I don’t need you to allow me to do anything.”

      Of course. Poor choice of words on my part. He sounded sincere to me, but it was a bit hard to judge his tone considering he wasn’t actually speaking and I seemed to be hearing his voice inside of my own head. At least three different treaties have now been broken. Unless there has been some serious political maneuvering I don’t know about, I think we just witnessed a declaration of war.

      A war? I felt my face simultaneously grow pale and flush at the thought. Was this what my dreams of fire had been all about? What kind of terrible position would that put Mickey and Mallory in? As capable as any of us might be, we were just squishy, very flammable people stuck in the middle of a conflict.

      “My sister!” I blurted suddenly, my head throbbing at my own inner jolt.

      Yes?

      “If they were able to find me so easily, I know they’re going to find her! We have to go to her, now!”

      That has already been taken care of.

      “What do you mean?”

      The moment our manor was attacked, I knew that it had to be some sort of diversion. Why else would you attempt to burn a dragon? So, I sent people I trusted to your address to collect anyone who might be there. While I haven’t been in contact with them yet, I assure you that if you sister was there, she is in incredibly capable hands.

      “Oh, uh. Thanks, I guess.”

      You’re welcome.

      I fell quiet, and we had a brief moment of peace before I swayed and nearly toppled off Bron’s back.

      “Whoa! Easy there, Davie!” Mallory said, clenching even more tightly to my sides. “Are you okay?”

      What is going on?

      “Davie just tried to pitch off your back!’

      “I did not,” I argued, but at the same time, I instinctively let go of the scales I was holding onto and pressed my palms to my eyes. If it weren’t for Mallory’s tight grip, I probably would have fallen off.

      “Are you crazy! Hold on!”

      “I…I think I need to be set down for a minute.”

      It must be the altitude, Bron concluded, tucking his wings into his sides and hurtling downwards. The thin air is starving her already injured brain of oxygen.

      “Hey. We don’t know that my brain is injured.”

      “Uh, I’m pretty sure I do,” Mallory said from behind me. “Now please, will you hold on for just another minute?”

      I pulled my hands away from my eyes and managed to do as she asked. As Bron slowed and lowered himself to the ground, I did actually start to feel better, but my improvement was undercut by more nausea as we finally landed.

      I slid off of his back like a wet noodle as soon as we touched down. I knew both of them were quite concerned about me, but I couldn’t bring myself to care about anything other than laying down for a second and catching my breath.

      I made it about one step, not even really noticing where we had set down, before I collapsed. I tried to roll over and tell my friends I was fine. I fell into unconsciousness before I could utter a single word.
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            Sweet Dreams Are Not These

          

        

      

    

    
      At first, I was in total darkness, suspended above existence like an ember floating on the night wind. Then, colors and reality came rushing at me in a tidal wave, drowning every single one of my senses.

      I was being led down a set of stairs, the walls dark and foreboding around me, almost as if they were absorbing the light from the few flickering torches illuminating my descent. There was someone leading me, but I couldn’t make out any of their features and every time I tried to focus on them, their form would quiver and shift like a shadowy sigh.

      That didn’t matter. What was important was the coiling bit of dread in my stomach. Something terrible had brought me to this place. I knew that much.

      We reached the bottom of the stairs and I exited into something that could only be described as a medieval prison. It smelled of blood and rot, and I could hear the low moans of those close to death and the clinking of chains. This was not a nice place.

      Was I imprisoned? Was this what awaited me if I was finally captured? I couldn’t say for certain. For all I knew, this could just be a very detailed nightmare. However, I had this feeling in the back of my mind that I had come to this terrible place willingly, even if that didn’t make a whole lot of sense.

      I heard the distinct sound of something heavy hitting flesh and I instantly recognized the weak cry that followed it.

      “Bron!” I cried, running forward.

      A strong hand gripped my shoulder, preventing me from reaching him. I came to a stop with a jerk, but no other words came out of my mouth.

      The center of the dungeon had a large open space stuffed full of all sorts of contraptions and tools that I didn’t want to know the purpose of. The floor was slick with liquid and smelled faintly of both copper and urine, but that wasn’t what horrified me so.

      No, it was the sight of Bron, strung up by the shackles around his wrists to the ceiling above. He could hardly stand, hardly move, and when he did look up, I saw that his features had been beaten into an almost unrecognizable state.

      There was someone standing behind him, a long rod in their hand. Before I could really comprehend the situation, they pulled it back and slammed it right into Bron’s back.

      “Stop!” I cried, trying to pull against the hand holding me still. “I came, now let him go!”

      “Davie…” The low murmur came from Bron himself and finally, I managed to tear free and run to him. I collapsed to my knees, my hands hovering over him, wanting to comfort but not knowing where I could touch without causing him pain. “I told you not to come.”

      “And you should have known better than to waste your breath,” I shot back. “How could I leave you here?”

      “Sometimes…war means sacrifice.”

      “No,” I said adamantly. “Not you. It won’t be you.” I stood, emotions flowing through me that I didn’t understand as I whirled to face the shadowy figure that had guided me into the depths.

      “You have me. Now let him go.”

      “Actually, I’ve thought about that, and I’ve decided to change the terms of our arrangement.”

      “What!? You can’t do that!”

      The figure stalked toward me, and a very human hand reached out of the shadows, gripping my hair and shoving me to my knees.

      “Let her go!” Bron cried, struggling against his chains.

      “You silly little seer. I can do whatever I want. With the prince and an oracle in my grasp, who’s going to stop me?”

      Rage burned in me so brightly, I swore I almost became bio-luminescent. I whipped my head to the side and buried my teeth into the wrist connected to the hand in my hair.

      Blood burst into my mouth and for the briefest of moments, I felt victorious. Sure, I may have been a powerless, squishy flesh bag, but I still had teeth.

      Knuckles crashed into my cheek and the world spun around me. As I fell to the ground, I felt the vision break apart until I was hurtling back toward reality.
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      I was dumped into my body with a jolt, my mind trying to figure out the line between what was a dream and what was actually happening. I gasped and sat up, right into two sets of awaiting hands.

      “Hey there, calm down.”

      Mallory’s voice drifted over me and I calmed a bit. My vision cleared, and I saw we were far out of the city, thick trees surrounding us and a thick canopy above. “Where…where are we?” I whispered, throat raspy and head still pounding.

      “In the forest past the river in the south city,” Bron answered, gently pressing a hand to my forehead. When I looked to his face, I could see the same beaten visage he had in my dream before it faded, leaving only his normal appearance. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like someone shook me up and flipped me inside out.” I groaned. “My head still hurts pretty badly.”

      “We need to get you to a healer as soon as possible.”

      “You mean a doctor?”

      “No.” He pulled his hand away from my forehead and looked around. “We’re still a long walk away from where we need to go, but I’m not sure I want you going high into the sky.”

      “I’m not sure we have much of a choice,” Mallory murmured softly. “I think keeping her in this state for the hours we would need to walk wherever it is you want us to go would be a lot worse than however long it would take you to fly there.”

      I grimaced. “Hey, when did we decide that talking about me like I wasn’t here was an okay thing to do? Because I don’t remember signing off on that.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Mallory said. “It’s just, you’re kinda mentally compromised.”

      “What? Says who!”

      “Says your dilated pupils and fifteen minutes of unconsciousness.”

      “I actually agree with your friend here,” Bron said, kneeling by my side again and fixing me with a concerned stare. “Speaking of which, I’m afraid I haven’t introduced myself properly, considering that the circumstances have been fairly harrowing.” He extended his hand to Mallory and flashed her a charismatic grin that had my cheeks burning within seconds. “My name is Lohikarmme Bronne, but you may call me Bron, if you wish.”

      “Mallory,” she said cautiously, shooting me a look as she shook his outstretched hand. “So, do you do that pretty thing on purpose, or are you one of those annoying people who doesn’t know how attractive they are?”

      His eyebrows came together and he laughed a little nervously. “What? I, uh, I’m not—” He shook his head and managed to wipe off his surprise. “You’re not a human, are you?”

      “Half-human,” she said with a wry grin. “Nice topic change, by the way.”

      “Thank you. That makes sense then. Let me guess, the other half is dwarf?”

      “What do you mean ‘that makes sense’?” she countered.

      I sighed, rubbing at the bridge of my nose, but it didn’t help. “Guys, as much as I love the lively banter, I think we have more important things to worry about.”

      “Right, sorry. Of course.” Bron offered both of his hands to me, and I saw the bruises from my vision flicker across his wrists before vanishing.

      I couldn’t tell if I was seeing these things from the head injury, or if being around shifters exacerbated my condition, but the lines between my hallucination and reality were blurring just like they had when I was a child.

      “Do you think you can stand?” he asked quietly.

      “Only way to find out is to try.”

      “True.” He offered me a small smile as my hands slid into his. His fingers were so much larger than mine, so much stronger. They wrapped around mine and pulled me to my feet without seeming to expend any effort. “How’s that?”

      I wavered for a moment, my equilibrium trying to figure itself out, and his hands moved to my arms, squeezing reassuringly. “I’m…I’m good. I think.”

      “Why don’t we try walking a bit, and then if we have to, we’ll fly?”

      I looked to Mallory and she shrugged. “You know your body best, babe.”

      That was right. I did. It felt like the past few hours had been largely out of my control, so it was nice to be back in charge of me. “Yeah, let’s walk a bit.”

      Bron’s smile grew brighter, and he moved to my side, wrapping an arm around my waist supportively. “Is this alright?” he asked.

      “Yeah. It’s fine.”

      “I’ll get her other side,” Mallory offered quickly. However, our heights didn’t exactly work out, and her arm ended up supporting my butt more than anything else, but I didn’t object. She was my best friend and was obviously trying her best. How could I be ungrateful for that?

      We strolled along like that for quite a while, not gaining much ground, but I felt myself slowly start to center as we went along. My head still throbbed and I was exhausted down to my bones, but it was manageable. At least it was until a shriek broke through the air.

      I sighed. “Please tell me that’s completely unrelated to our situation.”

      Bron’s previously happy face quickly grew tense. “I am not sure if I am supposed to lie to you in this situation or tell you the truth.”

      Mallory let out an aggravated growl and I couldn’t help but agree. “Are you kidding me? What, did they send a whole army after us?”

      “As far as I could tell, everyone so far has been a mercenary unattached to a specific family. If they sent their army, the whole city would be destroyed by now.”

      “How could you possibly know that? It wasn’t like they were all wearing signs or sigils.”

      “Their scent.”

      “Gross,” I couldn’t help but whisper under my breath.

      “So, what are we—” Before Mallory could finish her sentence, deafening cracks sounded all around us. I winced, opening my mouth to ask what that was, when fire sprang up all around us.

      “Sorry, Mi— Davie. I’m afraid we’re out of time for our walk.”

      I nodded gravely. “I guess it’s time to fly.”

      Bron’s arm dropped from my side and he walked ahead of me. Anticipation bubbled in my middle, wondering how the magnificent creature I had seen could come out of the beautiful man in front of me.

      It…wasn’t pretty.

      Bron let out a cry and his body seemed to explode outward, scales rippling over skin and clothes alike as bones rapidly burst into existence. It was much more virulent than any of the drakes I had seen shift, almost horrific, and yet it was all over in less than a minute.

      “I don’t know if I’m ever going to be able to eat again,” Mallory groaned.

      Apologies for the sight, ladies, but perhaps it would be best to hurry and save your comments for later.

      “Right, yeah, that makes sense,” I said before clambering on.

      It was much more difficult this time around, and I didn’t know if that was from the exhaustion or the flames that were really starting to pick up around us. However, Mallory helped shove me upwards until I was settled once more.

      It was a bit of déjà vu as her arms held me once more and I clenched my thighs against Bron’s scaly hide, but I didn’t have much time to think about it because we were taking to the sky.

      Branches and trees whipped past us, cutting at my head and arms. I whimpered at the contact on my skull and hunched down. Poor Mallory did her best to guard me with one of her arms while still holding onto me with the other, but our height differential was just so great that there was only so much she could deflect.

      We finally broke free of the canopy and shot back into the sky. It was just cold as I remembered, and just as blue. I wanted to enjoy the beautiful sight, but I could already see three large shapes barreling toward us.

      “Oh crap,” I breathed.

      Hold on, Bron ordered. We’re about to go very fast.

      “You mean we weren’t already?!” Mallory shouted.

      There were no words for an answer. Instead, Bron picked up his speed, shooting forward so fast that I felt the skin of my face pull back like a thrill ride. We rocketed past one of the shapes, which I realized was a vermillion dragon a bit smaller than Bron. It whirled and tried to snap at one of his wings, but caught only air as we shot by.

      A plume of fire shot over our heads and Bron dove, trying to spare us from the heat, but I still smelled singed hair. I tried to duck down, but there was only so much I could do without falling off.

      All of it would be so much easier if my head would just stop hurting! Everything was beginning to grow fuzzy at the edges, and I felt like my comprehension of things was on a delay.

      By the time I realized open jaws were headed straight toward us, Bron had already spun out of their path. My heart was going crazy from all the confusion, not sure when to be relieved and when to be terrified. It was maddening, and I didn’t know if I wanted to scream or laugh.

      Everything clarified when I felt air displace above us, and talons dug into my shoulder, piercing my shirt. I cried out, pain shooting through me and sending adrenaline following in its path.

      “Bron!” I cried, not sure what I expected him to do, but needing to shout his name nonetheless.

      “Let go of her!” Mallory screeched, pulling at the leg, but it didn’t let go. If anything, it dug its claws in deeper. “Davie, I’m gonna need you to hold on real tight, okay? I’m gonna let go.”

      “What? No! Mallory!”

      “No arguing. Just do it.”

      I dug my fingers into Bron’s scales and clenched my thighs as hard as I could. Mallory must have felt my reaction, because her arm unwrapped from my middle and the next thing I knew, she was moving. She stood and I looked up just in time to see her leap onto the dragon’s legs. “Mallory!” I screamed.

      She paid no attention to me, instead wrapping her arms around its legs and flipping her body so she was upside-down. I watched, utterly amazed, as she kicked as hard as she could into its underside.

      One blow and the creature cried out. Another blow and it let go. I felt the claws slip out and Bron shot forward, leaving my friend behind.

      “Bron!” I shrieked frantically. “We can’t leave Mallory! We can’t!”

      I would never dream of it, he responded smoothly. This is just going to take a little bit of maneuvering. Ready yourself!

      I didn’t know exactly what he meant by that, but I leaned down and held on as best I could.

      Bron was true to his word, spinning in a full circle until we were upside-down and above the vermillion dragon that Mallory was still fighting with. I didn’t know whether to be impressed with the girl for her utter audacity, or angry at her suicidal penchant to never back down, but I could decide that later when she was safe.

      “Mallory!” I shouted, unable to see her through the thick body between us. I just had to hope she knew we were coming.

      Bron lowered suddenly, until his own claws were in our enemy’s back. His whole body thrashed, and it took my everything to hold on. I heard a cry from below, and to my absolute horror, I saw Mallory go hurtling downward.

      “Bron! Get her!”

      But he was already on it. He released the vermillion dragon and tucked his wings in, diving down, down, down, until he was below her. I reached up and our fingers interlaced, allowing me to yank her down until she was sitting on his back again, facing me. This time, it was my arms around her, holding her tight to me as she buried her face in my non-wounded shoulder.

      “Thank you,” she breathed, trembling in my grasp as her arms found their way around me too.

      “Thank you,” I countered. “And you’re never allowed to do that again.”

      She laughed quietly. “You’re the seer. You should know better than anyone else that that’s probably not going to happen.”

      I let out a weak sigh. “True. Oh, uh, you did a great job too, Bron.”

      Don’t worry, you were having a moment. Besides, you can thank me when I get you to safety.

      Mallory leaned to the side, looking over my shoulder. “Speaking of which, there’s still a dragon chasing us. What do you plan to do about that?”

      I hate to repeat myself, but you should hold on.

      We had no snippy comeback this time, but simply buckled down as best we could.

      I thought we had been going fast before, but then I felt his muscles tense below me and his wings change their angle, and we were cutting through the air like a knife. My head spun, my face stung, my body ached, and it was completely, totally exhilarating.

      If I’d had the lung power, I would have let out a mighty yeehaw, but all I could do was hold on with all my might as Mallory did the same.

      We gained more and more ground over the beast tailing us, crossing vast expanses of land. Gone was my home city, and I began to wonder if I would ever see it again. I had to…right? Wasn’t that the little sliver of the world that both factions were fighting over? If that was so, then where were we going?

      I couldn’t formulate the words to ask the question, as I was too busy making sure my tongue didn’t accidentally fly into the back of my throat, but my answer came as we headed toward what looked like a swirling, shimmering vortex.

      Bron let out a rumble, and then a brilliant plume of fire burst from his mouth. It hit whatever the barrier was and it exploded into an array of dazzling lights. The next thing I knew, we were flying past the dizzying colors, and when it all cleared, we were right over the city again, approaching it from the opposite side that we had left from!
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            The Beginning of the Impossible

          

        

      

    

    
      Bron eased his speed, slowly lowering us to the ground, but my mind couldn’t comprehend whatever had just happened. Before I could contain myself, questions were spilling out like someone had tipped over a vase.

      “What was that? How did we get here?! How are you flying over the city without anyone noticing? I feel like dragons flying around are things people might notice!”

      Calm down, Bron urged soothingly, not dismissively as some people might talk to someone who was currently losing their head. I used a family portal spell that was set up long ago. It takes quite a bit of energy and is only supposed to be used in case of emergencies.

      “Well, I would say that this definitely was an emergency,” Mallory said, a very faint smile evident on her pale face. I felt comforted that even my fearless friend seemed a bit rattled by all this.

      I’m glad you agree. To answer your other question, we use glamours. Anyone looking up who isn’t part of the underworld will see us as a small plane, or a particularly fast-moving storm cloud. Nothing too exhilarating or to get worked up for.

      My mouth hung open as I suddenly wondered how many planes I had seen in my life that were actually ancient mystical creatures from another world, but that just led me to rethinking my entire world view, and how much I had been missing my entire life, how long I had addled my perception with drugs that were supposed to make me normal, when normal was never something I was meant to be.

      Then again, the medicine had helped me find who I truly was, behind the visions, behind the hallucinations that tortured me after my parent’s deaths. So, what was the right answer? Were they good? Were they bad? Had I finally hopped off the deep end and imagined everything that had happened as part of some sort of psychotic break? How could I know?

      My head throbbed again at the thought and I sagged against Mallory. Sensing my pain, she gave me a gentle squeeze.

      “It’s okay. We’re almost back on the ground.”

      I nodded and let my eyes close for the rest of the descent. Once Bron’s feet touched down, my friend helped me off of his back and we watched as he returned to his human form.

      It wasn’t nearly as traumatic as his conversion to dragon, but it was still rather unpleasant, and when he did finish, I was surprised to see that he was still wearing clothing. Somehow, I hadn’t expected that to survive his transition.

      “Well, that was exhilarating,” he said, shooting us a shaky grin. “How are you two holding up?”

      I didn’t really know what to say, so I just looked around. We were back on the rich side of the city, penthouses and skyscrapers ascending around us. As far as I could tell, we had landed in a parking lot, but who had ever heard of an empty lot in the middle of uptown? That was like finding a two-dollar bill, face up, on a four-leaf clover.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “She’s definitely not fine,” Mallory interrupted.

      “Anyway, where are we?”

      “One of my grandfather’s garages that he keeps around for special events.”

      “But it’s just out in the open,” I argued. “That’s not possible.” Where were the five-dollar parking signs? Or the gate at the front? I was willing to believe that mythical creatures were running a secret world of power amongst us, but there were some things that just weren’t realistic.

      “Glamours,” he answered, that same crooked smile growing. It made my heart skip, and I quickly shoved that down. I didn’t have time to deal with such silliness after the day I’d had. “This way.” He gestured, and Mallory and I followed, a bit dazed and quiet for once.

      I wasn’t sure where I expected him to lead us, but it certainly wasn’t into a single-story parking garage filled with cars that were each worth more than I had made in my entire working life.

      “Let me see,” Bron said, crossing to the wall and pulling something from his pocket. I watched curiously and saw it was some sort of card. He slid it through a reader next to a grey lockbox mounted to the wall, and it beeped before swinging open. In it, I saw row after row of keys. “Ah, how about the blue one? That’s always been my favorite color.”

      He grabbed a set and jangled them like it was the most normal thing in the world.

      “One thing I can promise you is that this ride will be much more comfortable.”

      We just stared at him openly as he crossed deeper into the garage until we all ended up beside a cerulean sports car with doors that opened into the sky like it was out of some high-flying movie.

      “Are you serious?” Mallory asked.

      In response, he merely hit a button on the key fob and flashed us a wink. “Why don’t you two get in the back? I tend to drive only slightly slower than I fly.”

      We piled in, and he revved the engine. It was such a strange transition from the situation we had just been in that I couldn’t help but laugh. Mallory caught my giggles as well, and soon the entire backseat was filled with mirth.

      “Something amusing back there?”

      I tried to catch my breath, but the exhaustion and giddiness was overwhelming. “It’s…it’s nothing,” I gasped. “You wouldn’t get it.”

      He shrugged, regarding me with that same too-intense gaze he’d had when we had first met all that time ago in the café. Had that really been only a few days ago? It seemed like an entire lifetime…

      I wasn’t sure how long we lost ourselves in our laughter, but we passed through well-lit blocks of uptown, the sun slowly sinking behind the horizon. Eventually, we ended up at another restricted community, one that I had never been in due to the thick gates and high security. The walls surrounding it looked like marble, and the topiaries were all trimmed like they had come straight out of a catalogue.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I harrumphed, glancing out the window as my head started to pound again.

      “What?” he asked, looking back at me in the rearview mirror.

      “I just… Do you guys own all of the mansions in this city?”

      “No. Just most of them.”

      Mallory let out a snort. “Dragons and their hording. If it’s not a bunch of gold coins and jewelry, it’s real estate.”

      Bron didn’t say anything to that, apparently too busy leaning out of the window and speaking to the security guard. When his head came back in, the gates were opening and we were pulling forward.

      I didn’t think I was ever going to get over the strangeness of seeing a man who had just been a dragon driving a car like he was just an ordinary human. Or rather, an obscenely rich human. Maybe someday I would get used to the juxtaposition, but I didn’t think it was going to be any time soon.

      As we drove along the long, long driveway, I felt the last remaining dregs of my energy rush out of me, as if they were being drained by the house itself. My eyes fluttered, and for the third time in one day—which I was sure was absolutely not healthy—I was slipping down into irresistible darkness.

      “Hey, you okay?” Mallory asked, her hand alighting on my uninjured shoulder.

      I managed to turn my head to her and swallowed harshly. “I…I don’t feel well,” I ground out before I was gone entirely.
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      Notes came to me, separated and disjointed at first, but eventually solidifying into a melody. I groaned, sensing another vision thrusting itself upon me, but this time, I could tell that it was different from my last few.

      “Hey there, lil sis. You’re not looking so hot.”

      My eyes fluttered open and I saw none other than Mickey leaning over me. The scarred flesh covering half of her body glistened in the soft light and she never looked more beautiful.

      I threw my arms up, crushing her to me like she was my last lifeline to sanity. As far as I knew, she kinda was.

      “Thank God,” I prayed into her shoulder, feeling my heart release some of the ache and stress that had been stabbing at my subconscious ever since I got swept up in this mess. “I was so worried.”

      She patted my hand gently. “Come on now, Davie-girl. How many times have I told you that I’m the older sister? You don’t get to worry about me. It’s my job is to worry about you.”

      “I know, I know,” I whispered, still holding onto her like she might drift away at any moment.

      “And might I say, you look like you have not been taking care of yourself at all. What’s going on? Did you get into a fight?”

      The question struck me as odd, but I didn’t let it disrupt the mood. As much as I loved and appreciated Mallory, my sister was the only one who knew me from birth. She was the one that had held me when the night terrors grew to be too much and through all those horrible foster homes that had ruined so many other lives. “I’ll explain everything as soon as I’m up. I can’t wait to see you again.”

      “Sis, lil’ baby sis,” I recognized the strange change in her tone and my mind suddenly started questioning the situation. Like, how was she in front of me, and where exactly were we? Was it my mind? Her mind? Was this some sort of concussion-borne illusion? “I need you to promise me to be strong, okay?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, pulling away to look into her face.

      It was a damaged one, one that had been halfway gnawed off by fire then given only the most basic of plastic surgeries by doctors who wanted the tax credit of working pro bono but would not put in the same amount of work as they would for a patient with good insurance, but to me, it was absolutely beautiful.

      I reached up, the gnarled, twisted skin of my left hand connecting with the mottled side of her face. It was our connection. One that could never be broken no matter what happened. She pressed her face into my palm, and patted my head serenely.

      “Promise that you’ll stay safe,” she said. “And you won’t come for me.”

      “Come for you, what do you mean? Mickey, you’re scaring me!”

      Her hands just cupped my cheeks, then tenderly pulled me forward to kiss my forehead. “I love you, Davie. Never forget that.”

      I had so much more I wanted to ask her, so much I needed to understand, but she crumbled from my arms like ash, leaving me utterly alone in the soft light with only the faint scent of her shampoo to remind me that she had ever been there in the first place.

      Memories flooded my mind. Her wiping the tears from my cheeks after the school announced a father-daughter’s dance, then saving up to rent a suit and taking me herself. Her rubbing lotion into my arm, warning me I needed to take care of my scars if I didn’t want them to get worse. Laughter. Tears. Fear. Our whole lives, we had been there for each other. She couldn’t be gone…

      No.

      No!

      Something terrible had happened. I knew it. I could feel it in my heart and in my bones, but I couldn’t do anything about it in my sleep. I had to get up.

      I had to get up!

      I needed to get up!

      

      I crashed into my body so hard, my descendants would probably feel it. I gasped, and the rush of air scoured my insides.

      “Davie! You’re awake!”

      I looked around, but only saw bleary colors and shapes. I turned my head toward the voice, and after a few seconds, my vision cleared enough to make out Mallory’s concerned face.

      “Take it easy, girl. You’ve had me worried sick.”

      I glanced behind her to see I was in some sort of hyper-luxurious room, thick comforters on me, velveteen canopy above me, and finery everywhere that I could see.

      “Where’s Bron?” I rasped.

      “I’m here.”

      I craned my neck to the other side without turning my head. Sure enough, Bron was sitting in a lushly cushioned chair, leaning forward so his elbows were resting on the bed. “Where’s my sister?” I asked, cutting right to the chase.

      His face fell and it was very clear that he hadn’t exactly been anticipating that line of questioning. “You need to take it easy. The healer said you fractured your skull. You’re pretty lucky to be alive and awake so soon.”

      I reached out and grabbed his collar, yanking him to me. I knew he could have resisted me, and I knew that getting physical right away was not something I would normally do, but between my panic from my dream and whatever painkillers they had me on, I couldn’t bring myself to care about being too handsy.

      “Where is my sister?” I cried again. “You said you sent people to my address!” I was shrieking, my voice going high enough to hurt even my own ears, but I couldn’t bring my mood back down to level. “Her name is Michelle Kaisley Masters! You said she would be fine!”

      Bron just let me yell in his face, looking guiltier by the second. I didn’t need words to figure out that I was absolutely right and something had indeed gone wrong.

      “Where is she?” I whispered, letting him go.

      He straightened and reached for my face as if he was going to stroke it, before seeming to think better of it.

      “I’m sorry, Davie. I really am.”

      “What happened?” I asked, fearing the worst. I couldn’t even bring myself to look at Mallory. I didn’t want to see the pity or worry there. I just wanted my sister. This was like my vision from a week ago all over again. The one where dragons had ripped off the roof of the café and burned everyone I loved to a crisp.

      “We…we don’t know.”

      “You don’t know? How can you not know!?”

      “We haven’t been able to get in touch with the team I sent. According to our scrying crystals, they’re still alive, but we can’t locate them, and there haven’t been any demands for ransom. No one has come forward to claim the act. As far as we can tell, they’ve just…disappeared.”

      “And is that something that happens often in this underworld? People just popping in and out of existence?!”

      “Well, no, of course not.” He looked so stunning there, thick brows knitted together with concern in his eyes. I felt frustration hop on top of everything else I was feeling. This wasn’t the time to get all artist-eyed at the pretty boy. My sister was missing and he was telling me that they had no idea what could have happened to her!

      At least she was alive. I just needed to breathe. I was a seer, right? I could use that to find her. I just needed to focus and—

      My head throbbed again and dizziness swamped me. I must have swayed slightly, because Mallory caught me and helped lie me down.

      “I know you’re all fired up right now, but believe me when I say you need to rest. You were hurt pretty bad, Davie. You should never have pushed yourself so hard.”

      “Says the girl that literally jumped onto another dragon.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not the one with a skull fracture and three puncture wounds in your shoulder. Also, you fractured a rib at some point. I don’t even know when that could have happened, but at this point, I’m not even surprised.”

      “Well, that explains why my side hurts too.”

      “Does it?” Bron asked, far too concerned as he leaned over me. “The healer said they had given you something to help with the pain.”

      “Considering that the hurt’s in the background of my mind instead of drowning out all the other thoughts, I would say this healer dude has me on something good.”

      He laughed gently and the intense look on his face faded slightly. I was sure that his concern for me stemmed from the fact that I was so valuable to him as a seer, but I couldn’t shake my vision of him in that terrible dungeon. Bleeding. Beaten. I had felt something in that moment. Something that didn’t make sense. I just wanted to put it out of my mind and focus on the new world I was now thoroughly embroiled in.

      “So, did we figure out what actually happened?”

      “Some yes, some is still up for investigation,” Bron answered dutifully. “Since you’ve been unconscious—”

      “How long was that, by the way?”

      “A little over twenty-four hours,” Mallory answered quickly.

      “Geez. No wonder I feel so stiff.”

      “We can go on a very small stroll, if you’d like,” Bron suggested, smiling a bit hopefully at me. “I’m sure the healer wouldn’t mind.”

      “Explanation first, please.”

      “Oh yes, apologies, I had already forgotten. From what we’ve been able to find, a powerful family did indeed put a contract out to collect you at any cost. It’s honestly the most expensive contract I’ve ever seen.”

      “What family? Are you guys going after them or is there some kind of dragon court?”

      “Well…” He winced, and I knew I wasn’t going to like what was about to come out of his mouth. “The family isn’t from our city.”

      “So?”

      “Like I said previously, dragon politics are complicated at best and annoyingly archaic the rest of the time. Sure, everyone knows the other family is allied with our opposing faction, but we have to prove it and even then, there’s a whole trial that has to happen to decide if anyone gets punished.”

      “Really? So, someone tries to kill you, a prince, and there are no repercussions?!”

      “Technically, they weren’t trying to kill me. Just to take you and either distract or incapacitate me in the process. Not exactly something that I’m pleased with, but not the most heinous of crimes in our culture.”

      “Well, your culture sucks!” I crossed my arms and fumed. “So, after all the pain I went through, after literally breaking my skull, you’re saying that nothing will happen?”

      “Not necessarily,” he continued. “There will be a trial and both my grandfather and his court expect to prove beyond a reasonable doubt to the rest of the dragon nobility that the faction in this city that would cling to the old ways has gone too far. We just have to wait for all of our leaders to arrive or send emissaries in their stead.”

      “Oh, is that all?” The idea did appease me a bit. I liked the idea of those that had hurt me facing justice. “Do you think any of these royals have my sister?”

      “It’s hard to say. Part of me hopes that they are just in hiding and the men I sent are surprisingly skilled at evading magical detection.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not a very logical part of you then.”

      “I know, but a little hope never hurt anyone. We will find your sister, I promise.”

      “You had better. Otherwise, I will make you sorry you ever dragged me into this world. I don’t know what comes with being a seer, but I will dedicate all of it to making you sorry.”

      He nodded gravely. “I understand and I wouldn’t expect any less. My word is my bond. We will get her back to you.”

      I heaved a breath and felt myself settle. I was still upset, still torn apart at the thought that I didn’t know where Mickey was or if she was okay, but there wasn’t much I could do while I was injured and in bed.

      “I think I’d like that walk now.”

      “Of course.” Bron smiled brightly and offered his arms to help me up. Instead, I turned to Mallory and let her aid me in getting to my feet. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to touch the dragon, but I couldn’t help but be wary of him. So much had happened since we had met that I didn’t really have time to figure out what I actually thought of him.

      He didn’t seem to take the slight to heart, however, and proceeded to lead us along, explaining different rooms and halls and architecture as we went along.

      It was…nice. After the maelstrom I had been through, it was nice to do something as casual as strolling along with my weight supported by my friend.

      Eventually, we reached some sort of balcony that hung out over the front drive, beautiful flowers winding around the railings.

      “Does this thing actually have a purpose?” I asked. “Or is this more rich people foolishness?”

      “It’s a balcony!” he countered, sounding like he was holding back a laugh. “It’s for having tea when the weather is lovely.”

      “Or being outside without having to touch the actual ground like us peasants,” Mallory muttered under her breath.

      I snickered to myself and looked out at the view.

      It actually was quite beautiful. I could see the alabaster walls of the mansion far ahead, and the meticulously polished cobblestones of the drive as it led up to the landing. The fountains, the sprawling green lawn, the workers busy doing whatever it was they were supposed to do. I could even make out midnight black limo roaring closer to the sprawling mansion.

      “That one of the royals?” I asked, gaze narrowing.

      “Probably,” Bron admitted. Hopefully, it was one of the friendlier ones.

      I watched, waiting for whoever it was to make their grand reveal. Even with them chugging along at a good pace, it still took them nearly five minutes to pull up, park, have the chauffer get out, and cross around to open the door.

      At first, I saw only a designer shoe exit, polished to a high shine and more expensive than all of my belongings combined. A leg followed it, then another foot, until the visitor finally stood outside of his car.

      He was tall, I couldn’t exactly tell how tall considering I was so far away, but I guessed he was around Bron’s height. He also looked to be close to our age. He had jet black hair that was brushed back into wild and messy braids, with colored beads dotting them. His head tilted, and lavender eyes met mine, cutting through the distance between us like it wasn’t there.

      It felt like lightning had struck me, making every single cell in my body charge with electricity. Suddenly, my visions started to replay themselves. Bron fighting on that open field, an unknown figure pummeling him. Both of us in the dungeon, that same figure holding my shoulder and threatening us. Except that form—the shapeless, shadowy face that I hadn’t known—wasn’t so impossible to discern anymore. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that the man standing below me was the tormenter in my visions.

      “Who is that?” I gasped, voice refusing to come out of my throat.

      “Oh! That’s Baelfyre,” Bron said, sending me a casual grin. He didn’t know. He couldn’t know. “He’s my cousin, very far removed. I think you’ll like him.”

      As I looked down into that cold, cold gaze, I knew I absolutely wouldn’t. The only question was, how was I going to tell Bron that one of his family was plotting to kill him?
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            Things Can Only Go Up from Here

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked along the street leading up to my work, humming a slow melody to myself. The sun was still on the rise, making it a lovely gradient from coral all the way to bright robin’s egg blue.

      Everything seemed normal. The occasional bird chirped, the occasional car honked, and everything was as it should be.

      Before I could reach work and go about my normal business, however, I felt a rumbling in the earth below my feet. Something deep, deep down. It sent an ink-black bolt of foreboding down my spine.

      I took a step back, the edges of my mind going dark as if it wanted me to concentrate on only what was below me. Time slowed as the rattling intensified, until the street cracked and black smoke poured out. I tried to shout, tried to warn people of what was coming, but I couldn’t move. Before I could shake myself of the spell binding me, the black smoke gushed out like an explosion, coating everything and anything until I couldn’t see at all.

      All of existence was just the roiling pitch black, and as it swallowed me up I was sure that it was my end. It drenched my entire being like oil yet scoured my skin like sandpaper, getting into my pores, my nose, my mouth to fill my senses with its acrid malevolence.

      Then, just as soon as it had come, it disappeared with an almost audible snap, leaving me breathless and confused.

      I was alive…or at least it seemed so, and I appeared to have all my limbs. That was good, but as I raised my head to look at my surroundings, I realized I was the only thing left unscathed.

      Where there had been buildings now only stood the crumbling shells of infrastructure, still smoldering with black smoke. The road could barely be called that anymore, looking more like asphalt rubble than anything else.

      The street lamps were gone, with only faint echoes of melted metal to remember them by, and even the sidewalks were nonexistent. It was a world in ruin, a devastated shell of what used to be.

      I took a single step forward, and ash rose from my foot. It was eerily silent, all the busy sounds of the city long gone, making it almost seem like a graveyard.

      Maybe it was a graveyard.

      I kept walking, not knowing what else I could do, but as I progressed, I was faced with more and more nothingness. It was like all those documentaries I had watched in school about the devastation after a nuclear bomb, but without all the crumbling bodies. Desolation in panorama, depression given material form.

      Up ahead, I saw a patch of sunlight streaming through the gray smog that covered the once-picturesque sky. Picking up my pace, I ran toward it, hoping for some measure of warmth in the sea of starkness surrounding me.

      It didn’t take me long to reach it, and the moment I stepped into the light, I felt more at ease, like maybe the world hadn’t been completely destroyed and turned inside out. I breathed deeply, but I should have known better than to expect it to last for long.

      There was a shriek from above me, so loud and piercing that even clapping my hands over my ears did nothing to lessen it. I tried to run away from the noise, but I found myself rooted in place while my brain tried to figure out why it was being subjected to such a heinous clamor.

      I managed to get enough control of myself to look up, and I saw the gray blanket of clouds roiling like stew. Once more, foreboding filled me, and I knew nothing good could come from the seizing heavens.

      I watched, practically in a stupor, as the smog parted, allowing what I now recognized as a dragon to descend. Except it wasn’t like any of the drakes, wyverns or dragons I had seen in my limited exposure to them. Its hide was a mix of black, brown, and red, as if it had once been solid obsidian, but time and wickedness had worn it down and rotted it in places, leaving uneven holes in its wing and skin hanging from its form. It spoke of disease and pestilence, and everything in my body told me that I needed to get away as quickly as possible.

      I was rooted in place. Even as it landed in front of me, even as its jaws opened barely an inch from my face and I almost gagged at the smell of decay and blood, even as the back of its throat lit, and a plume of fire came rocketing toward me I remained stuck.

      I closed my eyes, cringing against my death, but it never came. I stood there for goodness knew how long before slowly opening my eyes and looking down. I was alive, but that didn’t seem to be a good thing. My skin, instead of a pale olive, was the same mix of rust and rot as the great dragon staring me down. It spread up my arms like an infection, eating more and more of me.

      I screamed—how could I not?—but that didn’t stop it. It reached my elbows, then my shoulders, and then I could feel it scoring up my neck. I gave one final desperate look to the dragon so calmly watching my demise, and then it finally swallowed me.
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      “Davie! Davie! Wake up!”

      I gasped, and my eyes flew open, revealing that I was sitting in an ornate bed, absolutely drenched in sweat.

      Ew.

      “Hey, you’re alive. You scared me there, girl. Here, drink some water.”

      I looked gratefully to Mallory, who was kneeling on the bed with a concerned expression. I could see Bron standing in the corner, looking concerned but keeping his distance. I had no doubt that my friend had banished him to the corner of the room. She obviously still didn’t trust him.

      Then again, I wasn’t sure I did either.

      “Are you feeling alright?” Bron asked quietly.

      “What do you think?” Mallory snapped. “Girl’s got a concussion and you dragon-folk want to sprinkle her with some blessed water and old herbs and call it a day.”

      Ouch. It’d been a while since I heard my small friend speak with such vehemence, but clearly, she was still just as protective of me as ever.

      Even after two days of mostly sleeping and resting, I was still wrapping my mind around the fact that she was a dwarf. An actual, mythical, honest-to-goodness dwarf. Well, half-dwarf. And I was a seer, which was basically some sort of magicky gobbledy-gook for oracle. Or fortune teller. Or lost little girl who just wanted to know where her sister was.

      Speaking of Mickey… “Any word?” I asked, looking to Bron hopefully, but he just shook his head and I crumbled. Where was she?

      “So, you wanna tell me what you were dreaming about?” Mallory asked, looking at me with eyes full of concern.

      “It’s not important. Not really,” I said, not wanting to relive the moments that I had seen behind my closed eyes.

      “Um, you have the ability to literally see the future in your dreams and visions,” Mallory countered. “I think it’s pretty darn important.”

      Ugh, I supposed she had a point, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. So much of me just wanted to go back to my normal routine and pretend that everything was alright, instead of feeling like I could sense doomsday right around the corner.

      “It wasn’t anything particular. I was in the city, and then it was like a bomb went off below the ground, but instead of fire going everywhere, there was this inky sort of blackness. When it cleared, it was like the apocalypse had happened.” I took another sip of water, decidedly uncomfortable. “Oh, and there was this big, rotten dragon too.”

      Bron instantly perked up. “Rotten dragon? Can you elaborate?”

      I opened my mouth, but there was a knock at the door. The only people I knew in the strange dragon world I had stumbled into were already in front of me, so who could possibly want to be let in?

      Bron went to the door and opened it, letting a maid in. I could only watch with wide eyes as she approached my bed with a massive tray filled with tons of food. Whoa! Was that steak?! I was getting steak for breakfast!?

      She set the platter in front of me and I saw eggs, sausage, steak, roasted vegetables, and several pieces of toast. Already my mouth was salivating, and I wondered where this had been the past two days

      Oh, right. I was unconscious for most of it. Apparently running from dragons with a full-on concussion wasn’t good for my long-term health. The last thing I remembered was being out on the balcony and—

      The balcony!

      “Your cousin!” I cried, startling both myself and the maid.

      “Um, I have many cousins,” Bron said softly, nodding to the maid that it was alright to leave. She seemed grateful to do so, and I wondered just how badly I had made her jump.

      “The dark-haired one!” I continued. “Balthazar, or Bael…Balsomething?”

      “Baelfyre?” Bron supplied.

      “Yes! Baelfyre!” I clapped my hands. “That guy. Who showed up when we were on the balcony.”

      “What about him?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him, to say how I had seen that same man beating him to a pulp, but before I could, time did a weird freeze sort of thing and suddenly, no one was moving.

      I tried to ask them what was going on, but then a scene played over our bodies like holograms, but without sound.

      Hologram-me spoke, although I couldn’t hear what I said, but Bron looked uncomfortable, and then outright angry. A frown just didn’t look right on his handsome features.

      It only proceeded to get worse until he politely bowed and dismissed himself, a dark expression on his face. Hologram-Mallory came and sat on my bed, holding my hands and looking like she was asking something in concern.

      Just as abruptly as it started, time snapped back to normal and both of my friends were staring at me with concern.

      “You okay there?” Mallory asked.

      It was then that I realized that I’d had my first waking vision. I quickly decided that I much preferred the dream ones and promptly started to throw up right next to the delicious food that had just been served to me.

      Thankfully, Bron was definitely on top of his game. In a flash, he was in front of me with a wastebasket.

      It lasted for an embarrassingly long time, considering that I hadn’t eaten in days, and when I finally sat up, Mallory was pressing a cup of water to my mouth again.

      “Rinse out and spit first,” she urged gently, gesturing to the garbage pail that Bron still held. Of course the hottest man I had ever interacted with had to see me toss my cookies. “You don’t want all that acid hurting your throat or stomach. Then you can take a nice, slow gulp.”

      I did as she said, and I found exhaustion flowing over me even though I had just woken up. It seemed that I needed to rest again, and to figure out how I was supposed to broach the subject of Bron’s possibly evil cousin with him.

      But that could all wait until tomorrow. I was sure that more dreams awaited me.
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      For a clan about to be thrown into a heated war with a dark faction of dragons, Bron and his family seemed to be doing pretty well for themselves. After I woke up again, Mallory deemed me well enough to take a shower. Apparently, I smelled pretty rank, but I felt like I had a reasonable excuse considering that since I last washed myself, I had been kidnapped, escaped, gotten a concussion, fled through a forest, and ridden on the back of a dragon. While I wore the toughest deodorant there was—at least according to their advertisements—I figured there was a limit to what I could reasonably expect.

      Little did I know that the closest bathroom wasn’t just a toilet, tub, and sink with counter. No, it was practically its own event. My jaw dropped as the maid led Mallory and I to it. The room was massive, bigger than my own bedroom at home, with what looked like a large hot tub set into the floor, and the biggest shower I had ever seen with about a dozen different heads to spray water from. Who needed that many heads? How many different parts of you could require a water jet at once?

      The room’s décor was a combination of white and gold, reminding me of a mashup of Greek and Rococo architecture, somehow without being tacky. I didn’t think that was physically possible, but up until a week or so ago, I had thought that dragons were a mythological species, so what did I know?

      The only thing missing—between the large, monogrammed towels hanging over golden racks and the baskets of toiletries—was an actual toilet.

      …what if dragons didn’t go to the bathroom? Or at least not in the traditional sense. I looked to the maid in confusion, trying to figure out how to phrase my question as delicately as possible.

      “Um, pardon me, but where am I supposed to, uh, relieve myself?”

      The woman arched a single eyebrow and I had to wonder what she thought of me. Did she know I was raised as a human? Or did she think of me as the most airheaded seer she had ever met?

      Wait… I was probably the only seer she had ever met. I hoped I wasn’t giving my species a bad name, but there wasn’t like I could really do anything about it. I didn’t even really technically know if being a seer was its own species, or more of a magic class. It wasn’t like there was a manual.

      My attention came back to the present as the woman pointed to a door in the corner. Oh. The bathroom was separate from the washroom. How fancy of them.

      “Thanks,” I murmured sheepishly before shuffling off so I could escape her sight.

      Of course, what waited for me behind the door was another unnecessarily large and ornate room. Why anyone would sink so much time, money, and detail on someplace where people excreted waste, I didn’t know, but I went about my business and waited to come out until after I heard the maid’s footsteps head out.

      “Is she gone?” I asked Mallory, just to be sure.

      “Yeah, she’s gone. You can stop worrying about making a fool of yourself, because that has long since passed.”

      “Hey,” I objected, fully emerging from the bathroom. “I’ve been through a lot in a few days. I think I’ve earned some social foibles.”

      “That’s one way to put it.” She shook her head and laughed, starting to shuck off her clothes. Normally, I was incredibly self-conscious of my soft, doughy body, heck, I didn’t even take my glove off in front of most people, but Mallory and I had been friends for so long that it was just sort of second nature. Maybe it was a girl thing, maybe it was a maturity thing, maybe it was because she had been just as mocked for her physique when we were younger. Whatever the reason, I happily disrobed and headed toward the shower.

      The hot water was bliss on my aching body, soothing everything but my mind which refused to relax, bouncing from thoughts of where the heck was my sister to what I was going to do about Bron’s cousin.

      I knew that guy was bad news, but now, due to my waking vision, I also knew that telling Bron was bad news. Somehow, I had to prove to him that his cousin was up to no good without either of them knowing I was gathering evidence. Considering I had the subtlety of a stampeding elephant, I didn’t know how I was going to pull that off.

      And then there was Mickey. Where was she? Was she alright? She still came to me in my dreams occasionally, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying. I felt like she was still trying to warn me of something, but I couldn’t figure out what. I had never in my life been separated from her, and every single moment we were apart was physically painful. I felt guilty for smiling, guilty for eating, guilty for doing anything but searching for her with all my being.

      It didn’t sit right with me to let others look for her while I just sat back every day, but what else could I do? I knew nothing of the world I had been launched into, and on top of that, I had evil dragon-folk looking for me. Even though I knew all that, it didn’t stop me from feeling like I was failing her.

      “Hey, you gonna hog the shower forever, or let me get cleaned up so I can enjoy that hot tub that’s just screaming my name?”

      “Oh, right.” I stepped out sheepishly, letting my friend pass through the steam-covered partition. I guessed I was still a little out of it, even with all the rest I’d had. Maybe I had done a little more damage than just a concussion, but it was hard to say. I was a barista, not a doctor.

      I approached the tub tentatively, not wanting to slip and damage my skull any further. There was a bench all around the inside rim of the tub, giving me somewhere to plant my butt as I settled in.

      Like the shower, the hot water was lovely, and vaguely perfumed with lavender. It made me unwind a bit and take just the tiniest of slivers off the sharp edge of my thoughts. It didn’t even irritate the scar tissue all along my arms and the slight spattering across my middle.

      Thinking about my own scars made my mind turn to Mickey’s. Were they being moisturized? Did she have her emergency vitamin E oil to keep them from cracking? Was she even alive?

      I could feel tears pricking at the corners of my eyes, and try as I might to hold them off, a few escaped to run over my cheeks. I splashed water onto my face to hide them, but Mallory knew me too well.

      “You okay?” Her brows were furrowed as she lowered herself into the hot tub, sitting across from me.

      “Just stressed.”

      “That’s fair.” She let her hair down and it bounced around her shoulders in wild curls. I was so used to seeing it pulled tightly into a ponytail that it seemed bizarre to see it otherwise. “You’ve been through a lot, and you’re doing as best as one could expect.”

      “It really doesn’t feel like it,” I grumbled, feeling my cheeks burn slightly.

      “That’s because you’re too hard on yourself. You’re always too hard on yourself. You’ve basically learned about a whole new world, and half of it is trying to hunt you down. Give yourself a break.”

      “…I guess.”

      But Mallory didn’t seem to be done. “So, are you going to tell me what’s going on with Bron’s cousin, or are we trying to pretend that you don’t have something on your sleeve?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, letting my eyes slide away.

      “Girl, I’ve known you for years. If you’re gonna lie, learn to do it better.”

      I pouted at that. The one downside of having a BFF that knew me too well was that I couldn’t get away with anything. I couldn’t believe I had thought I duped her about my visions when I was younger. Clearly, I thought better of my acting abilities than most people.

      “I…I had a vision of him and Bron fighting. Not in a family argument kind of way either.” I sighed, thinking back to the dream I had before everything went to hell in a handbasket. “It was official, with soldiers around and everything. They looked like they were really hurting each other, and Bron was definitely losing. I got the distinct feeling that the stakes were high, and that if Bron lost, everything would fall apart.”

      Mallory’s eyes went wide. “Oh, geez. That’s intense. So, he’s a bad guy then? Or at least not a good one.”

      “I think so.”

      “So why didn’t you tell Bron? Although he seems a little spoiled and naïve, I think he would want to know.”

      “I saw what happened when I did, and it wasn’t pretty. He stormed out, and I could feel that his trust in me broke. It was like there was a warmth between us that withered and died. It was pretty upsetting.”

      Mallory sighed, shaking her head. “Yeah, and if we’re going to be stuck in the dragon world, we want all of the support we can get. Losing the trust of Bron would mean losing the one connection we have to people we know we can trust.” She paused for the slightest of seconds. “We can trust Bron, can’t we?”

      I shrugged. “As far as I can tell, but I’m not exactly an all-knowing personality reader. I get feelings in dreams and sometimes real life, but they’re not constant, and I don’t exactly know if they’re all accurate yet.”

      “But haven’t you been having these visions since you were a kid?”

      I winced at that. I didn’t like thinking about the hallucinations of my childhood now that I knew they weren’t hallucinations at all. So much of the anguish and self-hate I had gone through, all a waste. “Yeah, but it was different. I did my best to ignore them, and they were faint, like shimmery ghosts in the corners of my vision. The anti-psychotics helped me forget about most of it too. Once I was on the right medication mix, I could go months without a single vision.

      “The ones I have now are…different. Stronger. It was like touching Bron unleashed something in me that I can’t shove back into its container.”

      “Yikes. Probably has to do with being raised in the human world. Although how you avoided direct contact with any dragon-folk is beyond me. The younger ones like to run all over the city like it’s a playground. Sometimes they make trouble just for their own entertainment. It’s not like they’ll ever be punished.”

      I nodded, thoughts wandering back to the first moment I had made physical contact with Bron. The feeling that had overcome me was still so strange. It was like being struck with lightning and caught in a windstorm all at once, but I had emerged completely unscathed. Well, at least on the outside.

      Maybe it was because our destinies were so interlinked? Or maybe it was just my ability telling me that interacting with that boy was going to make my entire world fall apart. I supposed I would never really know.

      We finished our soaking in relative quiet, just enjoying the reprieve, but eventually I did have to get out before I turned into one giant, Davie-shaped prune. Thankfully, I managed to do so without faceplanting, and put on one of the many fuzzy bathrobes hanging up in the facilities.

      “Shouldn’t we wait for the maid?” I asked as we headed through the doors, our dirty clothes in our arms.

      “I think I can lead you to your bedroom,” Mallory said, rolling her eyes. For some reason, that made me smile, as if it was just a normal day with her bumming at my counter.

      “Fair. Lead away.”

      I followed along after her, looking around at the paintings, sculptures, and all-around finery that surrounded us. It was hard to imagine ever walking through this place without being distracted by the accoutrements, but I supposed Bron had long since been over it.

      “Well, if it isn’t our guests that I’ve been hearing so much about!”

      I didn’t know that voice, but its rumbling velvet sent a shiver of dread down my spine. Mallory whipped around, but I turned slowly, afraid of who or what might be awaiting behind me.

      Baelfyre.

      Did life have something out for me? It seemed like it did, and I wanted to point out that I had done absolutely nothing to deserve its violent treatment.

      “Hey,” Mallory said, forcing a bright smile onto her face. “I’m afraid we have no idea who you are.”

      “Apologies,” he said with a dramatic sort of bow. I could tell that he was trying to be charming, but it just made me uncomfortable. “I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Baelfyre, friend of your Prince Bron.”

      “By friend you mean distant cousin,” I corrected before I could stop myself.

      But he just brightened at that. “Ah, I see my reputation proceeds me. I hope you’ve heard only good things, of course.”

      Crap. I should have played dumb. “I just happened to be on the balcony when you arrived. Bron named everyone going in.”

      “Ah! How fortuitous then. The only downside is that I have not had a chance to learn your name, and I assume you do not wish to be called ‘the seer’.”

      I stayed tightlipped for a moment, trying to envision all the consequences of telling him or not, but I supposed he would find out one way or another. “Davie.” I answered flatly. “And this is Mallory.”

      “Davie? That seems a rather masculine name for someone as beautiful as yourself.” He cracked a smile at me and I swore I saw his teeth sparkle like a toothpaste commercial. Geez, this guy really bought into his whole Prince Charming persona.

      “I guess that’s one of life’s great mysteries,” I said noncommittally. I turned to go, but he just cleared his throat and offered his arms to both Mallory and me.

      “It’s not right for guests to have to wander the halls alone in their unmentionables. Please, allow me to escort you back to your rooms.”

      “No, it’s fine,” I said, trying to wiggle out of his grasp. His grip was like iron and I had the feeling that his fingers would bite down if I struggled, and I supposed that I didn’t want to arouse his suspicion right out of the gate.

      “Please, I insist.”

      I looked to Mallory and I could tell that she was glancing at me uncertainly, waiting for my cue on whether or not to beat him into a pulp for daring to touch us without our permission. I gave her the tiniest of shrugs and screwed a polite smile onto my face.

      “Who am I to refuse a prince’s cousin?”

      I saw the teeniest of cracks in his expression. “I’m actually a prince where I’m from.”

      “Oh, that’s cool,” I answered, feeling my saucier side rise. “I’m not clear on dragon politics yet. He’s like, the big prince over everything and you’re one of the smaller family’s royalty, right? Kind of like the equivalent of a duke or something in the human world.”

      Ah, I saw more of that saccharine smile crack, fissures rising in his near-perfect illusion. To think, if I hadn’t had a vision about him, I might have been completely fooled. I guessed I was lucky, although it didn’t feel much like luck.

      “Something like that,” he said before striding forward.

      Mallory and I didn’t say much as we strolled along, content with listening to the dark-haired man bloviate about the halls around us and the rooms they led to. I was unimpressed, but I did glean a few useful bits here and there.

      Thankfully, it only took us about five minutes to reach our door, but it felt like four minutes too long. I disentangled myself from him and went straight for the door.

      “Perhaps when both of you ladies are more comfortably dressed, I can take you on a tour of the palace. There are all sorts of beautiful places.”

      “Uh, sure,” I said, eager to get away. I was all too acutely aware that I was wearing nothing under my bathrobe and it left me feeling far more vulnerable than I would like. Sure, I had proven that I could bluster myself through a fight with only a few major injuries, but there was something about standing in front of someone you knew was dangerous in just a single layer of fabric that was inherently unnerving.

      “Nice meeting you,” Mallory said, flexing her bicep so that his hand had to open. He gave her a surprised look, but she just shot him a prim expression before joining my side. Just as I reached for the doorknob, the door opened and I was face-to-face with Bron.”

      “Davie!” he said, smiling brightly before noticing who was behind me. “And Baelfyre. Why are you here?”

      “Wow, guess I’m chopped liver then…” Mallory muttered under her breath.

      He looked down at my short friend, and in doing so, seemed to just realize exactly what we were wearing.

      It was interesting to see such a pale man blush, and I watched the pink rapidly rise up his face. “You are not dressed,” he said, eyes wide.

      “Glad to see your vision is just as sharp as always,” Baelfyre said, laughing brightly. Once more, he stepped between Mallory and I, slinging his arm around Bron’s shoulders. “Come, let’s go see if we can natter the cook into making us our favorite cake for lunch instead of dinner, and we’ll leave the women to themselves.”

      Bron didn’t say much, his face still vermillion as they left. Mallory and I rushed into the room and slammed the door behind us. My heart was pounding surprisingly hard for such a low-key event.

      “Well,” Mallory murmured when we were finally alone. “That was one way for me to meet the big bad.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, sliding to the floor. Why did everything have to be so complicated? I liked it when my biggest worry was whether that month’s bills would get paid or not.

      “He’s a charming one, isn’t he?”

      “Yup. Don’t trust it, though, it’s like camouflage on a predator.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I heard the quiver of doubt in her voice and I glanced at her in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re always the first to say that you don’t really understand how this works. What if you’re wrong about him and what you saw was some sort of like…sanctioned wrestling match, or even if you just got your lines crossed in general?”

      “I…I don’t know how this works, but I do know, without a doubt, that he is bad news. While some things are shadowy, or confusing, that single fact is crystal clear.”

      “Alright then. I trust you.” Mallory’s face hardened and she got that same expression she wore before her fights. It made me feel better to know that, no matter what, she would always be by my side.

      I was on a very strange journey, but at least I wasn’t alone.

      Not like Mickey.
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      By the seventh day of recovery in my room, and after many rounds of incessantly pestering Bron for updates about Mickey, I was going a bit stir crazy. Suddenly, the large, spacious area didn’t seem so open, and the décor seemed more mocking than awe-inspiring. I wanted to do something, to progress or accomplish anything instead of just sitting in bed all day and waiting to be told I was useful.

      It didn’t help that Bron seemed to be avoiding me. What few times he did come in to check on me, his cheeks would go red and he’d start sputtering and then everyone felt awkward. But still, after a solid week of being in one room, I didn’t care how flustered he was.

      I heard him shuffling toward my door and I practically vaulted out of bed toward it. Grabbing the knob, I flung it open to see the prince standing in the doorway, looking quite shocked.

      Baelfyre was with him, of course.

      Drat.

      “You!” I said, pointing a finger in his face.

      “Me?” Bron responded, also pointing to himself. Huh, and to think that I had once been so intimidated by this man that I had literally fled from work. He was basically a cinnamon bun in dragon/human form, only maybe with more frosting.

      “Yeah. You. You’re going to take me on a tour of this place.” Perhaps I should have asked, but that might have given the impression that there was an option here. Which there wasn’t. I was getting out of the room and I was going to find something useful that I could do and that would be that.

      Even if Baelfyre unfortunately came along.

      “I really should be meeting with the elders…”

      “Don’t worry,” his dark-haired cousin said, slithering in like a snake. Except I rather liked snakes and comparing them to him was a bit of an insult to the cute danger noodles. “I’d be more than happy to take our venerable guests on a—”

      “No.” I wasn’t normally so blatant in my disagreement on things. I usually liked to play things a little more diplomatically, but I could feel that if I gave Baelfyre a single inch, he would take it a mile. “I would like Bron to show me.”

      A frown made its way onto the white-haired man’s face. It seemed like he wanted to come with us, but other responsibilities were holding him back. Maybe it would be better to use honey instead of vinegar, so I batted my eyes and gave him my best puppy dog look.

      It wasn’t very good, but it wasn’t like things weren’t stacked against me considering I was five-foot-ten and borderline physically intimidating. It seemed to work, though, because Bron sighed and rubbed the bridge of his strong nose.

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt anything to postpone the meeting. It’s not as if they would discuss anything that we haven’t gone over a million times.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Baelfyre said cheerily, clapping his cousin on the back. “I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again, you work too hard, my friend. What’s the use protecting your people if you don’t even get to enjoy spending time with them?”

      “Well, for one, my people will survive.”

      Baelfyre just laughed, shaking his head. “You’re always so serious. Come on, just a little bit of a break with the lovely damsels you saved can’t be all bad. I know I would be honored to spend any time with such beautiful visages.”

      Ugh, gag. Did that work on dragon women, or did he just really like the sound of his own voice? “I’m not a damsel,” I replied shortly. “I’m a seer.”

      “Right you are!” Baelfyre clapped his hands and looked into the room. “Is your ravishing friend coming along as well?”

      “Mallory? Yeah. She’s just using the facilities.” While my room didn’t have its own bathing area, I was very grateful that there was an attached half-bathroom so I didn’t have to go all the way to the massive shower and hot tub area every time I had to go.

      As if on cue, she came out and saw the two men standing in the doorway. “What, is there a party or something going on that I wasn’t invited to?”

      “Not at all!” Baelfyre practically crowed. I could tell that he was extroverted and used to being the life of the party, but his every move just grated on my nerves. “You are definitely welcome to join us on a grand tour of the place!”

      “Oh, we’re finally getting that show?” She rushed up to us, smiling broadly. “Does that mean after that, we’re finally going to get new clothes? These have been washed, but it’d be nice not to have to wear the same thing every day.”

      Bron’s face clouded at that. “You mean they have yet to bring you clothes?”

      I shook my head, gesturing to the same outfit I was wearing as the day he had rescued Mallory and I. “Honestly, I’m beginning to feel like a cartoon character.”

      “That will not do at all. Come, I’ll show you around my home. Baelfyre, if you don’t mind, catch one of the help and ask them to bring a range of clothing, then join us toward the trellises in the back.”

      Baelfyre’s smile faltered like he wanted to refuse, but instead, he gave a little salute and walked off, his swagger apparent even from halfway down the hall.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been busy lately,” Bron said, looking to us. “Shall we start with my most favorite room? The kitchen?”

      Mallory laughed, but I was too anxious to get going. But, before we did, I did have one question. “Hey, Bron?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you have, uh, a glove I can borrow?”

      He stared of me blankly before understanding dawned on him. “Oh, you need it to cover your hand. Dragons are immensely proud of scars, they’re a sign of life well-earned, so it will actually make it easier for you to have them visible.”

      “Really? That’s not how the guys who kidnapped me reacted.”

      Bron’s face darkened again, and I couldn’t tell if it was because of the reminder that I had been taken away for a short while, or the thought that someone had said something that made me upset. He certainly was protective for someone who hardly knew me, but I guessed that was kind of his thing. “I’ve been told that the faction that wants to take over the city is more…vain about appearances. Something to do with their king’s obsession with perfection. I don’t quite understand it and it’s not like we can open a dialogue about it with them.”

      “No, I guess not.” I looked down at the pink, twisted flesh of my hand, wrist, and a tiny bit of my forearm. To me, it spoke of the worst times in my life, of hospital visits and painful skin grafts, of being too ugly to be adopted by couples who wanted regular children and too capable for couples who were looking for special needs kids. Could I ever see it as anything but a negative? I didn’t think so. “But still, for now, I think I would like a glove.”

      Instead of arguing, Bron nodded. “I will make sure to have a selection delivered to your room, but, for the moment, shall we head to the kitchen?”

      This time, I couldn’t help but smirk. “You really are hungry, aren’t you?”

      “Always,” he answered with a wink, and then we were off and walking.

      The stairs leading down to the first floor put the ones at Bron’s first mansion in the city to shame. They were twice as long, and I felt almost winded by the time we reached the bottom. It seemed a week in bed had really taken a toll on me. I was going to need to do some serious working out to get back my previous big-girl stamina.

      Once we did reach the landing, we were off again, going to a door toward the back of the main hall then down a bunch of side corridors until eventually, we were dumped into what looked like a massive kitchen from a five-star restaurant.

      “Holy…” I breathed, not even having a word to follow up with. The room was a strange mix of ancient and modern, sending my mind scrambling to figure out which timeline we fit into.

      There was a massive stone oven. It reminded me of what you might see in a fancy pizzeria, but much more elaborate. There were multiple doors in it, and a whole section where I could see inside to the blazing fire within, and then another section atop that.

      Only a few feet away was a completely modern fridge. It was like the one I had seen in Bron’s house, but twice as big and polished enough to be an actual mirror. Modern LED bulbs illuminated everything with a clean, bright light, while the floor was all ancient cobblestone, worn smooth. The cabinets were all from the current day, but dozens and dozens of ancient pots and other cooking tools hung from circular racks attached to the ceiling. It was such a bizarre mix that it seemed like a very confused time-traveler had built the whole place.

      And the smells!

      I hadn’t been hungry before, but my mouth was suddenly watering. So this was where my delicious meals had been coming from. With the way the multiple workers were buzzing around, I guessed that they were busy pretty much twenty-four/seven. How exhausting! I hope they were paid well.

      “Master Bron!” one said, rushing past us to put a steaming dish on the large granite island. “I thought Master Arvus told you he will not make you a cake for mid-meal.”

      “Wow, word got around that fast, huh?” The Prince laughed, and it was such a happy, unassuming sound. “I’m not here for the cake, however. These are my friends, and I just wanted to show them my favorite room in the entire place!”

      “… you were just hoping that I gave them sweets as a welcome and you get to mooch off of that.”

      The prince winked and I felt my stomach flip slightly. A strange reaction, but maybe after being exposed to Baelfyre’s smarminess, my mind was in shock to see someone genuinely charismatic.

      “I protest, Gavin. It is my duty to be an honorable host, and isn’t treating your guests well the epitome of honor?”

      The worker gave Bron a solid glare, but the prince held his amiable expression. I was actually pretty impressed. “Fine. I happen to know that there’s an extra small cream cake. Wait here.”

      “Of course!”

      The worker stalked off, past the fridge and into another room. Was there more to this kitchen than what was already in front of me?

      It seemed so, because when the man returned, he was holding a fist-sized cake on a small plate, complete with two forks.

      “For the ladies,” he said with a defeated sort of sigh.

      “You’re the best,” Bron said as Mallory took it. “And now that they can taste your best work, I’m off to show them the library! Thank you again.”

      We wandered out and as soon as the door was closed behind us, Mallory was picking up a fork and shoveling the sweet into her face.

      “Oh man, this is delicious!” she declared, eyes wide.

      “I’m glad to hear. Miss Davie, you should have some.”

      Aw. It was cute that he was pretending he wasn’t drooling all over the confection already. “Actually, I don’t like cake. You can have my share.”

      I swore his jewel-like eyes grew as wide as saucers. “Really? You sure?”

      “Seriously, have at it. I’ve never been a huge fan of sweets anyway.”

      I had never seen an expression that was such a mix of gratitude and disbelief, but Bron picked up a fork and happily dug in with Mallory. Not that she had left him much. She had definitely been eating steadily as the prince and I were talking.

      It was these little moments of peace that helped me to almost forget the situation we were in. That there was an entire dragon faction looking for me and I apparently had strange, mystical powers. The three of us were just like college friends, all having fun while walking to the cafeteria. It was nice, and it made me feel like I hadn’t missed out on such a vital life experience.

      “So, a library, huh?” I asked as Bron led us down more halls, too busy licking icing from his hand to play the role of tour guide. “You know most people have to go to one of those outside of their house.”

      “Really? That seems terribly inconvenient.”

      I stopped for a moment, unable to tell if Bron was being serious or not. “You’re kidding, right? You had to have known that.”

      He shrugged and pointed to a large set of double-doors. “Ah, and here we are! I feel like you guys are really going to like this!”

      Before I could call him on changing the subject, he was striding forward and throwing the doors open, revealing what had to be a book-lover’s paradise. I rushed along after him, mouth opening and closing in wonder as I tried to figure out what the heck I was trying to say.

      It was beautiful.

      The room was at least two stories tall with shelving covering almost every wall. I saw tomes, books, scrolls, pretty much whatever a book-lover could want and then some.

      Several desks sat in the center of the room, all with their own lamps and high-backed chairs, as well as a few reading tables meant for multiple inhabitants at the same time, but the pièce de résistance was definitely the eastern wall.

      Instead of shelving, or even a solid wall, it was just a glass partition looking over a beautiful garden. Natural light streamed in like something out of a movie, spilling across several easels and what I recognized as a complete paint set and brush selection on a supplies rack.

      “Is…is…that what I think it is?” I asked, extending a shaking finger.

      Bron didn’t answer, however. Instead, a man walked out from behind one of the bookshelves with what looked like a cup of fresh water in his hands. “Oh, I didn’t expect to have visitors today. And to what do I owe this honor?”

      I just stared at the man openly. He was older, that was for sure, with wizened wrinkles in his face and a distinctive squint to one of his ice-blue eyes. He was cleanshaven, but instead of having snow white hair as someone might expect on someone his age, he sported a blue ponytail with the sides of his head shaved.

      “Ah, I see you’ve just met Master Velas,” Bron said, coming up alongside of me. “He’s the official portrait maker for the royal line and curator of most of the library that you see here.”

      “Actually, pretty much of all the library that you see here,” the older man said with a raised, bushy eyebrow. “And if I’m to hazard a guess, you’re a painter. Or at least an artist.”

      I felt myself flush and looked at him with wide eyes. I wasn’t sure how that managed to surprise me of all things, but I didn’t feel like I looked particularly artsy. “How did you know that?”

      “You’ve got a paintbrush and drawing notch on your middle finger from gripping your tools too hard, and I’d like to think that any artist can recognize another scoping out their supplies. The look you gave my paints was almost obscene!”

      Now I could feel myself really blushing as he laughed, but he was right. “You do have a pretty impressive collection.”

      Although I hoarded coupons like a champ and occasionally treated myself to a tube as a treat, I only had about ten or twelve different colors at a time. I mean, I made it work, and I loved my paints dearly, but this Master Velas had at least a hundred different shades. How could I not drool over it?

      “Thank you. You’re welcome to it, if you ever want.”

      “Really?!” I asked, my head snapping to his face so fast I almost got whiplash. “Are you serious?”

      “Of course! It’s not often that I get to meet another artist around here. Too many dragons are only interested in their hoards or war, neither of which interests me.”

      “No, but their secrets do,” Bron said, his tone still light and teasing. It seemed that he wasn’t some detached royal that lived apart from his subjects, but had friendly relationships with most of them. That had to be the sign of a good person…right?

      I certainly hoped so. Or I was in for more trouble than I bargained for.

      “Secrets?” Mallory asked, joining the conversation for the first time. I couldn’t be sure because I had been so distracted by the paints, but I was fairly certain that she had done a circuit around the entire room to check for danger before joining us in the conversation. “What do you mean by that? Like, blackmail stuff?”

      Velas laughed. “No, not quite. I mean ancient arts and practices long lost to our people. As traditional as we seem sometimes, we have actually forgotten much in our evolutionary efforts to thrive.”

      That piqued my interest, and I tore my eyes away from the paints once more. “Is there anything about seers or old magic?”

      His head cocked to the side for a minute as he regarded me. “You’re her, aren’t you?” His tone was light as he asked, not confused or shocked, but I still couldn’t help but dislike it. I wasn’t ‘her’ and I wasn’t ‘the seer,’ I was Davie!

      “She is my friend that we are currently harboring, yes.”

      “I see,” Velas said with a grave nod. “Then yes, friend, there are even secrets buried in these pages about seers, soothsaying, and everything in between. Feel free to join me down here at any time. My room is actually adjacent to here, so all you must do is knock.” He gave me a bow and extended a mahogany, wrinkled hand. “If I may have the pleasure of your name, as I would address you by it rather than any title that may have been thrust upon you by my people.”

      Oh, I liked this guy. He reminded me of a grandfather I never had, wise and kind. “It’s Davie,” I answered softly. “And this is Mallory.”

      “I see. Davie and Mallory of the human world. I look forward to showing you all this room has to offer.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re making friends,” Bron said, beaming at me. “But I’m sure that Baelfyre is waiting for us by now so we should hurry.”

      “Baelfyre?” Velas asked. “You should be careful around him. He may be your cousin, but you know how tempting power can be in a position as precarious as yours.” Aha! At least I wasn’t the only one who thought the dark-haired dragon was sketchy.

      But Bron frowned and his fair brow furrowed together. “Sometimes these old books make you too suspicious. We will see you again, Master Velas.”

      “And I hope to see you as well, Prince Bron.”

      With that, the white-haired man headed out and my decision to not confront him about his cousin was reaffirmed. I didn’t know what Baelfyre had done to make Bron so loyal, but there definitely had to be some backstory there.

      I gave Master Velas my own shaky bow and then ran off after Bron, Mallory right behind me. We exchanged a look but didn’t say anything, instead following along while he led us outside.

      I was worried, but the moment I was outside, those concerns began to fade. The warm sunshine caressed my face, and the fresh air filled my lungs, reminding me that there were a few things still untouched by the dirt of the city. It would have been downright pleasant if it weren’t for a certain princeling waiting for us.

      “There you all are!” Baelfyre exclaimed. “And here I thought you guys had ditched me in the politest way!”

      I wished.

      “I would never,” Bron said, jogging happily up to his cousin. “We just got waylaid by Master Velas.”

      Baelfyre scoffed. “That old bag? He’s so full of hot air that I’m surprised he’s not always spitting fire. What was he saying now?”

      “Nothing important,” Bron answered quickly, but I didn’t like that. Master Velas was nice to me, and offered his no doubt expensive paints out of the goodness of his heart. “Anyway, let’s show them the pool and maze, shall we?”

      “Wait,” I said, forgetting about the internal dialogue I was having in defense of the older, dark-skinned man. “You have a pool!?”

      The two of them laughed and gestured for me to catch up with them as they headed off. I followed them, excited to see all the perks this castle had in store.

      Hey, if I was going to be chased down by dragons who wanted to enslave my kind, I might as well enjoy the few perks that came with that.
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      “Now I need you to take a deep breath and concentrate. In through your nose, out through your mouth.”

      I did as Master Velas instructed, trying to focus on keeping my inhalation measured and calm. It had been a couple of days since our grand tour of the place and ever since, I had been meeting the artist every day.

      At first, Mallory had been pretty bored by it all, but then her parents had arrived with their own dragon escort and she had been spending most of her time with them. I tried not to be jealous, but it was difficult considering that every day just brought more questions on if my sister could even be alive still with so much time having passed.

      Thankfully, Master Velas helped distract me from that. It seemed he always had a pile of books he wanted to go over with me, or an exercise for me to try. Nothing had really come of it yet, but it kept me occupied and for the moment, that was enough. Although my fingers were itching to get at the paints, I figured leisurely creating art was for when we weren’t prepping for a possible war.

      Speaking of which, it was strange that I knew nothing about what was going on with the dark faction that attacked. Bron did his best to keep me in the dark, and although I knew it affected me, I didn’t feel like prying.

      “Now open your mind, letting your thoughts fall to the earth like petals.”

      …whose thoughts were petals? There were a lot of different words for how my mind worked, but dainty, flowery things didn’t describe it at all.

      “I see your forehead wrinkling there. Relax.”

      Easier said than done. He wasn’t the one sitting cross-legged on the floor with the sun turning the inside of my eyelids red instead of black.

      “Good. Now try again. Breathe in, then out, reach down into the very depths of yourself. Feel for the center of your energy. It resides within all of us in different forms, in some people it manifests as a burning flame. In others, it is rushing water, powerful and unstoppable. In others, it is a light. Whatever it is, find it, and grasp it.”

      What was he even talking about? How did I reach into myself? Sure, I read about it in all my high-fantasy books, but this was real life. I wasn’t some great mage, I was an orphan turned barista.

      Still, I might as well try. I screwed my eyes shut as tightly as I could and concentrated, forcing myself to do what he asked as best I could.

      My mind took me back to when I was younger, when kids would mock my hand or teachers would be frustrated that I wasn’t paying attention like they thought I should. In those moments, I had wanted to run and never have to face them again, but I found a strength within myself that I never knew, and I had been able to sit through those classes with my head held high.

      Yeah, that would work. I reached for that same strength, trying to envision it in my mind. It wasn’t fire, as Velas had said. Or light. Instead, it was a tightly-wound ball of energy stained different colors of the rainbow. I saw cerulean and emerald, light pink and lilac. Mint, sapphire, scarlet, viridian, all of them tightly wrapped around each other and flowing through each other but none mixing.

      I imagined wrapping my hand around it and the little ball glowed faintly, ever-so-slightly growing at the edges, but as my fingers tightened in my mind’s eyes, the colors passed through my hand then slithered around me like snakes.

      That was frustrating.

      I focused further, remembering the time that we had no food, so Mickey had marched us from our foster home to a local food bank and convinced them to give us some groceries without ID. Then she had built a fire in a park grill by one of their gazebos and cooked us a meal. While it didn’t sound that impressive now, it certainly was to a fifteen-year-old and her much younger sister.

      I could be strong like that. I could be just as brave, and calm, and matter-of-fact. I just needed to be less afraid of all the things that could happen and start actually getting things done.

      I tightened my imaginary fingers again, and this time, the ball didn’t slither away. No, it grew and grew until my entire hand was enveloped in the technicolor energy.

      “Yes! That’s it! I can feel your body reacting!”

      But I didn’t pay attention to Master Velas. I was alight with my own energy and my every sense was consumed by it.

      Suddenly, time stood still, just like it had when I had my vision in real time, but instead of strange holographs playing over reality, something entirely different happened.

      Everything was normal, and yet not. It was the room, just as I had left it, but instead of light illuminating the room, there were just colors, each shining like the energy within me.

      It was like everything was a Van Gogh painting, and I felt like all of the brush strokes were leading me right to the canvas at the other end of the room. I stood, eyes affixed, and slowly shuffled forward. Master Velas had the good sense to get out of my way, and that was the last my consciousness paid attention to him. Soon, my whole word was just the blank canvas before me.

      Except it wasn’t really blank, and yet it was. I could tell that no one had painted on it yet, but there was a myriad of colors flashing across its surface. Each one of them telling a story, each one of them beckoning me to bring their worlds from their reality into mine.

      Who was I to disagree?

      Like a woman possessed, I rushed to the paint and brush racks, grabbing whatever the colors told me I needed. It felt strange to be so artistically removed from a process that I normally took such great joy in, but my arms were moving as if they were machines being operated by somebody else and I knew that questioning the who, the what or the why might pull me out of my trance and I would never get the answers that the canvas demanded I dictate.

      There was no fear as I stood in front of the easel, splashing colors this way and that. No hesitation and no do-overs. I just followed the colors, letting them guide me even though I couldn’t understand what they so urgently wanted me to express.

      I couldn’t say how long I stood there, enraptured by the energy flowing through me and connecting me to all of existence. Time always went a bit screwy when it came to my visions and it appeared that this was no different. But eventually, after many ragged breaths and frenzied brushstrokes, the colors finally faded. I stepped backward, observing what the heck I had made.

      “That was rather amazing to watch,” Master Velas said, walking up from behind me.

      I didn’t startle, my attention was too affixed on what I had painted. The colors in my trance were nothing like the ones I had actually used, creating a strange sort of paradox that I would have to figure out later.

      The painting was mostly blue, cut into jagged shapes and stark highlights that spoke of crystals, like the kind you’d find in geodes or a wiccan shop, but at the center of it, there was a single figure, hanging there like some sort of religious symbol.

      “Do you know what it is?” the older man continued, stepping closer so he could examine it in more detail.

      I nodded slowly, but it took several seconds for me to find the words. My mouth was so dry, and my tongue felt like it weighed a million pounds. “It’s me,” I murmured, my entire consciousness affixed on the illustration. “This is how I die.”

      “How you di— Are you certain? Is this literal, or more figurative?”

      I shook my head, feeling myself slowly return to reality. Like a balloon that had been blown up too large and then deflated too fast, I felt empty. I just wanted to lay down and not have any dreams for once. “I don’t know. I just…only know that this is me, and it’s important.”

      “I see.” Master Valen stroked his chin. I could feel that he was staring at me in concern, but I couldn’t summon the energy to care. “Do you mind if I keep this?”

      “Do what you will,” I answered, already turning to leave. “I’m going to go sleep. I’ll see you another day.”

      “Yes, you will.” He smiled softly and I managed to return a half-hearted grin. “Rest well, Miss Davie. You have earned it.”

      Did I? It certainly didn’t feel like it. The only thing I was good at was bemoaning doom and gloom. Would it kill me to have a vision about something happy for once?

      I guessed that would be too much to ask for, and I headed back to my room, shaking my head.
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      “Davie! Davie, are you here?”

      I looked up from the book I was reading, not recognizing the voice calling me at first. It was only when they shouted again that I recognized it as Baelfyre.

      Gross. Why was he looking for me? Maybe he murdered me and that was why him and Bron ended up fighting?

      No, that didn’t make sense, considering what I had painted. Then again, what if that was more figurative than literal, or I was just wrong in general?

      “Ah, there you are!”

      The dark-haired prince had reached the door while I had been lost in thought and he rushed over to me with a smile.

      “Hey, come with me,” he said, gesturing for me to follow him, but I wasn’t exactly about to cooperate with who I was sure was a bad guy, so I just crossed my arms and sat back.

      “Where? And why?” I asked instead, affixing him with a matter-of-fact look.

      He cocked his head to the side, regarding me. “You know, there’s been something I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while.”

      To my great displeasure, he stepped around the desk and sat on the corner of it, looking down at me with a kind expression. That was the first time I realized that his eyes were a stunning mix of green and gold. On anybody else, I would have had the urge to draw them, but with him, I just felt like a stupid rabbit in the view of a hungry hawk.

      “Did I do something to get off on the wrong foot with you? I can’t help but feel there’s a certain animosity between us.”

      Crap. Well, I guessed I hadn’t exactly been subtle, but I couldn’t really tell him that I knew what he was. That might tip my hand too much and I had no idea of how he might react. Sure, I was a seer, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t just slit my throat and end me where I sat.

      “Have I?” I responded flatly. “I guess I’m just not very good with new people.”

      He nodded. “I understand that. From what my cousin tells me, you haven’t exactly had the easiest life.”

      I shrugged. I didn’t really feel like getting into a woe-is-me speech with the royal. I did that enough on my own already. “We all have our struggles.”

      “True, but I feel like you have survived more than most. Life can often be cruel, or unfair, and we do our best to accept it, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t difficult. So, I guess that’s why I got you these. Trying to balance the scales a bit.”

      He pulled something out of his pocket and I jerked back a bit. His expression turned a touch disappointed, but he persisted nonetheless, presenting me with a long, thin, white box.

      I took it tentatively, with absolutely no idea what it could be. It was closed with a beautiful, gauzy ribbon tied into a picturesque bow, so cute that I felt guilty undoing it, but I did nonetheless, opening it to reveal a pair of beautiful gloves within.

      They were made of pure white leather with silvery stitching throughout. A design of a tree had been delicately embroidered to the front, elegant and flawless. When I picked them up, they were soft and supple, enough that I could draw in them.

      I held my breath as I looked at their interior, seeing that they were lined with soft fur that I couldn’t identify. I looked from the gloves to Baelfyre and back again, trying to piece all of it together.

      “But why?” was all that I could ask, as eloquent as always.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear what you asked my cousin and I noticed that they still haven’t brought you clothes or gloves. While we may revere scars, it is clear that no one is respecting you. So, I thought I might try to make up the difference as best I could.” He smiled softly, and I couldn’t be more confused. “Bron is a good guy, really he is, and he’s going to do his best by you, but he has too much on his plate to keep track of everything. I figured the least I could do was help where I could.”

      But this didn’t make any sense. I knew Baelfyre was a bad guy. Without a doubt. “You really watch out for him that much?”

      “Not usually. He’s a fairly capable prince, but a lot of things are happening very quickly. It’s easy to get overwhelmed, but in general, yes. It started when we were kids and he almost was knocked out of the sky by a plane, and it’s been happening on and off ever since.” He laughed slightly, and it was quite the musical sound. “I’m two months older, so I guess that makes me feel responsible.”

      “Huh, yeah. I guess.” I looked back down at the gloves and slid one on, tucking the other one so it hung out of my pants pocket decoratively but was secure enough to not fall out. “Thank you.”

      “It’s nothing, really. And I have a whole selection of outfits waiting for you in your room, so you can stop wandering around in those rags all the time.”

      I laughed. “We made do.”

      “Indeed you did, but that doesn’t mean you have to. I noticed your friend’s parents brought her clothes, but it seems no one has been looking out for you.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “Mallory has been letting me borrow her dresses every now and then.” I didn’t feel the need to say that I wore them as shirts, and that they were quite short at that.

      “I’m sure she has, she’s a good friend, but come, I promise you’ll love it.”

      He offered his hand and I looked at it with more uncertainty than I had ever felt. I had been so sure that I had him pegged as a bad character, but was it possible that I was wrong? So far, none of my visions had really turned out the way they had been presented. What if I was taking things far too literally?

      Although my subconscious was practically screaming at me, I slid my gloved hand into Baelfyre’s and let him escort me back to my room.

      He kept up the friendly banter the entire time, obviously enjoying my company and the new sense of trust he was perceiving. I listened, just like before, my mind trying to decipher if he was really friend or foe.

      When we finally reached my room, I did notice that the door was ajar. Baelfyre strode through them, throwing the doors open and waiting for me to follow him.

      I did, cautiously of course, and crept into the place where I spent most of my time if I wasn’t in the library. Mallory had been moved into a different room down the hall with her parents and, while she did her best to visit me often, it wasn’t the same.

      The moment I was in and could actually see the inside of my room, I noticed the racks and racks of clothes lined up against the wall. My jaw dropped, and I could hardly believe what I was seeing.

      “Are these…all for me?” I half-whispered.

      “Hardly,” Baelfyre answered with a bit of a laugh. “I wasn’t quite sure of your size, so I had them bring a selection from size twelve to twenty. Your American measurements are very strange, but whatever fits you is yours.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “It would be in very poor form if I was not.”

      I let out a squeal and rushed forward. Normally, I wasn’t big on clothes, but that was mostly because they weren’t a priority in life. Money went to food, bills, and Mickey’s care first. Everything else came after that, and I wasn’t going to spend time or money on something as frivolous as a new dress or whatever the latest fashion trend was.

      But this…this was entirely different.

      There were dresses and overalls, shorts and shirts, all of them incredibly well-made and far beyond anything I could afford. Suddenly, I could be the goth girl that I always wanted, and the prep, and the rockabilly. Pretty much anything I could imagine was present and I was absolutely loving it.

      My hands were practically a blur, picking out things I liked that looked to be about the right size and piling the on my bed. I was like a kid in a candy shop and I was discovering all sorts of things about myself.

      I had at least a quarter of the racks cleared out in minutes and my bed was absolutely covered in different outfit pieces. When I finally had picked over everything, I realized I could spend a couple days trying stuff on before I went through it all, and I had to wonder if I was dreaming.

      Sure, men who could shapeshift into dragons I bought with no issue, but a wardrobe makeover? Unbelievable.

      “Thank you so much for this,” I said, looking at Baelfyre once more. Maybe it was shallow of me to be swayed by a couple of gifts, but it wasn’t really what the man was giving but how. He paid attention to what I needed. Granted, that was something that someone trying to trick me would do, but what could I say? He was sending me signals that just didn’t make sense.

      “So, now that you have some choices, the real question is what shall you wear first?”

      “You mean right now?” I asked, eyes going wide.

      “Unless you want to continue to wear the same clothes you’ve been wearing for nearly two weeks and washing every few days.”

      “Right.” I looked at the large pile on the bed and ended up picking a cute, sort of pin-up dress that was clearly in sailor style. Grabbing that and some of the polka dot tights that had been hung over the top of the rack, I headed in.

      “I hope you don’t mind, I had the maid take the liberty of putting unmentionables in your dressing room. I figured you would want to peruse those in a more private setting.”

      I felt my cheeks color as I remembered that he had first met me in only a bathrobe. If you asked me, my unmentionables came up far too much around him.

      “Thanks.” I hurried to my oversized half-bath and shut the door, relieved to be away from the dark-haired man for a little while.

      I took my time shimmying and shammying into my new outfit, loving every moment of it. The fabric was thick, and sturdy, none of the plasticine and polyester stuff I was used to. And yet, it was also soft. Not stiff or itchy. It felt like it was made for me, with everything but the chest fitting as well as the glove on my hand.

      The tights fit too, which was a miracle in and of itself. Between being tall and being plus-sized, it wasn’t often such things fit without a lot of research and trial and error, but the polka dot pair did so without feeling like they would become unraveled and full of runs the moment the slightest bit of friction hit them.

      When it was all finished, I stepped out like I was going onto a runway. Baelfyre even clapped, before standing and telling me I looked beautiful.

      “You said that when I was in a bathrobe with my hair plastered to my head,” I countered. “So, pardon me if I don’t take your opinion seriously.”

      “But I was serious. I meant it then, as I do now.” He stepped forward, as if he was going to take my hand and kiss it. I took a step backward, heart leaping into my throat. While I was alright with him taking my arm, or escorting me places, I wasn’t about being touched in such a familiar way by someone I was still debating their moral character. “Apologies,” he said somewhat sheepishly. “Force of habit.”

      “It’s—”

      “What’s going on here?”

      I looked to the doorway to see Bron standing there with a confused expression. For some reason, I immediately felt guilty, as if I had done something wrong, but I hadn’t as far as I knew.

      “Your workers around here still hadn’t brought your guest clothes, so I took matters into my own hands.” Baelfyre sent his cousin a smile before crossing to him and playfully clapping his shoulder. “You can thank me later. I think you’ll agree that Miss Davie looks lovely.”

      “Y-yes.” Something about Bron’s expression was still off, something I didn’t know enough about to put my finger on.

      “Davie, I’m due to a meeting to discuss the ramifications of having a seer in our midst. Perhaps you’d like to join me, so you can be less of an abstract notion to our leaders and elders and more of a real person.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Baelfyre asked, grating against my nerves once more.

      “Sure,” I said, walking to join him. “That sounds productive.”

      He finally brightened and offered his arm. “Excellent. This way. Baelfyre, I’ll see you once the meeting is adjourned.

      “I’m sure you will,” the dark-haired man answered, giving a little bow before disappearing down the hall.

      There was something foreboding about that, but it quickly slipped my mind as we headed toward a part of the mansion I had never been in before. It was such a sprawling, beautiful place, I supposed I could stay here for months and never see all of the rooms.

      The closer we got to our destination, the more nervous I became. I had interacted with a grand total of three dragons. That didn’t exactly give me a huge depth of experience when it came to dealing with them or their political machinations, yet I was about to hop in on a meeting meant for only their highest-ranking military and society members. Talk about intimidating.

      “Um, am I supposed to say anything in particular, or do something a certain way?” I asked as we reached a long, lofty hall.

      “No, just answer questions as best you can and be yourself.” Bron’s voice was light as he answered, which was strange compared to the importance of his words. “I think part of the issue is that folks are too wrapped up in the legends of everything a seer could do and all the power they could summon. They don’t think of you as a woman who’s just as scared and confused as they are. I’m hoping interacting with you will dispel those notions and allow us to continue with our prep unencumbered by boogeymen.”

      “Huh,” I responded, mulling over his words in my head.

      Bron clocked my reaction and tilted his head ever so slightly. “Do you disagree with something I said?”

      “No, not at all.” I thought of how to cushion my words, but then thought to heck with it. Bron wanted me to be myself and I wasn’t going to do that by sugarcoating my thoughts. “It’s just that’s the first time that you’ve sounded really princely to me.”

      Thankfully, he laughed. “Is it? Well, I hope you get used to it. You’re about to hear a whole lot of royal over-speak once we enter those doors.”

      “Those doors?” I followed his gaze to see a set of ornate double-doors. Oh. We were here.

      “You ready?” Bron asked, sending me a smile that made my stomach churn a bit. I didn’t know why he was able to affect me so easily, but that could stop any day now and I would be quite happy.

      “As I’ll ever be,” I answered, taking a deep breath.

      “Very well. Let’s show these old stiffs what you’re all about. “

      “Yeah,” I said shakily. “Let’s.”
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      The doors opened, and I was greeted by dozens of faces all turned toward us at once. Some of them older, some of them middle-aged, but all of them wearing both stress and anger clearly etched into their features.

      Was the situation more dire than I had thought? Or were these just a bunch of grumpy gusses with permanent frown faces?

      I guessed I would find out.

      “Who is this?” one of the closest men asked, jowls practically pulled into a snarl.

      “This is Miss Davie Masters. I thought you all might like to meet her.”

      I noted that he introduced me by my name, not my ability or what I meant to them. It was a subtle thing, but it meant a lot. Ever since I had arrived, I felt like more of a pawn than a living being.

      “The seer?!” Of course, one of the old farts had to go and pop the bubble. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “Yes, that is how many of you know her.” Bron gave the slightest of bows. “Apologies for my lateness, but let’s get started, shall we?”

      He led me around the table to a couple of open seats in the far corner. I had somewhat expected him to be at the head of the arrangement, but I guessed his deferred position meant that being a prince didn’t carry as much weight as I thought it did.

      I settled in my seat and I could feel all eyes on me, waiting for me to do something. The way I figured it, I had two options. Either cower and stare down at the table’s surface for the entire conversation, or lift my head up and stare them down.

      So, I raised my chin, turning my expression into a hard neutral. I had survived much worse than a bunch of geezers, and I would get through this too. Intimidation didn’t work, not if I proved to them that I didn’t care.

      “Very well then. If we could begin.” Finally, the eyes turned away from me and went to the man who was actually sitting at the end of the table. He was old, older than I ever thought possible, with skin as dark as coal and hair whiter than porcelain. He wore his long tresses in intricate braids that were then tied at the back of his head, and his long beard was just as artfully coiffed. “There has been silence from all of our scouts in enemy territory, and none of our diplomats have returned, whole or in pieces. It is safe to say that their king has officially put them on lockdown.”

      “So, what do we do?” another asked. “We can’t just sit here and wait for them to mount an attack on us. We can’t deny that they have made it very clear that they will give anything to get their hands on the seer.”

      “But why is the seer so important to them? And how did they find it?”

      “Her,” I interrupted, voice tense. The elder who had spoken glowered at me, so I clarified. “I am a her, not an it. A person. Just in case you forgot.”

      They said nothing, just turned their heads back to the man sitting at the head of the table as if I didn’t exist. “We have a leak. Someone is giving information to the enemy. We cannot stand upon a crumbling foundation.”

      “You are paranoid, old man,” a younger leader objected, slamming his fist on the table. “It’s clear that they sensed the power when she awakened and went on the move. We need not discuss how it happened, but rather what we do now to make sure it never happens again!”

      Another man chimed in. There were no women present at the table, I noticed, which was pretty telling of how they would treat me. “They chased our prince all the way up to the edge of our glamour and shields. If we didn’t have protection, I’m sure they would have slithered right into our fields!”

      “Then we must use the seer as they wish to use it. Give us an advantage.”

      “Her.” This time, it was Bron who corrected them. “You must all stop thinking of Davie as a tool or a mystical tchotchke. She is a living, breathing being, and I insist that you treat her as such.”

      “I will treat her with respect when she has earned it. So far, she has only cost us resources and men.”

      I felt my spine snap upright and all of my temper coalesced on one spot. There were a lot of things that I had grown a hard enough shell to tolerate, but that was not one of them.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, livid.

      “You heard me, Seer—”

      “No, no, no,” I corrected, raising a single finger. “It’s Davie, Davie Masters. You may address me by that, or ma’am, or miss, but my same is not Seer. You seem to be a bit mistaken by what respect means. We’re not talking about the lofty sense of authority people offer to you because you’re in the position you’re in now. We’re talking about the basic rights that everyone has to be treated with decency. You don’t have to cower to me, or flatter, but you will not talk about me as if I were not here, or like I’m a broken wand of some sort. You got that?”

      The man snorted, a truly mature response. “You know nothing of which you speak, girl.”

      I liked to think that I had a pretty good hold over my temper, but there was only so many times a person could push me before they got the horns. I wasn’t a girl, I was a woman. I would not be infantilized, even by powerful shapeshifters several centuries my elder.

      I felt that ball of colors inside me turn blood red, glowing brighter than a star. I reached out across the table, letting my bare hand grasp the man’s wrist before I could pull away. I didn’t know what possessed me to do so, but I gripped him with all I could and let the colors flow into him.

      Scenes flashed before my eyes in rapid succession, almost incomprehensible, but I found if I held my breath, my brain could decipher everything that it had seen and place it in a sensible order. I didn’t think about what I was going to do, I just did it, which probably wasn’t the wisest idea.

      “I know that you’ve been married to Askha the beloved for close to three hundred years. She has borne you three sons and a daughter, but you have lost two to fights and disease. I know that though you sit here, like a man of honor, when in reality, you have several mistresses that you sneak around on Askha with. If she knew, I’m sure she’d be brokenhearted.”

      The man jerked back, his teeth in a snarl. “You lie!” Oh, his voice was quite poisonous as he addressed me, but he had poked the bear one too many times.

      “Do I?” I countered. “Then why don’t we ask the wife of the redheaded guy a couple of seats to your left? Unless you had another reason to creep into his guest quarters when he was gone.”

      The redheaded man that I dragged into the conversation stood, his face turning burgundy. “Is this true, Krakus?”

      “What? No! You would believe a human girl over me?”

      “I would believe a seer. What reason has she to lie?!”

      “Enough!”

      The fight ended just as easily as it had begun, silenced by the elder at the end of the table. Everyone settled down, and soon, the man’s milky-white eyes were on me.

      “An interesting demonstration of your power,” he murmured. “You’ll forgive us for our disbelief. Many have long thought you to be a myth, and now to see you here brings…uncomfortable thoughts of what else might be true from our ancient stories, and what else we might have lost.” Each of his words were slow and measured, as if he chose each one with care before picking the next one. “I wish to hear from your mouth… Do you think you could assist us in our struggle to make sure you humans stay safe and we dragons stay relatively hidden?”

      I shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know how much help I’ll be. I’ve been training ever since I arrived, but I can’t seem to control it much. I’ll paint something here, or have a dream there, but nothing concrete. Just now was the only time I’ve ever been able to force a vision, and I didn’t even know I was doing that.”

      “Fascinating.” The eldest dragon looked to the man sitting next to him, another wizened male with shock white hair and deep wrinkles. His skin was more golden than deep umber, and his hairstyle much subtler. “Miss Davie presents a great point. How can we discuss what we know nothing about? How can she teach us anything of her people when she is the last of her kind and only recently awakened?

      “I charge you all with studying different ancient texts. When we next meet, I want all of you to have finished at least a tome. Together, maybe we can recover some of what we lost and guide Miss Davie on her path.”

      There was a murmur of agreement and, just like that, the meeting was over. Bron and I sat in place, waiting for others to file out, but Krakus—the dragon I had ticked off—lingered behind as well.

      “I suggest you keep your nose out of where it doesn’t belong,” he hissed. “You may have fooled the others, but I know this is all smoke and mirrors to get your prince and his family more power.”

      “Sure ya do,” I answered, crossing my arms. “Just so you know, your redheaded friend is on his way to confront his wife right about now. If you hurry, you might be able to intercept him.”

      His eyes bulged and he rushed off, leaving only Bron and I.

      “Well…” he murmured. “That was interesting.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered, although I wasn’t really sorry at all. Given the same situation, I probably would have done the exact same thing again. Men like that ticked me off and I found no reason to tolerate them.

      “You have nothing to apologize for. I admit, it was nice to see Krakus put into his place, even if you used a personal attack to do it.”

      “Personal attack?” I scoffed. “Anyone who cheats on their partner deserves to be exposed. It shows a lack of character and duplicity that you wouldn’t want in a leader.”

      “Fair enough.” His concerned expression eased back in a smile and, I couldn’t be certain, but I thought I saw a bit of admiration in his gaze. “I’ve never seen the elders so cowed. I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “Neither did I.” I took a deep breath. “I guess I need to train more.”

      “Is that what you’ve been doing? Often when I come to check on you now, your room is empty.”

      “I have to do something to keep myself from going crazy. I don’t understand how there can still be no news about my sister.”

      His smile faltered at that, and his expression turned guilty. “I am truly sorry, but I assure you that we have been doing everything we can. She’s just not…anywhere. As far as we can tell, all of the agents we sent to her are well and alive, but we just don’t know where.”

      I sighed and stood to go. By this point, I was just beating a dead horse. She would be found when she was found, and I was powerless to help.

      “Bron?”

      “Yes?” He stood as well, obviously eager to change the sudden darkening of my mood.

      “Let’s go outside. I could use a walk.”

      He grinned broadly and offered his arm once more. “I would like that very much. In fact, I have something to show you I think you’ll like!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            They Bare their Fangs

          

        

      

    

    
      “I believe I owe you an apology.”

      “Huh?” I asked, looking at Bron in confusion. We were just reaching the outside lawn and he had been going on cheerily enough about an upcoming dinner, when suddenly his tone had shifted.

      “I have been so occupied with preparation for the possible war to come that I’ve neglected my duties as a host. There is no reason that you had to wait nearly two weeks for clothing, and for that, I apologize.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. I didn’t know how to handle apologies very well, if only because they didn’t come very often when I was younger.

      “No, it is not,” he insisted. “But I will do better in the future. You do look lovely, by the way. I wish that I had said that early, but I was distracted with thoughts of the meeting.”

      I felt my cheeks burn and I busied myself with looking over the lawn as we walked around to the back of the sprawling estate. Why we didn’t just use a backdoor was beyond me, but I wasn’t nearly as familiar with the place as Bron, so I didn’t question him.

      The building was so massive that it took us quite a while. Bron was talking again, about the last feast that he had attended, and I half-listened.

      Sometimes it didn’t matter what he was saying, just the how. It soothed my nerves to hear the rise and fall of his sentences, the inflection in his words as he exaggerated some syllables and skipped over others. It wasn’t like listening to Mickey as she sang, or hummed, or told a story, but it wasn’t a bad substitute.

      Finally, we reached what looked like an area where outdoor tea parties would be held. There was a large canopy completely covered with vines and flowers, all in full bloom.

      Below it, I saw several glass tables, all intricately crafted, then in a corner, another chair with an easel and paint set next to it.

      “I heard that artists enjoy painting outside just as much as inside, so I thought maybe a change of scenery would be apt.”

      I let go of his arm and strode forward, my mood quickly lifting. I had been so busy training with Master Velas that I hadn’t exactly had time to paint, other than that one vision-born creation. Which I still hadn’t told Mallory or Bron about. I probably should have…but something told me not to.

      “Sit in the chair,” I said, fingers caressing the tops of the paints.

      “What?”

      “Sit in the chair,” I repeated. “I’m going to paint you.”

      “Really? Me?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure you’ve had this done before considering how many royal portraits I see in these halls.”

      “Well, yeah, of course, but they are paid to do so. You are supposed to be having fun.”

      “And this is how I have fun. So, sit.”

      He didn’t object further and hurried to the chair. I didn’t tell him that I had already painted him once, weeks ago, but that had also been driven by a vision and not my own creativity. I wanted to see how I could do on my own.

      Goodness, he really was striking, wasn’t he? The strong line of his jaw, the sharp cuts of his cheekbones, his intense gaze. He really did look like what I imagined an elf would, but perhaps with slightly more muscle.

      I got to work, mixing colors and focusing on creating an outline to work within. The flowers stood out starkly against his pure-white hair, making a pretty sort of backdrop that I couldn’t have organized better if I had tried.

      All too soon I was lost to the creative rhythm. It had been so long since I was able to do something just for fun that I attacked it like a man starved. I guess in a way I was. Ever since I could hold a pencil, I had been using art as a way to process my feelings. When I was angry, I drew angry, dark things. When I was happy, I drew celebrations and great smiles, and when I was sad… Well, I drew bright things then too. Like if I could create enough goodness and joy that some of it would leak into me. Denying myself an outlet was definitely not good for my mental health. I needed to remember that.

      Just when I started to get to Bron’s eyes, one of my favorite parts of portrait work, something buzzed toward the back of my head. It started as the tiniest voice, just niggling at the end of my thoughts like an echo, but it grew and grew until all of my thoughts hummed with the same obnoxious tone.

      Just when the crescendo grew the loudest, a wave of nausea came over me. I set the brush down and looked at Bron uncertainly.

      “Are you alright?” he asked. “Do you need a break?”

      I tried to form words with my mouth, but it didn’t seem to want to cooperate. Instead, I just stared at him dumbly while I tried to figure out how English worked.

      “Something is wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. All I knew was that we needed to move. Immediately.

      Grabbing his hand, I pulled him back toward the front of the building, but with every step we took, I just grew more and more ill.

      It seemed to take an eternity to arrive, and when we did, there were several dark vehicles all pulled up to the front door. I stopped dead in my tracks, icy fingers clamping down on my spine and rooting me in place.

      “What are those?” I asked, heart leaping into my throat like it belonged there.

      “That? Just one of our grocery deliverers. They come here every week.”

      “No…” I whispered, my mind churning. “They don’t have any food.”

      “What? Are you sure?” He took a step toward the vehicles, as if he was going to confront them himself, but then suddenly all of the doors opened and people poured out, shifting so fast I could hear their joints pop before rushing us.

      “Run!” Bron cried, pushing me back toward the garden. Guards rushed down from the stairs, but the front line of the horde was already in front of them. Already almost to Bron.

      I stumbled backward, trying to go fast, but my eyes were fixed on the prince. He screamed at them, face turning red as he doubled over.

      His human form practically exploded, clothing going everywhere while smoke covered the space between us. When it cleared, I saw the same great dragon that had rescued me last time, scales sparkling in the afternoon sun.

      He bellowed again and some of the drakes fell back.  I noticed that none of them were full-fledged dragons, and that seemed like an odd choice. Considering they were inside their enemy’s stronghold, you’d figure they would have sent their biggest guns, not grunts.

      The attackers were getting sandwiched between the guards and the prince, with even more pouring out of the building. Their assault was obviously failing and going to be defeated soon, which made me wonder how they could have planned so poorly. From what I had heard Bron say about the king and his family, they were an intelligent lot. Ruthless, obsessed with perfection, but not stupid.

      This plan, however, was stupid.

      That was when I saw something else shoot out of the van. Something small, barely dog-sized. I watched the blur as it rushed inside, past the guards who were long since distracted.

      I pointed and tried to call out, but as I raised my hand, someone grabbed it and pulled me back toward the garden.

      “Miss Davie! It’s dangerous out here. We need to get you someplace safe!”

      The pull was so insistent that I had to go along with it, and I finally looked where I was going to see that it was Baelfyre insistently pulling me to the back.

      No! What if this was a trap? What if the whole thing was so he could get me alone and take me away, or worse, kill me? But it wasn’t like I had much of a choice. With the way he was tugging at me, I couldn’t resist him without pulling my arm out of its own socket.

      We ended up passing the garden and all the way to some sort of cellar-like entrance. Baelfyre ripped the lock off with one hand and gestured inside. “Quick, get in.”

      My mind instantly flashed back to the basement I had been held captive in. The one where I had fought tooth and nail for my freedom, never knowing if I was going to die at any second.

      “What are you waiting for?” Baelfyre cried, for once sounding more frustrated than charming. “Get in!”

      “I can’t,” I whispered, body frozen in place once more.

      I heard squealing behind me and looked to see Bron’s dragon form tumbling across the grass, dozens of drakes swarming him. Other, smaller dragons that I guessed were the guards quickly chased after them.

      “Hide!” Baelfyre cried once more, his voice turning more animalistic than human. Much like Bron, he suddenly fell forward, but by the time he hit the ground, a full dragon was in front of me.

      How he could shift so fast was beyond me, but one moment he was the dark-haired human that filled my mind with such doubt, the next he was a giant, black dragon with scarlet eyes.

      He barreled forward, his teeth snapping at the drakes that beleaguered his cousin. The two of them roared, their voices combining into something so terrible and awe-inspiring that I had to clap my hands over my ears.

      The drakes cowered too, clearly stunned by the entrance of another great dragon, and that was their end. The shifters all converged on them, gnashing teeth and swiping claws. The ground turned red under their talons and the cries of the reptilian wounded scarred my ears.

      A hand slipped into mine once again, but this time, it was familiar.

      “Come on,” Mallory murmured, her voice surprisingly calm considering the situation. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “But what about Bron?” I asked, feet still refusing to move.

      “You can see the same fight I can, right? Bron’s plenty fine. It’s those intruders I would worry about. Come on, you don’t need to see them be torn limb from limb. You’ve had enough trauma in your life.”

      She had a point and finally, my feet started to move. Together, we headed down into the cellar and away from the fight.

      I couldn’t help but wonder at what had just happened. Somehow, a contingent of lower level shifters had found out how to sneak past security and gotten in. If I had been alone outside, or if children had been playing, or even just the prince alone, there could have been a completely different outcome.

      Or maybe there wouldn’t.

      I couldn’t say either way. The only thing I knew was that it felt like the attack wasn’t just for attack’s sake. Like it was just some part of a greater plan.

      Too bad it also felt like time was running out for me to figure out what the heck was going on.
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      “This is war!”

      I cringed away from the man who shouted near me, my head hurting far too much for all of the anger radiating in the room. I was grateful to have Mallory and her parents beside me, although Bron was quite far away, standing on a platform with several other of the royals.

      We were all gathered in a massive chamber, basically what I’d call a throne room except it was conspicuously lacking any sort of golden seats or noble chairs. Hundreds of grown men, young men, and a few women filled the standing area with me, and most of them were shouting for revenge or battle.

      I had never been in such an angry mob, and that was the only way to describe it. Hundreds of rage-filled bodies who wanted justice. Who wanted to sink their teeth into flesh and tear it in two.

      Finally, the fury started to die down as the same elder who presided over the meeting walked onto the platform. “My children, it is true what you have heard. The Drakith faction has indeed attacked us in our own territory. They have declared outright war on us, and it is our duty to defend our lands, and the humans who reside in them. But—” He raised his arms and it fell dead silent, even the tiniest of murmurs quieted.

      “It has been many centuries since we have truly waged battle, our peace borne on the backs of our grandfathers and fathers. According to our laws, we must elect a leader general to take us forward. They will be at the front of battle, they will be the first to fight and the last to rest. They will bear the responsibility of our losses and feel the sting of each casualty.

      “Be it a king, a prince, or a chief, it matters not. Rank is not required, only dignity.” The elder put his arms down and stared at the crowd, his milky eyes seeming to stare through me, and Mallory, all of us really. “Speak the names of those you would trust to lead us, and tomorrow, we shall anoint our leader.”

      No one said anything for a moment, then an older dragon that I thought I recognized as Bron’s grandfather spoke up. “I trust Lohikarmme Bronne to lead us into battle, and to victory!”

      My eyes went wide and my heart skipped a beat, but Bron didn’t seem surprised at all. He just bowed slightly with a grave expression. Did he know this would happen?! Why hadn’t he told me? He couldn’t be more than a couple of years older than me and he was supposed to lead his entire family, both close and far removed, to war?!

      Seconds chimed from the crowd, and then thirds, and then fourths. More and more cries swept through the room until everyone was chanting Bron’s name. It was awe-inspiring, and intimidating, and I couldn’t imagine what my prince friend must have been feeling in that moment.

      The chanting grew louder and louder until eventually, I had to clap my hands over my ears, but even my calloused palms couldn’t keep out the sounds and soon, time was slowing down again.

      The strange holographic/ghosts of my visions floated over the crowd, swirling above our heads in a cloud of color until it settled over me and I was whisked away.

      

      I was standing in the middle of what looked like a ballroom. I had been here once before in my visions, but dressed much more formally. While in my previous vision it had been filled with strange people performing strange dances, now I was completely alone.

      “I thought I would never see you again.”

      Okay, maybe not completely alone. Suddenly, Bron whisked into the room in front of me, dressed in casual clothes and looking the worse for wear.

      He had a bruise under one eye and his top lip was both swollen and cut, but he was as handsome as ever, and even…a little older looking?

      “You should give me a little more trust than that,” I said with a laugh, crossing to him and throwing my arms around him.

      It was such a familiar, intimate gesture that I couldn’t help but be surprised. Sure, I’d throw down a good embrace on Mallory every once in a while, and my sister any time, but I’d known them for all or most of my life. To hug a man that I hardly knew—even if he was incredibly nice—seemed very out of character for me.

      “You’re right, but I guess I’ve gotten used to assuming the worst.”

      “I can’t blame you.”

      I laughed lightly as I looked up at his face, my scarred hand caressing his cheek. While my present-mind balked at such an action, my vision self didn’t seem to mind at all. Was this the future I was seeing, or some fantasy where I didn’t have so many physical hang-ups?

      I realized that he was staring down at me, face flushed and eyes hooded. My own body rushed with energy, and the next thing I knew, I was standing on tiptoe and pressing my lips to his.

      

      “Hey, are you alright? Your face is very red.”

      The vision crumbled around me and I snapped back to reality so hard that I knew my headache would get a whole lot worse in a few minutes. The room was empty now, with only Mallory beside me and Bron standing just in front of me, looking at me curiously.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but I felt myself blush even harder, and I sputtered something. Even I couldn’t tell what I was trying to say, so I cut myself off, took a deep breath, and tried again.

      “How long have I been standing here?” I asked.

      “About twenty minutes,” Mallory answered, snickering slightly. I guessed that she wouldn’t be a best friend if she didn’t laugh at my pain every once and a while. “Were you in a vision or something?”

      “Uh, yeah. Something like that.”

      “Oh really?” Bron asked, expression quite intrigued. Ugh, why did he have to look at me like that? It just made me think about what I had just seen and that was one of the last things I needed at the moment. “What about?”

      Nope. Wasn’t going to answer that. “Nothing important. Did I miss anything while I was out?”

      The prince shook his head. “No. I was surprised when no one else was nominated. There are many who are smarter and more experienced than I.”

      “Apparently, Mister Prince here is a real crowd favorite!” Mallory said with a laugh. “You’d never know from how humble he acts.”

      Bron shrugged, clearly trying to downplay the issue., but as nice as it was that he was keeping his ego in check, I couldn’t help but worry about what was in store for my friend. “So what all does this leader general thing entail?”

      “Elder Lewellyn said it pretty succinctly. I lead our troops into battle. I share the victory when we succeed and shoulder the blame should we lose. It is my responsibility to make sure our people survive and thrive, despite the terrible battles going on outside of our walls.”

      I couldn’t believe how matter-of-factly he stated it. I could barely handle having visions and dreams every now and then, but he was talking about leading an entire army into war? That was a whole lot to be stacked on one plate.

      “And that’s what you want to do?” I would understand if he was fight-hungry, but honestly, Bron only seemed to engage in violence if he had to. Sure, he messed stuff up once he got to that point, but he seemed reluctant to ever get that far.

      “What I want doesn’t matter in this case. I am one of the head princes of my people. It is my duty to do as the elders and my people see fit.”

      Oh, gross. I had read things like this in my books, but I never expected to experience such noble foolishness in person.

      “That’s not what I asked,” I replied shortly. “I asked if that was what you wanted.”

      To his credit, Bron could be very stubborn when he wanted to be. “Like I said, I want what’s best for my people, whatever that may be.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I was smart enough to know when I wasn’t getting anywhere. “Alight then, cool. I guess I should head to bed then. Good night, Mallory. Good night, Future Leader General.”

      I went to move past the two of them, but Bron caught my wrist. I was beginning to get a little tired of people snatching at my arms, but I turned and gave him a moment to say why he was manhandling me.

      “Sorry,” he blurted, instantly releasing me. “It’s just I…I would like to talk more, but not here. Perhaps we could go on a walk? Or visit the library you enjoy so much?”

      I was tempted to turn him down, just on principle, but there was something pleading in his look that I couldn’t ignore. I guess I was a whole lot more soft-hearted than I had thought.

      “Alright, fine. Mallory, you coming?”

      The tiny MMA fighter looked from me to the prince, an expression on her face that I couldn’t quite decipher. “Actually, I think my parents will be worried if I don’t get to our rooms soon. They’ve been a little bit overprotective since this whole fighting against a dark faction horde thing happened. You know how it is.”

      “No,” I deadpanned. “I don’t.”

      She snorted and playfully pinched my arm. “Don’t be cheeky. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow,” I repeated, nodding and watching her go.

      Once she was out of the room, I turned back to Bron. “You ready to go for that walk? Hopefully this one will have one hundred percent less attacking.”

      “Yes, one can but hope.”

      He offered his arm for what had to be the third time that night and I took it, strolling with him through the halls again.

      I had no idea how the corridors could be so empty considering how many people I had just seen in the grand room. Then again, I had been staring up at the ceiling for about twenty minutes, so maybe they had had plenty of time to clear out. Either way, it made a strange sort of feeling rise in me, like we were walking through a ghost town or graveyard instead of an incredibly populated mansion-palace thing.

      Even the sconces in the hall were burning lower, casting more of a flickering yellow light across the architecture instead of the white, vibrant illumination I was used to. If I wasn’t arm-in-arm with Bron, I might have been scared.

      I had been doing pretty good about the whole not being scared thing so far, if only because I had so many other things to distract me. Sure, I was pretty terrified about ninety percent of the time, but between worrying about my sister, trying to study my power, and understand what the heck I was supposed to be doing, I hadn’t had much time to curl in a corner and cry like I wanted to.

      “I believe I owe you another apology,” Bron said as we walked, his tone relatively light, but with a serious edge that let me know this wasn’t the start of a joke. Not that Bron ever joked. For being such a nice person, he wasn’t exactly a barrel of laughs.

      “For what?” I asked, wondering if this was the part where he admitted to doing something incredibly sneaky or hiding something behind my back. Those were always so irritating to me whenever they happened in books or movies and I really didn’t want to go through that now.

      “I am aware that meeting me is what pulled you into our world. And we both know that you must stay here because it is too dangerous for you to be anywhere else.

      “It is my duty, as your host and friend, to make sure that all of your needs are being met. Food, clothing, companionship. It took seeing my cousin providing you sufficient things to wear to make me realize that I had shoved you into a corner to be used like a tool when useful, exactly the type of behavior I loathe from many of my elders.

      “So, I hope you can forgive me, and please do believe that I will improve my behavior going forward. There is no excuse for you having to seek me out for updates on the search for you sister or wait weeks for clothing.”

      Huh. Well, that was the last thing I expected. “I just figured you were busy,” I said with a shrug. “Honestly, if you knew my life before this, you would realize how much you’ve already spoiled me with three square meals a day and all of them having fresh fruits and red meat.”

      “Was that not the case before?”

      I shrugged. “It depended on my hours at work. Sometimes we ate okay, some weeks I ingested way too much ramen, but the point is, I am grateful for what you have done for me, not what you haven’t.”

      “What is ramen?”

      “It’s a very cheap noodle that costs about twenty cents. It’s pretty much a staple of all poor people’s diets. So, trust me, you are doing very well by me.”

      He shook his head emphatically. “That is not enough. Do you not see, Davie? You deserve so much more. You are strong, and you have handled everything that has been thrown at you with more poise than I could ever muster. You should stand up, and demand what you are owed. And I believe you are owed much.”

      Where was all of this coming from?

      “Well, I don’t know about that, but I certainly appreciate the lovely sentiment,” I said. Finally, we reached the doors to the library and I barely stopped myself from heaving a sigh of relief. I didn’t want Bron to think that his opinions tired me but thinking of myself the way he seemed to think of me sounded absolutely exhausting.

      “I do know, though, and I will do better.”

      He opened the door for me and I headed through, chuckling slightly. “You’ve already literally saved my life twice from attacking dragons. I don’t know how you can do much better than that.”

      “Then I will find a way!” His hand gently reached up and stroked one of my blonde tresses. I hadn’t exactly had time or supplies to dye it, so my roots were definitely coming in strong. If this kept up, I was going to have to give up on turning my hair funky colors and just live with the dusky brown that it was. “How is your head, by the way?”

      “Back to normal, I think. Or at least whatever’s normal for me.”

      “That’s good. I know it is in your nature to downplay everything, but Mallory told me that you had already practically rescued yourself when she arrived, and that you managed to generate a shield to save her. That really is amazing.”

      “What would be amazing would be being able to cast that shield again. Despite all my training, I haven’t managed that.” I sighed and hopped onto one of the desks I liked to meditate on. Maybe it was disrespectful, but Velas never said anything so I figured it was alright. “Anyway, you said that you wanted to talk someplace private?”

      “Ah yes, I did, didn’t I?” Suddenly, he seemed uncertain and I could see the faintest of flushes to his cheeks as he answered. “It is just, well, you were asking questions in that ballroom that I could not reply to freely. You see, my position as a prince is complicated. I must balance my duties to my people and my duties to myself. It is a delicate line, and I must be careful what I say around those who might overhear.”

      “Sooooo, basically, you have to watch what you say around your subjects, court, and relatives, so you couldn’t admit that you don’t want to be this war general thing at all?”

      “It is more complex than that, but yes.” He sighed and crossed the room to sit in a chair in front of me. For the first time since I had met him, he looked vulnerable. Stress flitted across his face and worry hung heavy behind his bright eyes. “I don’t like violence. Or fighting. I do it when I must, but I would much rather create than destroy. However, it seems my path in life does not allow me to act as such. If my people deem me to be their best hope as their leader general, then that is what I will be. What I must be.”

      I reached out and laid a tentative but supporting hand on his shoulder. I think it was the first time I touched him of my own volition, and instead of a vision shocking through me, I only felt…nicer things. “Hey, if you ask me, having a general who wants to avoid any unnecessary violence is a good thing. Maybe then we can avoid an all-out war.”

      “That, I doubt. It is obvious that the Dragon Supremacy faction knows that you are here, and they will stop at nothing to get their hands on you.”

      “They’re really willing to risk all of that for me?”

      “Their minions saw you conjure a shield before their very eyes, and somehow subvert their attempt to kidnap you. It’s safe to assume that the scope of your powers has been greatly exaggerated on their end.”

      “Great. Boy, if they ever do capture me, they’re in for one heck of a disappointment.”

      Bron stiffened at that, and he reached up to grip my hand that was still on his shoulder. “I will never allow that.”

      “I know, I know. It was a joke, relax.”

      “Relax,” he parroted wryly. “Honestly, I think that I have forgotten how.”

      I laughed lightly and finally removed my hand. It instantly felt colder at the absence, but I tucked that thought away for another time. “What did you do to wind down before all this happened? Throw a football? Watch movies? Something specifically dragon-y that I wouldn’t have a clue about?”

      “I… I like to dance.”

      “Dance? Like boogey fever or break dancing?”

      “Uh, no. Just simple dancing, with a partner, slow and calm music. It’s…nice. I used to have to practice all of the time for formal balls and galas, and it was tedious at first, but then I had a lovely, and beautiful, instructor that turned me right around.”

      “Really?” I asked, chortling slightly. “You like to ballroom dance to relax?”

      “Why do you laugh? It is a perfectly normal way to decompress.”

      “Oh, really? Then prove it.”

      “Alright.” He stood, offering me his hand, and I realized that situation I had put myself in. “Shall we?”

      “No, no, no,” I said quickly, refusing to stand from the desk. “I don’t dance.”

      “But if you do not dance, how can I prove what you ask?” He took a step toward me and suddenly, we were very, very close. I could feel his breath ghost over my face and my heart reacted almost comically. “I would very much like to show you.”

      I thought about pushing my way past him and quickly exiting the awkward scenario, but something kept me from fleeing. I could feel my face grow warm and I was probably starting to sweat grossly along my forehead, but I still took his hand and let him pull me to my feet.

      “Don’t we need music?” I asked. Although this situation was already pretty awkward, I could imagine it getting ten times worse if we tried to do anything in total silence.

      “Of course, one moment.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and flipped to some playlist. It seemed strange to see a dragon prince with a smart device, but I supposed that was the world I lived in now.

      Eventually, he picked a song and set his phone on the table. It took a couple of seconds before I heard a low, lilting sort of melody that sounded like it was being played on some sort of woodwind.

      He took a step back, still pulling my hand along with him. I followed him to the center of the room, where he finally let go of me. A small smile was on his face as he turned to me, and he gestured for me to come closer. I took a single step, but he just shook his head and gestured me closer again.

      One more step, and then another, and then we were practically flush with each other. One hand wrapped around my back, resting on the soft rise right above my backside, while the other extended out at shoulder level, just like in the movies.

      I tried to play it cool as I rested my own hand on his shoulder than grabbed his extended one. Blood was rushing through my body and I was sure I was a bright pink by this point.

      But Bron didn’t say anything. In fact, the way he was looking at me stole all of the words out of my own mouth too. What exactly was going on here?

      I was the fat, tall, poor girl. Life gave me three chances to be an appealing person and I struck out on all three of them. People liked to argue with me about the tallness, but too many boys didn’t like dating a woman they had to look up at. The other two were much less arguable, but still as pervasive.

      No matter how someone tried to spin it, I wasn’t the girl who had princes fight over her. I wasn’t the lovely damsel that people fell in love with on first sight. I wasn’t the girl who had to worry about bad guys ravishing her or wars being fought and won over her beauty.

      I was fine with that. I had learned long ago that that wasn’t my path. I could still distinctly remember standing on stage in high school, trying out for the part of Cinderella, and having the director tell me there were just some parts I would never be meant to play. I could have let that moment shrink me, but I had refused. I wore my fat, tall, artsy-poorness with pride.

      But if all of that was true, why was Bron looking at me like I was the most amazing thing he had ever seen?

      “Just follow my lead,” he murmured, voice low and melodious.

      I nodded, my mouth too dry to speak, and he started to move. At first, I was afraid that I would trip over his feet, or just generally make a fool of myself, but he took small steps while making sure to telegraph what he was doing next by tilting his head, squeezing my extended hand, or drumming his hands on the small of my back.

      The rhythm of the song started to become more natural to me, and I felt my tension begin to ease. There was indeed a calming sort of nature to it, feeling the warmth of Bron’s body against mine, the thrumming of the melody through my steps. It was easy to imagine myself away from reality, floating free from all the chains of destiny that seemed to bind me to so many uncomfortable situations.

      The song ended and the next one came on, then the next. As the melodies passed, I grew closer and closer to Bron until finally my head was on his shoulder. I could hear his heart thundering, much faster than any human’s, but it was incredibly reassuring.

      I wanted the moment to last forever. For once in my life, I was experiencing a scene out of a movie that didn’t involve me running for my life. It was a nice change of pace and I didn’t want to give up.

      “See?” Bron said quietly, his voice almost a whisper. “Pretty relaxing, right?”

      I turned my head to look up at him only to realize that our faces were only a breath away. In fact, if he wasn’t six-three, our noses would definitely be touching.

      “Y-yes,” I stuttered, completely surprised by our proximity.

      I could feel his breath across my face once more, mixing with the faint scent of his cologne and whatever it was that dragons smelled like. He looked down at me, with half-lidded eyes full of emotions that I didn’t understand, but then his face was moving toward me.

      Was…was he going to kiss me?! And more importantly, did I want him to?

      I couldn’t think, couldn’t react. I was so stuck in the moment that everything went blank. Just when I was sure his lips were about to touch mine, the music cut off with a buzz and we were standing in total silence.

      That seemed to break the spell and Bron snapped upright. “My phone must have died,” he said, cheeks pinkening slightly. I hadn’t imagined that that had happened, had I? He had definitely been trying to kiss me!

      “Seems so,” I said, stepping away from his hold and nearly running into the same desk that I had been sitting on earlier. “I…I think I should get back to my room.”

      “That seems like a good idea.” He paused for a moment, then seemed to recover. “Shall I walk you? I prefer that you don’t wander alone.”

      I thought about turning him down, but I realized that I didn’t want to be alone either. “Sure. Let’s go.”

      He offered his arm once more and I took it. Once more, my thoughts were incredibly full as I headed back to my current home, but this time, they were a little bit brighter than usual.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            On the Breadth of Nightmares Comes the Truth

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m just saying, I don’t like this whole idea of war and trusting these dragon-folks. I mean, you guys left their society and raised me solely with humans for a reason.”

      I looked up from the book I was reading about ancient seers, my attention piqued by Mallory’s conversation with her parents. Ever since the small group of drakes had managed to sneak past whatever magical barriers had been keeping this place safe, she insisted on following me wherever I went, and since apparently the danger was so great that her parents refused to leave her alone either, we traveled around the palace like our own herd.

      Sometimes I didn’t mind it, but sometimes it was a bit trying. I was used to being more of a solitary person with only my sister and occasionally Mallory to talk to. Sure, I had to paste on a customer service smile all the time at work and be pleasant, but that was literally my job. In real life, I was much less outgoing. I preferred to sit with my sister and draw for hours while she watched movies.

      “We left because we thought there would be more opportunities for half-dwarfs in human society, but there won’t be any opportunities if we’re all dead or captured by the Dragon Supremacy faction.”

      “Wow, way to be pessimistic.” Mallory pouted. “I just don’t like the way they look at Davie, okay? Like she’s some sort of big boomstick instead of a living, breathing person.”

      “I’m not quite sure what else you want to do,” I said, clearly surprising all of them by chiming in. “If we leave, we’re dead. If we stay, I might be used or end up dead. My sister might be dead. All we can do is hope my visions help guide us along.”

      “Or maybe you’ll just generate a shield big enough to just permanently protect half of the city forever.”

      “Yeah, that’s real practical,” I said with a snort.

      “Wait, you can generate shields?” That was Mallory’s dad, to whom I had only ever spoken maybe three times in my entire life. He was a short man, with a thick, ginger beard and dark brown hair.

      “Um, I did once. So, I can probably do it again. Maybe.” I raised the book I was reading. “According to this, Mihana the Oracle once was able to foresee the coming of a massive storm and saved the life of many other-folk. She also spoke of the end of her own kind, so it’s a mixed bag. I mean, she was right, but still a bummer.”

      “Anything about her generating shields in there?” Mallory said, crossing over to look at the book as well.

      “No. But Kiloa the Furious apparently once made an entire town disappear.”

      “Disappear? What, she, like, blew it up?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. It just disappeared.” I looked down to the pages and read more. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me!”

      “What? What is it?”

      “It’s the island of Atlantis. According to this, she’s the one who made it vanish.”

      “Atlantis? Is that supposed to mean something?”

      I gave her a look. “You know, the island of Atlantis? Sunk into the sea and been a legend for approximately forever.”

      “Oh, are you serious? You’re telling me an oracle made it go boom?”

      “Again, no, not boom. Vanish. It was just gone. No debris. No damage. It was just…not there anymore.”

      “Huh. So, it’s not just telling the future and all that. You guys pack some serious psychic punch.”

      “Apparently.” I sighed and looked back at the book. “I don’t know if every oracle has the same powers or if it’s different for each one. There’s not really a clear answer on that.”

      “Huh. I guess I get why the dragons are so obsessed with you then. You don’t just tell them how battles go, but you also can just make their entire stronghold go poof!”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I didn’t feel like I was some all-powerful entity. I still was Davie, the pudgy or fat (depending on the season) barista with overly dyed hair and probably early onset carpal tunnel from all my drawing. I didn’t even have a college degree or any real-world skills. I was just an orphan and a scarred up, traumatized one at that.

      I knew that I had done amazing things, impossible things, and I had seen things that no human would ever believe. But… I didn’t know. It was complicated.

      I figured I’d had enough for the night and set the book aside. “Hey, I think I’m gonna turn in for the night. Are you guys okay with that or do you want to turn in with me?”

      The three of them looked at each other, as if debating, and I took that as my cue to rush out. I was in my twenties, after all. I could walk myself to bed.

      But almost as soon as I opened the door, I was face-to-face with a muscled chest. Blinking, I took a step back to see none other than Baelfyre standing there, already equipped with a crooked smile.

      “Oh, hello. I thought I might be able to find you here,” he said, leaning in the doorway like he was some sort of hotshot. Well, I guessed he was, considering he was a lesser dragon prince. “Bron unfortunately is caught up in a tailoring, so he sent me to make sure you get dinner and escort you to your room.” He offered his arm and it was such a crude imitation of Bron’s usual gesture that my skin crawled for a moment. While I was still torn between trusting my vision version of him and trusting his apparent kindness, I wasn’t in the mood to entertain the mental debate.

      However, I managed to stop my reaction and walk past him politely. “I’m fine.”

      But his long legs caught up with me easily, his eyes glinting with mischief. “I know you are, but I’d like to make sure you’re taken care of anyway.”

      Mallory quickly popped up at the door, no doubt having heard the man. “Did someone say food? I wanna come too!”

      I sent her a grateful look and she gave me the subtle nod that all girls knew as a signal of understanding.

      “Oh, that sounds fun,” I said. “Friend dinner!”

      To his credit, Baelfyre’s smile didn’t falter at all. Instead, he offered another arm to her. “Two lovely ladies instead of one? Sounds like a good way to spend the evening.”

      Resigned, I linked my arm through his and so did Mallory, although she had to reach a considerable way to do so.

      We made our way to the kitchen without any incidents, just Baelfyre’s flirting the whole way, and the same chef as before gave us full plates. We took them up to my room and I was incredibly grateful that Baelfyre didn’t try to let himself in.

      “Alright, you ladies have a lovely night,” he said, untangling himself from us as we went into my room. “And don’t fill up too much, there’s going to be quite a feast tomorrow.”

      “Wait, there is?” I asked, pausing just before I shut the door.

      “Yeah, didn’t you know?”

      I shook my head and unfortunately, he took that as a sign to step forward and swing my door back open so we could talk.

      “It’s a grand banquet and dance before the war. A time to celebrate bonds and cherish each other. Consider it a sort of… last supper, I guess you could call it. That’s when they’ll coronate Bron as the leader general.”

      “Oh…” I murmured. Why hadn’t Bron told me about that? Hadn’t he just promised to be more attentive to me just a couple of days ago? “I don’t think we’re invited.”

      “Nonsense! It is for everyone here!” A guilty look crossed across his face. “Oh no, what if I’m ruining a surprise? That seems just like Bron. Forget I said anything, okay?”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Nothing. I’ll, uh, I’ll see you tomorrow!” With that, he disappeared down the hall, leaving Mallory and I to eat.

      “Well, that was something,” she said, digging into her food. “You sure he’s a bad guy? If I didn’t know better, I would think he was into you.”

      “You think that about every boy that talks to me.”

      “Yeah, because you’re gorgeous and to him, you’re some mystical semi-deity that’s supposed to have been extinct. I really can’t blame him.”

      “Well, when you put it like that...” I laughed and sat down on the floor next to her. “It almost makes me wanna believe you.”

      She snorted, mouth full. “I don’t know why you always have such a hard time accepting compliments about yourself.”

      I shrugged. “Is it really that hard to figure out?” She just gave me a confused look, so I rolled my eyes. “Man, you went to high school with me. Remember when Richie came up to me and asked me out to a dance, only to yell ‘psych’ and go back to his friends?”

      “Ugh. The nineties. I don’t miss that phrase.”

      “And remember how Amanda and Cindy would compliment my hair, but then giggle on the way back to their tables?”

      “I might…vaguely recall.”

      “Yeah. And those are just a couple of incidences burned into my mind. There are dozens of those kinds of things. Potshots about my scars. Back-handed compliments about overcoming being an orphan. Teachers talking behind your back to students because they think you’re too cocky.

      “After long enough, you start building defenses so that people can’t get in again. Compliments are just whetstones to sharpen their daggers.”

      “Geez, Davie. I’ve known you for years and I had no idea. You never act like any of that stuff got to you. I always admired how impervious you were to everything.”

      “Yeah, because if you show that it bothers you, then they know that they have a way in. You have to be strong all the time. You show a single crack and they’ll all pour in like fleas smelling blood.”

      “…that’s, uh, macabre.”

      “Yeah, life often is.” I took some more bites of food. “But now do you kinda get it? You got into MMA to defend yourself, I just took a different path. We both did what we needed to do to survive.”

      “Welp. I’m officially depressed now.”

      “Don’t be,” I answered, chuckling slightly. “That’s all behind us. Just don’t expect me to start thinking that drop dead gorgeous and possibly evil dragon boys like me.”

      “Okay. How about the drop dead gorgeous and probably good dragon boy who likes you?”

      “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m sure you don’t.”

      But like a good friend, she knew to drop it. We finished our meals in relative quiet and then she called her parents to let them know she was spending the night. I tried to convince her that she didn’t need to do that, but once Mallory made up her mind, there was never any changing it.

      So, the two of us climbed into my ridiculously large bed with full bellies and snuggled together. It was a small touch of familiarity, and I realized I needed it in the sea of newness that I was only barely staying afloat in.

      I was lucky to have someone like Mallory. It would probably help me to be a little more open with her, but there were some walls even my best friend wasn’t allowed through. I guessed I would have to work on that.

      If I lived long enough, that was.
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            Family Reunion

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up slowly, my head all sorts of fuzzy. My feet hit cold floor and I was tempted to stay in bed, but something spurred me forward.

      Sitting up, I looked around. The morning light was filtering through my curtains pretty beautifully, sending coral colors spilling across the space. My eyes rested on my canvas, which was painfully blank.

      I didn’t like that. A blank canvas was a sign of a blank soul, and while a lot could be said about me, that wasn’t accurate at all.

      I slid out from under the covers and walked over. Sitting on my stool, I tried to think of what to paint. I had just been so tired, lately. Why was I so tired?

      I didn’t know. I tried to think back, to figure out why my head was so heavy and my heart hurt so much, but the thoughts wouldn’t come. That was okay. I was so tired of being negative. Why was I so negative?

      It was like I was born with a weight in my soul. Or maybe it was just handed to me when my house burned down. Who knew.

      “Hey, Bean, what are you doing in here?” A familiar voice made the weight in my heart disappear. My head practically snapped to the door and I saw Mickey standing there, the light shining all around her. “It’s Saturday morning. Come watch some cartoons.”

      “You’re here!” I cried, jumping to my feet. Suddenly, the whole world seemed better, brighter. I ran to her, throwing my arms around her, and then the tears came. “Mickey, I’ve missed you so much!”

      “I know, baby, I know.” She patted the top of my head, even though I was taller than her now, and I felt like everything was alright. “And I’m happy to see you too, but I’m going to need you to open your eyes. Really open your eyes.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, pulling my head back. “My eyes are open.”

      She gently took my chin between a couple of her fingers and tilted my head so that I was facing her determined gaze. I knew that face so well. The mottled, burned skin on half of her body, pink and occasionally angry red. The dark circles under her eyes when she grew especially ill. The slight upturn to her mouth that was permanently molded into her face from the first skin grafts they had tried.

      “Daniella. Listen to me. We don’t have much time, so open. Your. Eyes.”

      What did she mean? I was looking right at her. How was I supposed to—

      In the blink of an eye, it all changed. I wasn’t in my room anymore, with the soft light surrounding us and happiness on the breeze. Instead, I was surrounded by gray and rubble and destruction.

      “Mickey…” I whispered. “Where are we?”

      “Haven’t you been here before?” She still held my hand as she moved to stand next to me instead of in front. “I felt you here and tried to find you, but then an unexpected visitor landed and made you go away.”

      I nodded, my heart fluttering. This place was bad. So bad. I could feel it in the deepest, darkest pits of my stomach. “The rotted dragon.”

      “Yes. Him. Not a very nice fellow, is he?”

      “No.” I turned back to her. “Who is he? What is this place? What is going on?”

      “This is a…meeting place of sorts. I guess you could call it a kind of central hub where people like us share information.”

      “People like us?”

      “Seers. Oracles. Soothsayers. There are many words for us. There used to be many, but now we are so few.”

      “I…I don’t understand.”

      “It’s alright. I’ll show you.”

      She squeezed my hand and we were zooming off again. Before I knew it, we were back in our apartment, except the light was not so saintly.

      Just like all of my visions before, a holographic version of Mickey was moving around the kitchen. I could tell that she was struggling, no doubt her knees were aching and her head was pounding. It made my heart hurt to see her like that.

      “This was right when you were fighting to get free,” the real Mickey, or at least what I thought was the real Mickey, said. “I know it’s hard, but I need you to see this. I need you to find me.”

      “I don’t understand. Why can’t you just tell me? You’re right here!”

      “Because I don’t know. That’s why I need you to see. I need you to watch this.”

      So I did, and it was one of the hardest moments of my life. The door burst inward and a single drake came scrambling in, teeth gnashing. Mickey screamed and scrambled onto the counter, but it wasn’t enough to get away. The drake was coming for her and she was too weak to run.

      But then seven men in suits came running in. It might have been comical, if the situation wasn’t so dire. Their faces elongated, scales growing along their features and teeth sprouting from their gums. They all set upon the offending drake and it was a bloodbath.

      I retched, and real Mickey patted my back comfortingly. “Don’t worry. I did the same thing too.”

      Glancing to the corner of the kitchen, I saw where she was still pressing herself between some cabinets. Sure enough, she leaned over and spewed all over the floor.

      I guess us sisters really were alike.

      But then the men went to her. I couldn’t tell what they said, but whatever it was convinced her to reach out to them and allow one of them to pull her into his arms. It was strange to see my sister looking like a bride and being carried out by a random man, but I was glad that at least she wasn’t alone.

      But then the scene was shifting, and they were all in a van. It was gray, and I saw that they buckled my sister in and tucked a blanket behind her head. That made me feel better, but not much.

      “How are we in the car?” I asked, my brain trying to catch up with everything.

      “I’m not really sure how all of this works,” Mickey answered, although I couldn’t see her, or move my head to try to get a better glimpse to her. “It’s like we’re tapping into the minds of the people in this moment, seeing what they see, but then sometimes they play themselves out like we’re a third person watching a movie unfold.”

      “Huh, that’s complicated.”

      “Tell me about it. Now here comes the good part, and by good, I mean absolutely terrifying.”

      “What do you—”

      Before I could finish, something slammed into the side of the van. Suddenly, we were tumbling head over feet, glass shattering everywhere and metal buckling, but there was no pain. No dizziness. It was the exact opposite of everything I would expect from a car accident.

      Then Mickey and I were out of the car, like we had been shot out of whoever’s point of view and splatted into a completely different position. Like something out of a horror movie, a surge of dragons rushed the vehicle. Their claws cut into the metal and their teeth tried to get through the glass. There were hundreds of them, more than even six full dragons could take.

      But where were they all coming from?

      I looked around, but I couldn’t see anything but the crash in front of me. It was awful and loud and like a thunderclap in vehicle form. How could Mickey survive that? Yet I could feel that she did.

      “Pretty intense,” the real Mickey remarked from beside me, chuckling slightly. How could she laugh? We were watching her abduction in slow motion and she seemed entertained by it all. “But you should wait for the next part. It gets pretty sketchy.”

      I knew better than to ask this time. Instead, I tensed and listened for what would come.

      I didn’t have to wait long. I heard a whooshing through the air, and the gray clouds above our head split, revealing a huge, ruby-colored dragon.

      It was big. Bigger than Bron. Bigger than Baelfyre. The spell that had been hiding it must have been a powerful one to conceal his entire frame. One leg reached down, claws extended, only to sink into the roof of the van and yank upward.

      It rose from the ground, frame creaking woefully, and I could hear Mickey’s screams from where I was. God, she sounded so scared! I never should have left her. If I was just a little bit smarter, she wouldn’t have been alone!

      One of the men tried to climb out of the shattered front window, his form elongating as he morphed. Instead of the hyper-speed I was used to seeing Bron and Baelfyre shift, his went slower. Maybe it was because he was simultaneously trying to clamber from a vehicle. Maybe it was because he was already hurt or tired. Either way, I got to see some of the gruesome process and it was absolutely sickening.

      Bones popped, skin sloughed off, eyes rolled back in his head then circled around to be reptilian again, but he never quite made it onto the roof to do whatever the heck he was going to do. One moment, the van was there, battered and rising from the ground, and the next, there was a flash of blinding blue and it was gone.

      “What the—”

      The scene shifted again and suddenly, the van crashed down right in front of us. I jumped back, yelping, but the many pieces of debris just moved right through me.

      With all the adrenaline pumping through me, I felt like I could observe everything at once. Wherever we were now was dark, so incredibly dark. There was the faintest flicker of purple light high in the sky that was otherwise an inky, unforgiving black that swallowed up any stars that might have once hung in the obsidian heavens.

      All around us were ruins, like an ancient labyrinth had crumbled into just a faint echo of what it used to be. It was cold, not quite winter but definitely not spring, and the very air itself felt damp and slippery. How I could feel my surroundings yet not have the vehicle debris hurt me seemed like a strange conflict, but I was over trying to question what made sense or not.

      One by one, the van’s occupants crawled out. I was pleased to see that all of the men but one had made it, and they pulled Mickey out to safety with them.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, head starting to swim, which just made everything that much more confusing. “What are you showing me?”

      “What happened. I don’t know how I did it, but apparently, I jumped to some sort of pocket dimension. Not quite of this world, not quite of another, just kinda vaguely connected to the hub we were in before. I need you to find this place and find me.”

      “Why can’t you get back? I don’t understand!” Too much was happening too fast. I had just witnessed my sister’s rescue, then attempted kidnapping, then sudden disappearance. I had learned that there were apparently alternate dimensions and a central hub and that seers were apparently a whole lot more than fortune tellers.

      “Well, the thing is, people can’t survive here. Sickness set in on our first night. I was so scared, so weak, that I couldn’t fight it. We all went to sleep and, as far as I could tell, I managed to put us in some sort of crystalline stasis.”

      “Cryst…alline?” I murmured slowly. Instantly, my mind flashed to the painting I had made of myself encased in beautiful blue with the luminous stones piercing my chest.

      “Yeah. I’ll show you.”

      The scene flashed again and then we were in an even darker place, with only the faintest flicker of purple light peeking through the dense room the survivors were hiding.

      Except they weren’t really hiding. No, each one of them was laying on the ground, huddled together so they could share their warmth, and a solid layer of azure crystal did indeed encase all of them.

      My gaze went to Mickey, as if I would see the truth written there. Her face was peaked and drawn, with deep circles under her eyes. She looked so sick, so frail, nothing like the version of her that was standing next to me.

      “But if you’re there, then how are you here?”

      “I dunno. If you’re here, how are you also on Earth? It’s not like I have a manual on this.”

      “But if you don’t have a manual, how do you seem to know so much? Like the hub, and pocket dimension, and all that?”

      “Oh, yeah. That is a good question.” She laughed, and it sounded just like she used to before she got sick. “I guess, since my body is kinda kaput, my mind is free to wander wherever it wants, and apparently, it wants to go to where other seers are. I’ve learned a lot by just hovering in the background.”

      “So, there are more seers? Not just me—er, us?”

      “Yeah, but not a ton. From what I can tell, there are hundreds and hundreds of worlds all interconnected to each other, all of them similar, and yet different, but seers? Maybe a couple dozen. A lot of them are like us, with no idea they have any gifts or that shifters exist or anything like that.”

      “I… That’s a lot to take in.”

      “I know, little sis.” Once more, she took me in her arms and gave me the warmest of hugs. “I just need you to remember this place. If you can observe enough of it, maybe you can come save me.” She laughed again, although it was a hair more bitter. “Big sis depending on her baby sister. How humiliating.”

      “I…I don’t even know if I can hop worlds like you did.” My heart was squeezing in my chest again. I had to save my sister! Now that I knew that she was alive and in need of help, I wouldn’t be able to think of anything else. “So far, I’ve only had dreams or visions, and I made a shield once.”

      “I think the dimension hopping is more of a latent skill of all seers, although some of us might have more of a propensity for it than others. Trust me, if you work hard, you will find me. I believe in you.”

      She leaned forward and pressed a single kiss to my forehead. It filled me with a split-second of happiness and familiarity, allowing me to forget what awaited me when I awoke.

      A roar sounded above our head, so out of place in this environment that my stomach almost exited my body from the sheer force of the startle. Mickey let out a curse and grabbed my hand tightly.

      “That’s the rotten dragon. He doesn’t seem to like when multiple seers are together in whatever this dreamspace is called. You have to go now.”

      “But I have so many questions! I need to see more of this place!”

      “I know, babe, but time’s up. Remember, I love you, and we will see each other again.”

      With that, she let go, and I was falling backward, flailing into the abyss until darkness swallowed me.
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            Get Up to Get Down

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat bolt upright, gasping and panting and a complete mess. Somehow, my wild movements didn’t wake Mallory, so I had to shake her violently to get her eyes to flicker open.

      “Geez, what is it?” she groaned, pulling her phone from where she had shoved it into her cleavage. “It’s…four in the morning!”

      “I know where my sister is.”

      She sat up faster than even I had, and I almost got dizzy just from watching her. “You what?! Where is she? Come on, if we go to Bron now, we can get her back before tomorrow!”

      “Um, it’s not quite that simple.”

      Mallory’s head whipped to me, no doubt confused as to why I wasn’t taking off like a rocket. But I was still reeling from my own emotional whiplash and I couldn’t figure out how I felt yet. “What do you mean? You know where she is, so we hop on a dragon and we get there, bingo bongo, your sis is foundo!”

      “She’s not on Earth.”

      Mallory stared blankly at me. “Come again?”

      “She’s not on Earth. Or any other planet. She’s in a different dimension, one with no sun or any other people that I could tell.”

      “I realize that this is something that you would not joke about,” Mallory said slowly. “But I’m sure you can understand how much this sounds like one.”

      “I know, I know,” I admitted, sliding out of bed and throwing on a pair of slippers. “But I’m being serious. They were going to be captured by a red dragon, so she teleported herself and the men to another world in another dimension, but then they got sick, so she put them all to sleep. I have to find that dimension and wake her up to bring her back home.”

      To her credit, it only took Mallory about a minute of blank ogling before her brain managed to wrap itself around the concept so she could reply to me. “Alright then. That’s, uh…something.” But her stare didn’t stop. “Why do I feel like you’re not telling me something?”

      I thought about keeping it from her, I really did, but Mallory was my best friend and would see through me easier than a clean window. And at this point, I needed all the support I could get, and I couldn’t ask that of the pint-sized MMA fighter if I wouldn’t give her my trust.

      “I have no idea what dimension she’s in, but I’ve seen it in a vision before.”

      “Uh-huh. You don’t sound very happy about that.”

      I nodded slightly, striding to the door so I could go to the library. “Probably because I feel like it’s the dimension I’ll die in.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alright, pass me that blue book we found by the scrolls,” Mallory said, dropping one of the ancient novels onto the pile beside her desk.

      “There’s no way you read through all of that in just an hour.”

      “Seems like you’re wrong then, because I definitely just did. Amazing what you can do when your friend’s life is on the line.”

      I sighed and handed her the book she asked for. “I shouldn’t have told you,” I murmured. “Like I said, I don’t know if I’ll die there, I’ve just got a strong feeling. I haven’t quite figured out if these visions are literal or more metaphorical.”

      “Ugh, I feel like that’s always the catch twenty-two of any future-telling and oracle stuff. But still, I’d rather play it careful and I’m sure there’s gotta be something about blue crystals, or a central hub, or a rotted dragon. I mean, the dragons and all of that came here from another dimension, right? So, someone, somewhere must have written something down.”

      “I hope so.” I was trying to be optimistic, but it was hard. For a moment, I had felt like I had my sister back, but then she had been yanked away from me again. And while I did have the confirmation that she was indeed alive, I didn’t know where or if I could even get to her if I did know.

      “Oh, this is where you two are! I’ve been looking for you all morning!”

      I glanced to the door to see Bron, dressed to the nines in an embroidered tunic with dark pants and high boots. He really did look like a prince from a fairy tale, especially with his white hair pulled up into a high ponytail.

      “Did you need something?” Mallory asked, her tone quite short.

      “Apologies, was I interrupting something?”

      I sent her a sharp look and she just shook her head. I had asked her earlier not to tell Bron. While I was working on my trust issues and letting down my walls, I didn’t want to deal with all the drama that would come from telling him that I had painted my own death.

      “Ah, very well. I am glad to hear that.” He stepped in and had such a bright, hopeful expression that it was hard not to feel my mood lift. “But I have come here to extend a royal invitation to the both of you to join me for the grand celebration tonight!”

      Huh, it seemed Baelfyre was right. Bron had been meaning to tell me and just wanted to sneak a surprise in there. I guess I really did need to have more faith in him.

      “A grand celebration?” I said, trying to sound sincerely shocked. Judging by the slightly muffled snort from Mallory, my performance was only so-so. “What’s that?”

      Bron, bless his heart, didn’t seem to catch it. What I wouldn’t give to trust like he did. “It’s a truly spectacular night of friendship and appreciating what we have! I’ve never attended one myself, being that we haven’t gone to war since long before I was born, but my grandfather speaks highly of them!

      “There will be food, and dancing, and singing! It will quite the spectacular occasion!”

      Part of me wanted to tell him that I was finding my sister and I didn’t have a second to spare, but then I would have to explain alternate dimensions and where my sister was and my dreams and honestly, I didn’t have the energy for it.

      Besides, there was only so much I could read in a day before my eyes started to cross, so a little celebration before the dark days came wouldn’t exactly be bad.

      “We’d love to,” I answered.

      He clapped his hands together, and his smile somehow doubled, something that I had previously thought was impossible. “Fantastic! Then, when you’re done here, perhaps sometime after lunch, you’d like to meet me by your rooms?”

      I sent him a quizzical look. “Why after lunch? Isn’t that a little early?”

      “Just trust me,” he said with a wink. “But otherwise, is there anything I can help you with while I’m here?”

      “Nope!” I said quickly. “Just girl stuff! You go enjoy whatever pre-feast prep you gotta do.”

      He gave a little salute and I didn’t understand how he was so adorable for a tall, broad-shouldered man that could turn into a fire-breathing dragon. “Alright then! I’ll leave you to it! Remember, after lunch.”

      “You got it, Bron.”

      He gave me another happy little nod and marched out. But as he left, so did the bright mood that was beginning to seep into me, and I found myself back in doom and gloom mode.

      “I’m surprised you said yes,” Mallory murmured, looking down at her book so that I couldn’t see her face—although I was sure she was smirking like the smarmy little brat she was. “I thought you’d want to hole yourself up in here forever.”

      “Well, you thought wrong,” I said. “I figure things are gonna get real stressful real fast, so we might as well enjoy ourselves while we can. You know, one last hurrah.”

      “How nihilistic of you.”

      I shrugged. “Can you blame me?”

      She seemed to think for a moment. “Yeah. I guess not.”

      Thankfully, she let it drop there, and we sank into our books yet again. I learned many things, like that there once had been fifteen large dragon clans, half of them matriarchal and half of them patriarchal like Bron’s family. It seemed seers lived among the dragons and other underworlders as recently as three hundred years ago. Granted, while that was a long time considering my lifespan, it wasn’t really that long considering the history of the entire Earth.

      But I found nothing useful. Not really. Nothing about pocket dimensions or people-preserving crystals or anything like that. Just a lot of legends and lore.

      By the time it was lunch, my stomach was practically eating itself and I had to put the books down to go eat. I dragged Mallory with me, and for once, we didn’t run into Baelfyre or anybody else we didn’t anticipate. For being such a massive building, I felt like we experienced way too many coincidental meetings.

      We didn’t even have to say anything. We just walked into the same door Bron had taken us through, the same chef saw us, then disappeared to make us plates. In the end, he handed us what looked like a chicken quarter and some roasted vegetables, then shooed us to the same corner where we’d occasionally eaten before.

      When we finished, we stacked our plates and headed out, bellies full and contented. I almost headed back to the library before Mallory reminded me that we were supposed to meet Bron at my room, so we quickly turned and headed up.

      I had no idea what he wanted or what he was planning, but I didn’t think of it. Maybe it was an etiquette lesson or a tutorial on who was who? Whatever it was, I would pretend to be excited for Bron’s sake.

      We reached my room to see the doors already wide open. That made my heart jump before I managed to calm myself and my brain reminded me that I already knew who was waiting for me.

      But what I didn’t know was that we wouldn’t be alone. It wasn’t just Bron waiting for us, but also three other people all armed with tape measures, pins, and a large pile of dresses. Were…were these tailors?

      “Mallory! Davie! Since the celebration is a formal affair, I thought you might want to blend in. And what better way to blend in than to wear traditional clothing of my clan?”

      “Are you serious?” Mallory said, chuckling slightly. “We’re going to be able to go full Renaissance Festival for this feast thing?”

      “I, uh, I don’t know what that is.”

      “Don’t worry about it, prince-man. Just suit us up!”

      Bron beamed like we had just handed him the proverbial keys to the kingdom. Turning to the three tailors, he said, “Do whatever is needed to make sure these ladies are satisfied. Until then…” He turned back to me and did that bow thing he did that always made me feel so fancy. “After the fittings, they will do what alterations you need. I’ll send a maid to help both of you to prepare later. Then, once you are ready, I’ll escort both of you to the feast and you’ll see a real party.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I answered. “Go do what you gotta do.”

      He nodded and headed out, a skip in his step. I watched him go, feeling a bit better about everything that was going on around us.

      Or at least I did, until the tailors got to work.

      Why did no one tell me that having someone measure me would be one of the most awkward experiences of my life? Measuring tape and hands seemed to go everywhere with a quick sort of efficiency that my mind couldn’t catch up with, and apparently, the tailors didn’t like the measurements that they found.

      The way it worked was that they had several different dress prototypes that weren’t quite finished, and they were supposed to see which one fit us best then tailor it accordingly. The only issue, none of the dresses even came close to fitting me.

      Either they were too short but fit me most other places, or they would be long enough but wouldn’t fit. Or they’d match my bust but not my hips, or not my biceps either. I guess I just wasn’t a great dragon template.

      Of course, Mallory wasn’t having a much easier time. Everything was way too long on her, and on the off chance they did have something that fit her length, it was made for a child and couldn’t hope to fit her hourglass curves or thick muscles.

      By the time everything was said and done, all three of the tailors seemed incredibly stressed. They left in a huff, hauling their pile of dresses out and leaving Mallory and I standing there without a word.

      “Uh, I think there’s still a pin in my butt,” Mallory said, stepping off the little platform they’d had her stand on.

      “Yeah, toward the end there, I think they were stabbing us on purpose.”

      She shrugged and flopped onto my bed. “What did they expect? We’re not dragons like they are, of course we’re not going to share their exact body shapes. But dragons have really never gelled with dwarves anyway.”

      “Honestly, it seems like no one gets along around here.”

      “Huh, I guess you’re not wrong.” She rolled onto her side and looked me over. “So, what do you want to do to kill time? More reading?”

      “Honestly,” I said with a sigh, “I just want to sleep. Maybe I can find Mickey again in my dreams.”

      “We can only hope.”
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      I felt beautiful.

      It wasn’t exactly a sensation I was used to, but I certainly wasn’t complaining. I felt like a fairy princess stepping out of a movie instead of a lumbering oaf. The transformation was pure magic—no ifs, ands, or buts.

      I looked in my mirror again, turning this way and that. The tailors had arrived at least four hours after I had tucked in for a nap, carrying just two dresses this time. They brought the maid along with them, and before I knew it, I was being shoved into the most beautiful dress I had ever seen.

      It was lilac and gray, falling somewhere between Renaissance and Regency, if I remembered my history…which I probably didn’t. It had a corseted top, with four or five layers of translucent, gossamer material over it. It shimmered in the light, throwing prisms this way and that, making it look like I was dressed in stardust itself.

      Delicate trims decorated the edges of the square neckline, as well as the ends of the sleeves and the bottom hem. The skirt itself was three different layers, the bottommost being the most purple with delicate silver embroidery on it, and each layer after being both lighter in color and in weight.

      “Wow,” Mallory said with a whistle. “You look good, girl.”

      I turned to her breathlessly. “I feel good!” I took a moment to see what she was wearing, and her outfit was just as lovely. Well, maybe not just as lovely. It was hard to believe that anyone in the entire world could feel or look as amazing as I did in the moment.

      Her dress was green and gold, sturdier than mine and with fur trims. For all their grumbling, they had certainly made a garment that fit her wonderfully, if I did say so myself.

      It was only then that I realized the tailors had disappeared, leaving us only with the maid. Thankfully, it wasn’t the same woman that I had met earlier who seemed to have a pretty strong dislike for me. For that I was grateful, but it didn’t mean I was ready for her to sit me down and start going at my hair.

      For what it was worth, she was as gentle as she could be considering it was weeks since I did an oil treatment and several days since brushing it. It wasn’t that I meant to neglect myself, but with everything that had happened, it was easy to just throw it up in a ponytail and forget.

      So, it did take a while for her to get my tresses in some sort of manageable state, but she never complained. My scalp was a bit tender, so she gave me a few minutes’ break before braiding it in some elaborate patterns.

      I heard a knock on the door a bit before she finished. Naturally, I couldn’t exactly turn my head, so I just crossed my fingers and hoped it wasn’t anyone I didn’t want to see.

      “Give us, like, five minutes, Bron,” Mallory said. “Then Davie will be done, and I’ll be a short bit after her.”

      “Of course!” I could hear his voice just faintly through the door. “I wouldn’t want to interrupt while anyone was indecent.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mallory shot back. “The only thing that’s indecent is how beautiful Davie is.”

      “Mallory!” I hissed, reaching out to cuff her arm but I missed because I couldn’t see her.

      “What? It’s the truth!”

      “I’m sure that you both look resplendent. I will await patiently.”

      My stomach began to bubble with anticipation, and my leg bounced. The maid finished my hair and grabbed a case that she had brought with her. I watched, curious, until she opened it in front of me and revealed an entire case full of high-end makeup.

      “Do you need assistance, or would you like to do this yourself?”

      My eyes went wide, and I looked up at her like she was the Messiah himself. “These are all for me to use?”

      “If you wish.”

      I loved makeup. While I never wore it, mostly due to the expense and the fact that I never had time, it was basically like paint for my face. I could make all sorts of pretty feels and ideas with colored powder and all sorts of creams! I figured this particular art wouldn’t trigger a vision like my paintings always did.

      I dug in excitedly, putting on foundation and then setting powder, then highlights and contour and eyeshadow. I went for dewy and mystical, with plenty of shimmer and glitter, and I thought I pulled it off pretty well for not having much practice.

      Finally, I was done. I stared at the mirror, hardly believing that it was me looking back. My jaw looked sharp and my cheekbones looked both high and prominent. Taking my phone out, I snapped a few pictures for posterity’s sake before I realized that I couldn’t procrastinate any longer.

      It was time to see Bron.

      I didn’t know why, but my hands were shaking and my heart was in my throat as I approached the door. There was nothing significant about just walking to an entrance, and yet it seemed like such a big deal.

      Well, it was now or never, I supposed. I grabbed the doorknob and opened it, to see Bron standing there, arms folded as he waited.

      He turned to me, obviously excited, but the moment he saw me, his face went blank. I stood there awkwardly, waiting for him to say something, but no words came out of his mouth.

      “Um, you okay?” I asked, crossing my arms in the hopes that it would make me seem like I didn’t care.

      “I, uh, I—” He paused and shook his head. “You look beautiful. Truly, truly beautiful.” He stepped forward and held his hand out. I was so used to him escorting me that I just gave him my hand without a thought, and the next thing I knew, he was bending down to kiss it.

      I stood there, flushing way harder than a twenty-year-old should have been at such an innocent gesture. I managed to recover before he straightened, and gently pulled my hand from his grip.

      Just in time too, because Mallory was stomping out. Unlike me, she didn’t like makeup and was mostly barefaced, with just some glimmer on her cheeks and gloss on her lips. Nonetheless, she looked beautiful, and it was the fanciest that I had ever seen her.

      “Well, we all ready to boogey until we just can’t boogey no more?”

      “That we are!” Bron said excitedly, offering us both an arm. “Come, this is my last night as just myself! We must make it an occasion to remember!”

      “I’ll do my best,” I answered, wrapping my arm through his before we strode off together.

      I’d never really had much of a friend group in school. Pretty much just Mallory and then maybe the new kid before they inevitably found a more popular group they fit into, but in Bron’s hold, I felt like I belonged.

      It was nice, and although I knew that this was the last time we might have a moment of peace, I resolved to enjoy it. The dark cloud on the horizon could wait until tomorrow, and I would throw everything I had into finding my sister.

      No matter where that led.

      The walk to the banquet hall was uneventful, apart from how many people were heading there. I saw maids, cooks, guards, all dressed in their finest. It really did seem that this event was for everyone, no matter their station. If there was one thing that humans could learn from dragons, it was how to take care of each other and treat each other with respect.

      Well…except for that whole war thing. But there were zealots in every group, no matter what, and sometimes, people had to protect themselves from said zealots.

      However, all thoughts of war and those hunting me fell away as we stepped into the massive banquet hall. I had thought we would be in the same room we were in before for the leader general nomination, or whatever that whole shindig had been called, but no. This one was easily ten times bigger and so gorgeously decorated, I almost felt underdressed, even with my fancy getup.

      There were three chandeliers in the long chamber, two smaller ones at each end, and then a gorgeous, five-tiered one that dominated the center. It might have been bigger than my entire apartment I had shared with my sister, just thousands and thousands of dollars of crystals and ornate chains hanging from the ceiling and reflecting prisms of light everywhere.

      “Wow,” Mallory breathed. “So, this is what my parents were talking about.”

      “What do you mean?” Bron asked curiously.

      “Mom said she attended a celebration here when she was a kid and that it was the fanciest place that she had ever been. She definitely wasn’t exaggerating for once.”

      I looked around at the beautiful paintings, and the gauzy curtains hanging from the windows, and the golden candelabras attached to the walls, shining far more brightly than any other candle I had ever seen. There were busts and statues too, all pure alabaster and polished to such a high shine that I was sure I would see my reflection on them. Everything was opulence and finery, pearls and diamonds, glitz and glamour, and I couldn’t believe that I was actually there.

      “Come, this way,” Bron said, stepping in and pulling us along with him. “One of my favorite musicians agreed to come back from their European tour to entertain us tonight! I think you will love them.”

      “You always think we’ll love everything,” I countered. “It’s part of your depthless optimism.”

      “Depthless optimism?” he echoed. “I like that. I’ll have to remind someone to put that on my gravestone.”

      “Hopefully, you’ll have a long time before you need to issue that order,” Mallory murmured.  I almost replied, but I didn’t want to jinx it. Instead, the three of us walked over to the far side of the room, pushing past dresses and tunics alike, until we were in front of a dais full of sound equipment.

      I had half-expected an old-fashioned orchestra with a conductor in a white wig, but instead, there was a regular band, complete with a bass guitarist, lead guitarist, drummer, violinist, and singer. They were all dressed somewhere between gothic and punk, leading me to wonder what exactly they were planning to play.

      I didn’t have to wait long for my answer. The singer of the group saw Bron and shot him a flirtatious wink.

      “Been a long time, prince-boy.”

      “Indeed, it has!” Bron answered enthusiastically, seemingly oblivious to the blatant game the singer was trying to lay down. “I saw you last at cousin Gelda’s birthday, yes?”

      “I’m flattered that you remember.”

      “Of course I do! You are my favorite band, after all. But I cannot help but wonder if you remember what my favorite song is?”

      “Oh, I remember alright. In fact, it’s our opener.” She winked again then looked to their bandmates. Within a minute, they were playing, and I got to hear exactly what they sounded like.

      It was the most strange, and yet beautiful, combination of metal and symphonic sounds I had ever heard. The violin was lilting and magical while the bass spoke of danger, darkness, and loss. The singer herself was operatic, but the bassist would every now and then lean into his own mic and growl or snarl for effect. It was an ongoing tussle of beauty and strength, and I quickly found myself getting caught up in it.

      “What do you think?” Bron asked, clearly excited to hear what both of us thought.

      “I’m surprised that they let you get away with this!” I said, bobbing my head to the beat. “It’s not exactly typical.”

      “Yeah,” Mallory said. “I thought your people would have too big of a stick up their butts to have modern music!”

      “Well…to be honest, hardly anyone likes this. Once they finish their set, the more classical band will come on. They really only tolerate this because I’m the prince.”

      “You gotta use all that power for something, I guess.”

      Bron just shrugged, his eyes locked on the band. “I suppose it’s not the worst way to abuse it.”

      “No, not by far.”

      We let the conversation fade and just enjoyed the music. Unfortunately, the band’s set was short, lasting under what had to be half an hour before ending to mild applause.

      “Man, you’re lucky I like you,” the singer said as the rest of their band packed up. “Your family isn’t exactly the liveliest crowd.”

      “Apologies, but it is appreciated nonetheless.”

      “I’m sure it is. What would also be appreciated is if you finally sang me that song you’ve said you’ve written.”

      I’d never seen Bron blush so hard, red creeping up his neck and spilling across his face. It really was a sight to behold and I couldn’t help but snicker.

      “A song, huh?”

      “It’s not important,” he said quickly. “Anyway, Angel, I appreciate your time. Your performance was excellent.”

      “Of course it was. That’s what I do.” They reached down and ruffled his hair before heading out with the rest of the crew. When Bron turned to face me, he looked so flustered that it was downright adorable.

      “I want to hear your song,” I persisted, batting my eyes at him.

      “It’s, uh, it’s not finished. Maybe later.”

      I was going to press the issue, maybe because I was secretly a bit sadistic, but before I could, Baelfyre came striding up, all cocky smiles and charming winks.

      “Cousin! Ladies! You all look rather amazing!”

      He didn’t look half-bad either. He was dressed in a tunic of deep, deep purple with golden embellishments similar to Bron’s. His hair was brushed back, revealing a widow’s peak and high forehead that made him appear even more regal than usual. His lashes seemed even longer than normal, framing his eyes and making his gaze seem even more piercing. Geez, he really was pretty, wasn’t he? But just like so many poisonous animals, I was sure that his looks were just beautiful camouflage to distract from the oh-so-insidious trap he was hiding.

      “I have to say, Davie, I do normally love your natural look in casual wear, but this dress absolutely suits you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so effortlessly upstage both me and my cousin.” He shot me a wink—that seemed to be the expression of the night—before looking to Mallory. “And you, my pocket-sized Amazon, look downright queenly.”

      “Call me that again and I’ll drop-kick you.”

      “Noted.” He bowed and gave a honeyed laugh, again making me doubt. Maybe I was wrong about this guy. We’d been living together in harmony and he had even saved my life once.

      Before I could send myself into another thought-tailspin about the nature of my visions and what I should or shouldn’t take literally, music started playing. Surprised, I looked over to see that a small orchestra of about fifteen people had set up and were beginning to play. Had we really been talking for that long?

      “Would you listen to that?” Baelfyre said, his smile growing downright luminous. “It’s time to dance. Now, Bron, surely you don’t mean to hog two such effervescent partners to yourself, do you?”

      “Uh, no, of course not.” Before I could quite register what was going on, Bron dropped his arm holding Mallory and took a step away with my arm still in his hold. “Miss Davie, may I ask you for your first dance of the evening?”

      “Wow,” Mallory huffed dryly. “I’m gonna try not to take that personally, but you ain’t making it easy.”

      “Don’t mind my cousin,” Baelfyre said, sliding over to her like butter but twice as slick. “Sometimes in his enthusiasm, he forgets his manners. I would be more than honored for a chance to dance with you this night.”

      “Ugh, I guess. But I’m warning you, I have two left feet and a really good right hook.”

      The two of them walked off, heading to what was apparently the dancefloor, judging by the many couples now swaying across the polished floor. Bron and I followed along behind them, and my blood was rushing through my body like someone cut the brakes on a rollercoaster.

      Sure, Bron and I had danced before, and it had been lovely and charged with a strange tension that I neither had the time nor energy to deal with, but that had been on our own, without any prying eyes to pick apart what I did and judge the prince for fraternizing with a lowly human orphan.

      Despite my trepidation, I found myself on the dance floor and in the prince’s hold. “You really do look beautiful tonight.”

      “So, do you,” I answered absently, looking over his shoulder. I caught at least three different people staring at me, so I sent them the harshest glares I could.

      “Hah, thank you. It is not often I am called beautiful.”

      “Really?” I retorted, bringing my attention back to him. “That’s a shame. I guess I’ll just have to call you that more often.”

      He chuckled lightly. “I certainly wouldn’t mind.”

      We found the rhythm of the lilting, classical music and floated across the floor together. It was quite different than our moment in the library, with us sliding between other couples and covering greater ground before turning and going a different direction, but it wasn’t bad.

      “I noticed that you are not wearing your gloves.”

      Startled, I looked to my hand to see that my scar tissue and mottled skin was indeed on display, more pink in the light than red. I had completely forgotten about the white gloves that Baelfyre had given me. That was…interesting. I hadn’t gone ungloved in public in years.

      “Oh, uh… I guess I didn’t notice.”

      “I guess not.” He smiled at me serenely and I couldn’t get over how handsome he was. Was I shallow? Or was it just my inner artist talking? Maybe I had just found my muse, and this was what it felt like. “Is it arrogant to think that it could be because you are growing more comfortable around me?”

      “Um, I don’t know, to be honest. I’m no psychiatrist.”

      “Me neither, unfortunately. Apparently, it wasn’t considered a vital skill to have during my schooling.”

      “Really? You’d think that’d be fairly useful to a royal.”

      “Now that I’m older, yes, I can’t help but agree.”

      “Of course you’d agree. I’m right, after all.”

      He laughed and we continued to spin across the floor. However, a song could only last for so long, and I heard the music start to fade far too soon.

      “Would it be terribly selfish of me to ask for your second dance of the night as well?” Bron asked quietly, looking at me with that strange expression again. The one that made me feel beautiful and sick to my stomach and sweaty and exhilarated all at once.

      “No, I don’t think so,” I murmured. “This is your night to celebrate, after all?”

      He smiled as the music picked up in tempo once again and he spun me around several times. I was amazed that I managed to stay upright. Maybe Bron was just that good of a lead. I laughed, and almost asked him to do it again, when I noticed that someone official-looking had gently grabbed his arm and was whispering in his ear.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Bron didn’t answer until the person finished whispering and walked off. Suddenly, his hold dropped, and I was feeling quite isolated on the large, crowded dance floor. “Apologies, Davie, it seems I am needed for a few things before the grand coronation.” He looked around for Baelfyre, then waved the dark-haired man over.

      “Did you need something, cousin?”

      “Yes. It seems a few more things need to be done before the main event. Would you be so kind as to escort both Miss Davie and Miss Mallory to an optimum seat for the feast?”

      “Of course! Anything for our future leader general.”

      Bron gave a little, grateful nod and turned to go. He wavered for just the slightest of moments, as if he wanted to say something else, but just shook his head and walked away.

      “Poor Bron,” Baelfyre mused. “Sometimes it really does seem like he has the whole world on his shoulders.”

      “Yeah,” I added. “But I think he can handle it.”

      Baelfyre brightened at that. “True, and hopefully he won’t have to handle it for long.”

      He offered his arm to me again and I looped mine through his with resignation. It wasn’t the same as being led around by Bron, but it would have to do.

      “Now, let’s find a seat for you lovely ladies. The food is half the fun, after all!”
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      Baelfyre wasn’t kidding about the food. Of the three long tables that took up a quarter of the room opposite the dancefloor, he sat us at the center one, fairly close to a highly-decorated dais, where I guessed this grand coronation would take place.

      I had been impatiently staring at the platform for several minutes when two of the massive doors at the opposite side of the room slammed open and an entire procession of food started marching in.

      Well, the food wasn’t literally marching in, but rather being carried by worker after worker in newer, fancier uniforms, but the point was much the same. Soon, everyone flocked to the tables and I was confronted with a spread that I could never have imagined in my wildest dreams.

      There was so much! Roast boar, fried vegetables, mashed potatoes, full pheasants, shredded jackfruit, tropical juices, stuffing, Cornish hens, and dozens of things that I didn’t even know the name of.

      Normally, I wasn’t big on eating in public. If I tried to eat healthy or help myself to a salad, people would wonder who I was trying to kid, and if I dared to treat myself to ice cream or something sugary, they looked at me with that all-too-familiar judgmental gaze that said, ‘That’s how you got fat in the first place.’ But with the way that everyone was absolutely, voraciously digging in around me, I figured I was in the clear.

      I guessed I should have expected a bunch of predators to really know how to dig in. In fact, with the way some of them went at the feast, it was easy to see that plenty of their dragon-ness seeped into their human form too.

      As delicious as the food was, however, it would have been better with Bron there. I wondered where he was, and what exactly he had to prepare for. While I knew there had to be some sort of grand coronation, which I was sure was incredibly fancy and overwrought, I didn’t know exactly what that would entail. Would he be knighted with a sword? Was there a speech? Election? Virgin sacrifice? I didn’t know. The only thing I really understood about dragon culture was that they were pretty snobby, old-fashioned, and didn’t chew their food nearly as much as they probably should have.

      “You alright there? Is the food not to your satisfaction?”

      I could hear the concern in Baelfyre’s voice and looked back to him. However, my eyes skipped right over the handsome man and went right to Mallory, who had somehow gotten a second plate and was currently horking down an entire turkey leg.

      “No, it’s great,” I said. “I just don’t think anyone could enjoy the food nearly as much as Mallory does.”

      She stopped eating long enough to give me a look. “I’m loading up on protein, so I can keep up my muscle mass. I’ve been running cardio all over this place, but I can feel myself wasting away.”

      “How very dwarven of you,” Baelfyre teased. “So concerned with muscle mass instead of how you use what you have.”

      She reached out, her hand moving almost too quickly to see. When she stopped, her knife was sitting squarely between two of the man’s fingers, the blade embedded in the table.

      “Would you look at that. Looks like I know how to use it after all.”

      Baelfyre laughed nervously, an uneasy smile across his handsome features. “I see. Lesson learned.” He pulled the knife from the table and gently set it down beside him.

      Unfortunately, that was a bit of a conversation killer, and we sat there awkwardly. Well, Baelfyre and I were awkward. Mallory just happily chowed down without a care in the world.

      We were saved from really stewing in the moment, however, as dramatic music began to play, and the doors opened once again.

      The three elders led the procession, just as old and grizzled as I remembered them. However, their robes were blue and white this time, instead of the dull grays they had been before, and they had such elaborate embroidery on each of their outfits that it almost looked like it told a story. Maybe it did. They were so far away from me that I couldn’t quite make it out.

      Following them was someone I thought I recognized as Bron’s grandfather. Funnily enough, I realized that I had never heard him talk about his parents or seen either of them. Why hadn’t I asked him about that? Was I so wrapped up in myself that I didn’t bother to know anything about the man who saved me?

      Probably. But I never claimed to be perfect.

      Several more men in insanely intricate armor followed Bron’s grandfather before finally, the prince himself arrived. He looked absolutely stunning and my jaw almost dropped then and there.

      He had changed out of his previous outfit into one that was predominantly black. The top was a high-collared tunic that ended just below his thighs, and just like the elders’ outfits, it had intricate embroidery all over it. But instead of being a bright blue, it was an iridescent silver that caught the light just right, making it look like starlight.

      His pants were also black, with much thicker silver stitching, leading into knee-high boots that looked like they had never been worn before. A small crown sat upon his head, simple and silver, and a silver cape hung from one of his shoulders.

      If I didn’t know better, I would think that he was absolutely right out of one of my favorite fantasy novels. How many of my pubescent years had I spent pining over literary figures just like him?

      Too many, that was for sure.

      More came behind Bron, but I didn’t pay them much mind. My eyes were locked on him the entire way up to the dais until they were all arranged the way they were supposed to be. The elder started speaking, but his words flowed past me as my eyes locked with Bron’s.

      He looked so stern, so unlike the dragon I knew and lo—

      …liked.

      “—we do not take such violence lightly. We have exhausted all of our options and it is with heavy hearts that we find ourselves on the brink of war with those we have tried to negotiate peace with for so long.

      “For such a journey, we need someone to lead us. Someone to unify us, to have us move forward into the darkness as one. For that, we need a leader general, and you have chosen Lohikarmme Bronne to guide us.”

      Bron stepped forward and knelt before the lead elder. Sure enough, the older man pulled a knife from his robes and held it up dramatically.

      “Behold, with this blade of ancients, we bind you to us. With this, we spill your blood and—”

      “I challenge his hold!” a familiar voice filled the room.

      Suddenly, the hall went silent and a piercing tension filled the still air. Borderline paralyzed, I turned my head to see Baelfyre standing with his sword drawn.

      “What?” Bron’s grandfather asked, stepping forward. “But you were at the nomination! You and your kin said naught a word to put your own name in!”

      “Most of my kin was not invited or prepared for that meeting. In fact, many clans were excluded from your grant election. Forgive me for waiting until this moment, but dragon law states that any leader general can be challenged if their subjects fear they are not capable.

      “Trust me, I have seen how Lohikarmme acts around this palace. How he is quick to talk and slow to act, how he cavorts with the human seer and wastes her talents, how he expends our resources on protecting their families instead of us!

      “So, I challenge him. On the morrow, I will meet him in the field of battle and I will show you who is a true general!”

      An uproar sounded all around us, but all I could see was Bron’s face. He looked so betrayed, so shocked, as his cousin stood and betrayed everything that they had together.

      Crap! I had known the guy was evil. I had known that nothing good could have come from him! Why didn’t I say anything? I had played it safe and now one of my two friends was paying for it.

      Mallory grabbed my wrist, pulling my attention to her. Baelfyre had stepped away from us and was encircled by his entourage, who held off the dozens of people yelling and cursing at them. It was pure chaos, and I could see it quickly growing violent.

      “Let’s get out of here,” she whispered, her eyes also on the screaming factions in the room. Some of their eyes were beginning to shift from human to reptilian, and I saw jaws elongating and scales starting to appear across their visible skin.

      “But what about Bron?” I asked, looking back to him,

      I could see that he was angry. There was a sharp set to his jaw and his shaking fists were balled at his sides. But there was something else there too. The deep sort of hurt that only came from being betrayed by someone you loved. Someone you trusted.

      His gaze flicked to me and the moment our eyes locked seemed to be its own eternity. Almost in slow motion, he mouthed for me to go, and that was the only thing that got me out of my seat.

      We crept along the back wall as quickly as we could, but right before we made it to the door, I looked back. Thankfully, Bron also looked like he was exiting out another door on the far side. I heaved a sigh of relief, but as I did, my gaze landed on Baelfyre.

      He was staring at me, his intense eyes as sharp as ever. For a second, I thought he might curse me, or shout. But instead, he just gave me a charming smile and winked.

      That…wasn’t good.

      But in that moment, I knew without a doubt that the man was one hundred percent, certifiably evil.

      “Come on!” Mallory said, tugging me the rest of the way out. I let her pull me, and then we were in the empty halls and back to my room.

      “Do you think it’s safe to stay here?” I asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t even know at this point.” She sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I, uh, I really need to go make sure my parents are alright, but I don’t want to leave you alone. I also am not too keen on walking these halls alone either.”

      “I could go with you?”

      She shook her head. “I have a feeling prince-boy is gonna wanna see you after everything that has happened. You’re possibly the only person he can trust.”

      “You really think he’ll come here?”

      “I’m sure of it. It might be a while because there’s a whole ton of stuff he needs to deal with, but he’ll be here alright.”

      “Then let’s sit here and wait. You said your parents were down by the security quarters, I’m sure they’ll be fine for now.”

      “Yeah, or at least better than us.”

      “Exactly.” I flopped onto my bed and sighed. “I guess we just wait.”

      Wait was exactly what we did. We waited, and waited, and waited. It had to be after midnight when I finally heard a hurried knock on the door and Bron quickly let himself in.

      “You’re alright,” I breathed, jumping from my bed to throw my arms around him. “Thank God, I was so worried!”

      “I apologize if I worried you. It has indeed been a strange night.”

      I patted his back in what I hoped was a comforting way. “You don’t have to apologize for anything.”

      “So, what exactly was all that?” Mallory asked. “I picked up that it wasn’t anything good, but some of it was lost in translation.”

      “Basically, Baelfyre said that I wasn’t capable of leading effectively and challenged me to prove my worth.”

      “Uh-huh. And I’m guessing that’s not with a game of checkers or anything like that?” It seemed strange to me that Mallory even had to ask, but then I realized that she hadn’t had a vision about what would happen. Only I did. She didn’t see Baelfyre absolutely beating the crap out of Bron, she didn’t see the open field and all the eyes watching. Suddenly, everything I had been afraid of was happening.

      I should have warned Bron, but I was too late now.

      “No. It is a battle of physical strength. It is not necessarily to the death, but death is not discouraged. I would like to think that my own cousin would not wish to so grievously wound me, but after tonight… I do not know.”

      My mouth was moving before my mind could catch it, but even if I did have time to think, I didn’t know if I would have said anything different. “He’s going to kill you.”

      “What?”

      “I saw it in a vision. I don’t know how, but he manages to get the upper hand on you and you lose. It’s awful.”

      “Losing is different from being killed,” Bron said weakly, as if he didn’t want to believe what I was saying.

      “I know, but trust me. I know that if he would have kept going, that you would be very, very dead.”

      “I…I hope you can understand that I am having difficulty accepting this. I have known Baelfyre since I was a child.”

      “People change,” Mallory said with a shrug. “It sucks, and you certainly got a very extreme example of it, but it happens all the time.”

      “I suppose you are right. I just never thought…” He shook his head and stood. “Thank you for telling me what will happen. I think… I think I would like some time to myself before we meet on the field tomorrow.”

      “Wait, you’re still gonna do it?!”

      “Of course,” Bron said, voice flat and resigned. “It is my duty.”

      “But I just told you that you would be murdered!”

      “Then being murdered is my duty. I cannot refuse. If I do, then I will be excommunicated in shame while Baelfyre becomes the leader general.”

      “He’ll become the leader general if you die too!”

      “Not necessarily. If I manage to wound, or weaken him, then someone else from my family can rise up and challenge him in turn. I will have given my life for my people, so they may find someone truly meant to lead them.”

      “You have to be kidding!” I screamed. I was pretty sure that it was the first time that I had ever raised my voice directly at Bron. “You can’t just go out there and die! It’s not right! It’s not fair!”

      “But it is my duty. I know it is hard to understand, but please know that this is what I must do.” He gave me a stern look and I saw so little of the dragon I knew in his expression. “I will see you tomorrow, Miss Davie. It seems we both need time to process this.”

      With that, he turned on his heel and walked away, leaving me sputtering and full of anger. How dare he! How dare he just throw his life away!

      “So…” Mallory said once he was gone and my door was closed. “That did not go well.”

      “No. No, it did not.”

      “So, what now? Do we start prepping for a funeral? Make a break for it before everything goes to hell in a handbasket?”

      “No,” I said, feeling determination flow through me, fierce and sharp. “We’re going to make sure that my vision doesn’t happen.”
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      I paced back and forth, my stomach in my chest and my heart God knows where. I hadn’t slept much, and what little shuteye I did get was just scattered replays of the vision I’d had not so long ago.

      I had a plan. It was scattered and slapdash and probably impossible, but at least I had one. I couldn’t just stand by and let my friend be killed right in front of my eyes.

      I had already lost so much. I knew what it was like to hear my parents’ dying words as they tried to break through a door to get to me. I knew what it was like to sit by in a hospital and wonder if my sister was going to survive the terrible damage she’d endured. And I was done with all that. I’d had enough tragic loss in the first half of my life. I didn’t need it in my second.

      A gentle but very specific knock sounded at the door and I opened it to let Mallory in. She was back in her normal street clothes and a grim look was on her face.

      “It’s time.”

      “Are you sure they’ll let us be there?” I asked, grabbing my bag of emergency supplies and slinging it over my back. Hopefully I wouldn’t need it, but it was better to be prepared for the worst-case scenario. Especially since this whole event seemed like a worst-case scenario already.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m not gonna let them stop us if they try, but honestly, nobody is probably going to pay us any mind.”

      “Good. I’d like that.”

      We headed out, me following Mallory as she led the way through where she had already scouted. Once more, the halls were practically empty, giving the place a creepy, almost haunted sort of vibe. I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse than us running into anyone who would try to stop us, but it was what it was.

      We went out the back, only a bit away from the cellar where Mallory and I had escaped the last attack, but instead of turning toward the garden area, we went straight forward, to a part of the estate that I had never been before.

      There was a simple, cobblestone path leading past a maze, and then an archery range, and then finally, we reached what I could best describe as a jousting field.

      It was surrounded completely by trees, giving it the same appearance as a forest. Although the sun shone high above, it felt like we were cut off from the rest of the world, completely surrounded by the arboreal walls.

      It was massive enough for a team to practice football on, and covered in a thick layer of green, green grass. It was the kind of grass that one would want to have a picnic on or roll down a hill of while laughing giddily, like in commercials. It certainly didn’t look like the sort of place where someone’s blood was going to be spilled.

      Plenty of people were already there. Not quite as many as the grand celebration the night before, but still quite a few. Thankfully, none of them paid any attention to us, and Mallory and I were able to find a spot where we could both see.

      Bron’s family stood at one end, their colors and flags all flying, flickering this way and that in the gentle breeze, while Baelfyre’s entourage stood at the other. Although he was quite far away, I was pretty sure that I could still see the smirk on his face. What a jerk. Actually, jerk didn’t really seem to do him justice. He was a vial, manipulative, power-hungry liar and I could only guess how far his darkness went.

      The elder stepped forward and apparently, it was speech time again. Didn’t these dragons ever get tired of all the constant grandstanding and overly strict adherence to ancient rules? I felt like their lives would be so much better if they allowed themselves a few exceptions. Like when an underhanded lesser prince made an obvious power grab at what was supposed to be a fun celebration.

      But still, as the old man droned on, I couldn’t help but feel like something was off. It was the same niggling feeling that I’d had during the attack where the drakes had slipped in. It was like there was something running under the surface. Something that I didn’t understand.

      That understanding didn’t magically appear, however, and instead, we waited for the man to stop speaking, and then the two young princes were walking toward each other.

      They met in the center of the field, Bron’s stride stiff and Baelfyre’s full of swagger. I hadn’t wanted to punch someone so hard in quite a while, and it took all my willpower not to run out and deck the dark-haired dragon.

      They shook hands, which I guessed was a fairly standard thing before official fights, but at the last moment, Baelfyre leaned in and whispered something that none of us had a hope of hearing.

      Whatever it was, it clearly wasn’t nice. Bron’s expression turned to one of rage, and he snarled at this cousin before tackling him.

      The two rolled across the ground, kicking and fighting to be on top. As they rolled, their bodies elongated and wings burst from their back, scales rapidly expanding along their forms. It was a mass of part-human and part-dragon that was pretty grotesque.

      “This is hard to watch,” Mallory murmured as they finally broke free from each other and took to the sky.

      I could only nod as the giant beasts clashed, their roars so great and terrible that I could feel a headache brewing already. Their claws scored against each other’s hides and their fangs tried to find purchase in sensitive spots.

      They whirled high into the sky, the sun making it hard to see. But even with them partially obscured, I could tell that Bron was holding back.

      He was angry, that much was obvious, but he wasn’t striking to kill. Baelfyre, however, was going for it. His jaws snapped relentlessly, and he spit fire whenever he could at what I guessed were Bron’s weak spots.

      I felt sick to my stomach as I watched. I could feel that my vision was coming true. I had to do something to stop it, but at the same time, there was something else. There was that something still niggling at the back of my mind.

      Baelfyre whirled, his tail managing to slam Bron underneath the jaw, and that gave him the upper hand he was looking for. The two spiraled to the ground, crashing into the earth with a spray of rocks and the green grass I had been admiring.

      People called out things I didn’t understand. Some sounded happy, and some appalled. Was this… Was this like a sport to some of them? Bron’s life was on the line and they were spectating like this was entertaining?! How disgusting! And he was willing to sacrifice himself for these people?

      “Bron!” I cried, reaching forward. Mallory caught me, but just barely. The world almost seemed to go in slow motion as they both shifted back to human form, Baelfyre on top of Bron and pummeling the life out of him.

      Somehow, the white-haired prince managed to kick Baelfyre off and they both scrambled to their feet. While the lesser royal was certainly scuffed up and bleeding, Bron was in much, much worse condition.

      Bron lashed out, his claws scoring a hit down his opponent’s chest, but the dark-haired man managed to swing and land a hard hit on my friend’s jaw. Bron tumbled to the ground, and Baelfyre leaned over him.

      “Give up yet?” he taunted.

      “Why would I do that?” Bron countered before rising and tackling his cousin around the waist.

      They went to the ground again and Bron certainly got his hits in, but Baelfyre was ruthless. Even as Bron landed several punches to the side of his face, Baelfyre slammed his still-dragon-like claws into the high prince’s sides and dragged upwards.

      I could smell the blood from where I was, and a strangled scream escaped my mouth. Dropping my bag to the ground, I rooted around for what I had brought to stop everything that I dreaded from happening.

      From the time it took me to do that and then stand, Baelfyre had made it on top of Bron again. He had the prince pinned, and his jaw was stretching out to reveal rows and rows of teeth.

      I knew exactly what he was going to do. I could practically already see him closing his mouth around the prince’s unprotected throat and shaking and shaking until my friend was no more.

      I couldn’t allow that.

      I pushed my way to the front, Mallory and I barreling through people with no amount of undue force. When we reached it, I took the frisbee in my hand and flung it as hard as I could at Baelfyre.

      I missed, the first neon disk slapping into Bron’s leg, but I was already tossing another. Perhaps it was a bit ridiculous to save a friend with little spinning discs of plastic, but that was all I had so I was gonna use it.

      The second one hit true, slamming into Baelfyre’s overly-long jaw. Naturally, it didn’t hurt him, but it did distract him enough to have his head whip in my direction.

      But that was just enough.

      Bron surged forward again, and the two went tumbling head over heels until they finally crashed with the white-haired prince on top.

      Something seemed to change, and I could feel the tide of battle shift. Before I could celebrate, my mind was zooming somewhere else again.

      

      Bron bellowed again, his voice shaking the ground itself, and some of the drakes fell back.  It was the attack in the garden all over again, but why was I seeing this?

      The attackers fell back, sandwiching themselves between the guards and the prince, with even more staff pouring out of the building to help. Just like it had happened the first time, their assault was obviously failing, leading me to wonder yet again why they had concocted a plan that was so obviously going to fail.

      The vision continued and that was when I saw something else shoot out of the van. Something small, barely dog-sized. I watched the blur as it rushed inside, past the guards who were long since distracted.

      I pointed and tried to call out, but as I raised my hand, someone grabbed it and pulled me back toward the garden.

      Baelfyre.

      The scene played itself again, at a tenth of the speed, and I saw that the tiny thing was some sort of dragon-esque reptile and strapped to his back was what I could best describe as a combination of a magical-doohickey and an outright bomb.

      

      Suddenly, I understood. That attack hadn’t been about taking me at all. No, it had just been a way to plant something that would help the other side, and Baelfyre had to have seen me pointing and had quickly distracted me. Which meant Baelfyre wasn’t just a power-hungry princeling.

      It meant he was one of them.

      “Bron!” I cried, running forward. “It’s a trap!”

      Two guards caught me before I could make it to the field and I struggled against them. My eyes darted around wildly.

      I couldn’t let this happen. I wouldn’t let this happen! So many lives were at stake, I couldn’t just sit back and let them all be fooled!

      My emotions rushed, and I felt myself break out into a cold sweat. I could feel adrenaline combining with frustration as I fought to do something. Anything.

      Didn’t they understand that something terrible was going to happen?

      I let out a scream and felt something break within me. Suddenly, something great and terrible rushed out of me, engulfing both princes in a blinding light.

      The guards let me go and I fell to my knees, empty and exhausted. When the light cleared, Bron was standing there, refreshed and with Baelfyre in a chokehold.

      He held it, and held it, and held it. Baelfyre kicked and flailed, but Bron didn’t release. For a moment, I was sure that he was going to kill his cousin, but then he released the dark-haired man and let him fall to the ground, gasping and choking.

      “You’ve lost,” Bron said, his voice clear from even where I was standing. “Go home, and never return to these lands again.”

      But Baelfyre just spat at him, fighting to get to his feet. There was blood flowing from his eyebrows and lips, as well as score mark across his chest, but he was still so defiant.

      “You think this is the end? This is nothing!” He took a breath and abruptly all of the dread that had been floating at the edges of my senses coalesced inside of my soul. “Praemius.”

      He hissed the word, hardly louder than a whisper, but it was enough. I felt the rumble in the earth just before a massive explosion sounded behind us, throwing me forward and into the dirt while the shockwaves washed over me.
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      It was chaos all around me. I couldn’t see, I could barely hear, but I could feel the mass of panic and terror.

      I rolled onto my back, looking up at the sky with hazy vision. But instead of the normal, blue expanse I expected, a golden sort of light flashed in a dome over us, before rapidly disintegrating toward the ground.

      At first, I thought I was just seeing some sort of aftereffect from the blast, but then I heard someone scream about the shield and everything clicked.

      The barrier that sealed this haven off from the outside world was down. All of this had been an elaborate plan to break down the one thing that was stopping the Dragon Supremacy faction from bringing the onslaught.

      I felt the roars before I heard them, and I fought to get to my feet. Once I was steady enough to move, I ran to Mallory and pulled her up.

      “Come on,” I said, my eyes locked on the sky beyond the trees. “We have to go.”

      “Huh… What? What happened?”

      This time, I could hear the roar of a dragon. Then another, and another. Then, in a horrific picture befitting a terrifying film, dozens and dozens of full-fledged dragons became visible in the skyline.

      “…oh,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, oh.” I pulled her to her feet and we tried to stumble off, but it seemed like the dragons were bearing down straight for us.

      When the first one landed in front of us, I realized I was right. The dragons were actively gunning for me. Was all of this chaos and damage just a grab for a seer?! Were they kidding?!

      Another dragon landed beside me, the force of its arrival sending Mallory and I to the ground. I tried to recover, but then another dragon landed just a few feet away.

      We were surrounded, great monsters on all sides. I knew that I was relatively safe—they had to take me alive for me to be of any use, of course—but Mallory was not nearly as guaranteed. I needed to get her to safety, but how?

      I got shakily to my feet, hands up to show them I meant no harm. Except I did mean harm, a whole lot of it, I just hadn’t figure out how to really hurt them yet.

      Another bellowing cry shook the ground, this one much more familiar than the others, and suddenly, Bron was barreling through, in his dragon form once more.

      But something was different. He was bigger, stronger, his scales more luminescent than before. Had…had that been from what I had done earlier? Was that a seer sort of power? I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything. Aside from that Bron was completely kicking butt. He knocked one dragon to the far side of the field and his jaws closed around another.

      The rest of them tried to surge forward, but Bron spun, using his tail to knock them to the side. He managed to clear them for a moment, but more and more were pouring in.

      I looked around me, trying to pull Mallory to her feet yet again, but there was an open gash on her leg and what looked like a fairly bad burn on her back. And if anyone knew about burns and how they felt, it was me.

      The situation was impossible. There were at least twenty dragons all rushing toward us, light reflecting off their bared teeth and fire spewing from some. While Bron was largely flame-retardant, Mallory and I were not nearly as lucky.

      We had to do something.

      I had to do something.

      I ran toward Bron, dragging Mallory along as fast as I could. When I reached him, I laid my hand on his leg and summoned all the energy I could.

      It felt like all of my joints popped at once and someone sucked the soul from my body as I tossed my energy as far as I could around us. I couldn’t breathe, for a moment, couldn’t think, but when I opened my eyes, I saw a shield was around the three of us.

      “Holy crap,” Mallory breathed. “This is a lot bigger than last time.”

      I wanted to respond, but I was afraid that opening my mouth would make me upchuck like no tomorrow. So, I just grit my teeth and put my everything into holding up the shielding around us.

      I barely registered the rushing of displaced air as Bron reverted to his human form. “Davie, are you alright? This is truly massive!” I couldn’t answer him either, but I did feel his comforting hand on my shoulder. “I need you to let me out. You can’t hold back this entire horde by yourself.”

      Was he crazy? Letting him out would be certain death! I hadn’t risked my life and thrown neon frisbees at his opponent only to let him die! But I still couldn’t speak, so I just shook my head.

      “Davie! You can’t hold them all off. You gave me strength, let me use it!”

      He was right, in a way. I had given him strength and I certainly didn’t have the ability to hold all of the dragons off. That point was reiterated as one slammed into my barrier, and I collapsed to my knees for the second time.

      “Davie!” Mallory shouted. Why was everyone shouting? Didn’t people understand that I needed to concentrate? “Davie, you need to listen to Bron. We can’t let them get to you, so let him out!”

      No! I wouldn’t do it! I wasn’t kidding when I said I wasn’t going to lose anyone anymore. I was done!

      Another dragon slammed its tail into the base of my little psychic bubble and I gagged. My head was throbbing, and my heart was going to explode. I wasn’t going to last much longer. I needed to get away, to take us all way. Just whisk us off to someplace safe where we could regroup and figure out how to fix this entire mess.

      That was it! We needed to leave!

      I reached down into the deepest, darkest parts of me and summoned all the energy I had. Determination and stubbornness rose within me, mixing into an intense cocktail that wouldn’t succumb to the pain surging through the rest of my body.

      I held onto it as long as I could, building and building and building, until it all exploded from me and the world went white.
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      I slammed into something hard, driving the air from my body. I couldn’t move for several seconds, and it wasn’t until a gentle hand pulled me up that I was even sure I was alive.

      “Are you alright?” Bron’s voice asked, clearly concerned.

      I tried to look to him, but my vision was so hazy. I could somewhat make him out, and the backdrop of cities all behind him.

      “No,” I answered slowly before leaning over and losing what little food I had in my stomach.

      To his credit, he continued to hold me, stroking my back soothingly as my body paid me back for what I’d done to it. When I finally finished, I actually felt quite a bit better, and I let him tenderly pull me to my feet.

      “I did it,” I murmured. “I hopped.”

      “Yeah,” Mallory said shakily, her hand sliding into mine. “But where did we hop to?”

      “What are you talking about?” I rasped, throat raw. “It’s the heart of downtown.” I squinted at the nearby surroundings which, while they were a bit blurry, were definitely familiar.

      “Yeah, but there’s no one here. No cars, no anything.”

      “What?” I looked around more closely and sure enough, there wasn’t a single car in sight. Or a bus. The streets were whisper quiet, as if everyone has suddenly fled at once without warning.

      A sinking feeling filled my stomach and I drew a deep breath. “So, uh, I think I might have overshot our destination.”

      “What do you mean?” Bron asked, obviously trying to hold back a host of emotions.

      “I, uh… I think we might have hopped dimensions, and whatever happened here won’t be good for us.”

      As if perfectly timed to my statement, an insidious roar sounded above us. Looking up, I saw the mottled, tattered underside of a dragon I knew all too well. Somehow, my rotted friend from the hub was right above us.

      In the history of not good things, this was certainly toward the top of the list.

      “Run!” I hissed at my friends, not knowing if it was already too late.
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            The Amazing Human Slingshot

          

        

      

    

    
      In just about every action movie I’d ever watched, there was some big, dramatic scene where time slowed down impossibly and everything just hovered in frame. I had always thought that trope was overused and that real life wasn’t anything like that, yet that was exactly what was happening to me.

      My hair flew around my head from the downbeat of the rotting dragon’s wings, its carrion-like, sickly sweet smell stabbing at my nose and making my eyes water. I could see Bron and Mallory both diving for a large chunk of debris in an alley, hoping to hide from the massive beast over us.

      In this strange state of suspended consciousness, I knew they didn’t have enough time. They would never reach the debris, and neither would I. Even with Bron’s strong hand holding mine, I was already too far behind them.

      I guessed if I couldn’t hide, I could at least buy them some time.

      I yanked my hand free from Bron’s, probably only succeeding because he was distracted and not expecting the motion, then turned to face the beast descending on us.

      Time returned to a more normal pace as its feet touched to the earth, sending dust flying out in a roiling wave. It stung my eyes and coated my mouth, but I held my ground.

      “Davie!” I heard someone call from behind me. Was it Mallory? Was it Bron? I didn’t know. My whole mind was occupied by the giant beast in front of me.

      It stared at me, its massive head as big as the entire bodies of some of the dragons I had seen back in my reality. It could easily open its jaws and swallow me in one gulp, and I was no little snack myself.

      Its eyes were such a malevolent shade of toxic green and orange that I was borderline mesmerized by them. They made my knees shake and my skin grow clammy, but I refused to turn and run. I would at least go down buying my friends some time.

      They better not try to be heroic and ruin my noble sacrifice. Talk about a waste.

      Child.

      My heart skipped a beat at that and I looked up to those spiteful, ancient eyes in confusion. It couldn’t be…could it?

      You heard my call.

      “Your call?”

      The whispers I have sent to you, on the winds and in your dreams. I have called you and your sister to me, and it has taken you quite a long while to get here.

      “You called us? How?”

      The means matter not. You are not enough on your own. I need the two of you complete to serve m—

      “Look, giant dragon dude, you may not be killing me now when you are clearly capable of doing so, but my sister warned me about you and that is all I need to say no to whatever it is that you want.”

      “Davie!”

      I heard footsteps running toward me. Gosh dang it, they really were going to try to interrupt my noble last hurrah.

      You are mistaken in thinking you have a choice. One of its massive hands reached out, claws almost as large as my upper body. It opened like it was going to grasp me, but I felt both Mallory and Bron grab my arms to haul me away. I will be free, Seer. Whether you are willing or not.

      “That’s what you think,” I hissed, calling upon the same energy that had rushed through me just minutes before. “You were put here for a reason, and I guess that you can just keep on rotting.”

      I gripped both of my friends beside me and let everything within me arch up and out of my body. Reaching, I tried to latch onto the tiniest sliver of my sister I could still feel within me and yanked with all of my might.

      It seemed like the fabric of reality suddenly became static and crumpled around us like a simple sheet of paper. I could see the dragon’s claws connecting with me, but they passed through me as I rocketed through the parchment-like existence around us.

      We were completely still, yet at the same time we were moving too fast to comprehend, what was and what could be whipping past us enough to give me windburn on my face and make me close my eyes against the onslaught.

      Then, just as suddenly as it had happened, it stopped, and everything was quiet again.

      “Oh, I think I’m gonna be sick,” Mallory said, stumbling to the side.

      I wanted to agree with her, but apparently two hops in a row was not a good idea, because I felt like someone had scrambled my insides with a stick and tried to yank them out of my nose. I opened my mouth to respond but ended up falling over instead.

      “Davie!”

      I felt Bron’s hands on me again, trying to pull me to my feet, but my body would not respond. Clearly jumping to the hub was one thing, but punching out of there was another thing entirely. But the real question was… Where exactly had we landed?

      I didn’t know, and I couldn’t move my head or eyes to figure it out. I suppose it didn’t matter where we were, we were far away from the rotted dragon and that was what mattered most.

      …I hoped.

      I attempted one last time to push myself up to my knees, but there wasn’t even a hint of a reaction from my body. Instead I just laid there, letting my consciousness swirl around my head until it all rushed down the drain and into oblivion.
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      I had several distinct memories as a child of waking up after long, drug-induced comas to find parts of my body grafted over and covered in strange things that were supposed to heal it. There was a very particular sort of confusion that went with shaking off the shackles of such strong medicines, a sort of inhuman unbelonging that made everything feel wrong, but also completely alien and unknown. It was a sensation I didn’t think I could ever forget, and as I came to, I was reminded of it.

      My eyelids fluttered, trying to remember how to perform their basic function, but mostly everything was just a fuzzy, blurred mess. My ears weren’t helping much either, a persistent mix between ringing and throbbing sounding off and making all other noises seem like they were underwater.

      Even swallowing was difficult, my tongue thick in my mouth and as dry as cotton. There was a terrible, sort of old shoe taste there too, and it was one of the few things that spurred me to start sitting up.

      Something slid under my back and the watery noises around me increased. They sounded like they might be directed toward me, but there wasn’t much I could do to understand it.

      But understanding it or not, I was pulled into a sort of sitting position and something was pressed against my lips. I didn’t fight it, and soon cool, crisp water was pouring into my mouth. I managed to swallow instead of choking on it, and it felt like life itself was flowing back into me.

      The water kept going, cool and slow, until I was sated. I closed my lips, and I felt the liquid poor over my face, and then a somewhat rough cloth followed it.

      The tenderness was nice and took me back to nights with Mickey where she’d tend to my torn skin and then I would help her with hers. The world started to clear, and I realized I was in some sort of forest-like place.

      “Hey there, Davie. Feel better?”

      I looked to the face hovering above me and blearily made out the shape of Mallory’s face. Smiling weakly, I tried to tell her that I was alright, but my mouth wasn’t willing to make the words yet.

      “We need to get out of here,” Bron murmured from somewhere behind Mallory. “We’ve been here for far too long as it is, and I’m not certain taking my dragon form would be the best considering we don’t know this world. Or even if we’re back in our world.”

      “I know, I know. But it’s not like we can make any sort of run for it with Davie being unconscious. Besides, if you had a seer in your back pocket, would you want her to be out of commission for your run in a new world?”

      “Possibly new world,” he reminded. “It could be our own.”

      “Yeah, which means that Baelfyre and all those dragon supremacists could be running all over trying to find us, and I don’t think any of us are in shape for a giant showdown.”

      “I’m… I’m fine,” I finally managed to murmur, my head throbbing painfully as I ground the words out.

      “Oh, hey there, she speaks!” Mallory laughed nervously and brushed my hair from my face. “Hey there, girlie, how ya feeling?”

      But I didn’t have time for pleasantries. I swallowed a few times to find my words and wet my mouth. “How long was I out?”

      “Just an hour or two. Are you okay? I gotta admit, your face is looking not so great.”

      “Wow, rude much?” I shot back, trying to sit up a bit more. But my body still felt like jelly and I was entirely too hot.

      “You’re hilarious, really. But I’m not the one sitting here with bloodshot eyes and crust all over their nose.”

      “Ew, really?”

      “Yeah, like I said, you’re not looking your freshest.”

      I used all of my strength to pull my arm up to my face, checking out the pink, hamburger skin there. “At least that hasn’t split.”

      “Does it do that often?” Bron asked.

      I could finally make out his face, thick brows furrowed together over his bright eyes. “Not often, but if there’s enough stress, then yeah. And I’d call hopping dimensions twice stress enough to do that.”

      “Well, I’m glad that it hasn’t done that then.”

      “Yeah, one little positive in a sea of not-so-great,” Mallory spat. “Not wanting to be negative, because it’s cool that you apparently have trans-dimensional powers and all that, but this hasn’t exactly been the best day.”

      “Yeah, I’d probably agree with you on that.” The pain and grogginess were beginning to ebb, leaving me mostly just achy and empty. Or was that achingly empty? Either way, I supposed the semantics didn’t matter, I was just trying to distract myself. “I’m pretty sure we’re not home, by the way. This place feels…different.”

      “Different how?”

      I shrugged, still far too fuzzy to figure out how to put it to words. “I don’t know. Just different.”

      “Fair enough.” Mallory sat next to me and took my good hand into her own, rubbing between my fingers and along the pads of my palms like she had in art class whenever I had started cramping up from holding my brushes too hard.

      High school had not been the easiest time for me…

      “So, when did you know that you could hop between realities? Or that there are multiple realities? Seems like something you might want to tell your supposed best friend.”

      If I was in her shoes, I wasn’t sure I would be handling it nearly as well.

      “I mean… I wasn’t really sure it was a thing. I just kinda mostly thought it was a thing.” I winced at my own lame explanation. “I’m sorry. I guess I could have explained it better.”

      “Probably.” Mallory shrugged. “But hey, I kept an entire world away from you, I guess this is fair play.”

      Bron knelt beside us, interrupting the tender friend moment. “I am incredibly grateful for you saving us, but I do worry about my people. I would very much like to get back to them.”

      “Uh, about that,” I said, wiggling up into a straighter position. “I, uh…don’t exactly know how to get back. The idea that I am getting is that in order to move anywhere along these realities, or dimensions, or whatever you want to call it, we have to go back to the hub. And if we go to the hub, our rotted dragon friend will no doubt want to pay us a visit. I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I’m ready for that kind of reunion yet.”

      “So, what do we do then?” Mallory asked, her concerned tone matching my own. “Sit around until you feel better and then skip ourselves across the interdimensional waters until we find one that’s probably our home? How many dimensions are there? Is the hub connected to like…twenty of them, or is there some sort of infinite amount that makes random guessing impossible?”

      “You’re asking a whole lot of questions, and I gotta admit I do not have an answer to any of them,” I said, shrugging slightly. “Not sure what lead you to think I would know, but I appreciate your confidence in my intelligence.”

      “At least you haven’t lost that world-famous sense of humor,” she groused, sticking her tongue out at me.

      “Well, I—”

      “Shhh!” I was surprised when Bron cut me off, something quite unlike him to do. But he was looking away from us, his gaze fixed on something far between the trees. “Do you hear that?”

      I tried to listen, inclining my head and closing my eyes, but my senses hadn’t recovered enough yet. There was still too much muffled and reverberating in my ears, leaving me listening more to the sound of blood sloshing through my veins for anything else.

      But Mallory stiffened, and she jumped to her feet. “We should go.”

      “I…I agree,” Bron said, quickly reaching for me to pull me up. “I can’t be sure, but I think I remember being told of a sound like that once.”

      “You wanna enlighten me?” I said as they helped me to my feet, my legs feeling like lead.

      “I…I would rather not say it unless I am sure.”

      Bron put one of my arms around his shoulders and Mallory gripped my waist. Between the two of them, they were able to pull me along with a slight amount of speed. We limped along, and I really tried to help, but I was just so tired, and it felt like all my limbs were disconnected from each other.

      But even with our harsh breathing, and the sound of branches snapping, and leaves crunching under our feet, I began to pick up on strange noises too. They were somewhere between snorting and panting, and a strange sort of clicking. Not too soon after, I started to smell something…appalling.

      It wasn’t quite rotten, but definitely had the sweetness of decay to it. There was something musky, but also…dewy about it? It reminded me of…wet dogs after the rain, but if they had rolled in something completely disgusting beforehand.

      We stumbled along, and the sounds grew louder, more and more layers of gross noises layering over them. As we rushed, I felt something akin to a stab of white-hot lightning go down my brain, and suddenly, I knew that we couldn’t keep going in the same direction.

      “Go left,” I said suddenly, trying to dig one of my feet in to help us pivot.

      “What?”

      “Go left! This isn’t a forest.” I couldn’t say what I meant by that, or what it could be if not a forest, but I just knew. “We have to go left!”

      Thankfully, they didn’t argue with me anymore and we careened left, rushing through the brush and grass. The strange noises behind us clarified and I could tell that a whole horde of quadruped creatures was chasing after us, but they didn’t sound like dogs or horses or really anything that I could put my finger on.

      I craned my head to look over my shoulder, and that was when the first of the creatures came into sight. It was like someone had crossed a lion with a lizard, its form stocky and powerful, but covered in a sheen of glistening scales and a throat frill around its head. I could see the bright, almost translucently neon drool dripping from its gums, and sharp, sharp claws on its feet.

      Oh boy.

      Surprise, surprise, my legs finally remembered how to do that whole leg thing, and I got my feet under myself. I still couldn’t run on my own, but I could hustle along, which helped my two friends go faster.

      But the creatures were gaining on us. I could practically feel them breathing down our necks and nipping at our heels. Just as I was sure that I had somehow led my friends astray, the trees parted and we were stumbling onto a street.

      “Was…was that the Grove Park?” Mallory asked, huffing and puffing. I felt a bit bad for her, I wasn’t exactly the lightest cargo to haul along.

      “I think so,” I panted, although I didn’t feel like I had an excuse to do so. “Just massively overgrown.”

      “That doesn’t bode well.”

      “Neither do the wargs chasing us.”

      “Oh, is that what you call them?”

      We heard the sound of claws digging in and suddenly, Bron was throwing us to the side. Mallory and I clattered to the ground, but before I could turn and ask what the heck he was doing, he was tackled to the ground, one of those beasts on his back.

      “Bron!”

      The two of them hit the ground not too far away from us, and the white-haired man viciously elbowed the beast, getting enough leverage to roll onto his back. I could already see his jaw elongating against the twilight sky and claws growing along his fingers.

      The rest of the beasts were converging on us. I tried to call upon the same panic and energy in me that had allowed me to summon a shield before, but what had once been a wellspring of potent, powerful need was now just a faint spark of adrenaline. I was too new, too tired, and spread far too thin.

      I suddenly felt the faintest bubbling of a reaction within me, and a hazy, translucent wall raised a couple of feet in front of Mallory and I. But it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough.

      I could feel my friend trying to get to her feet, to rise up and pull me to safety, but we were about to be surrounded. Even if I was in full fighting form, I wouldn’t be able to get away, and there were far too many of the lizard creatures to go about any noble sacrifice shenanigans.

      Just when I was sure that it was all over, however, I heard something scraping beside me, and I looked over to see a pair of eyes looking up at me through a sliver of open manhole.

      “You human?” a voice rasped from below, although there was certainly no need to whisper considering the loud noises from the beasts.

      “For the moment,” Mallory answered, already grabbing the edges of the manhole and moving it aside. “But quickly about to be lizard food if this isn’t a way out of here.”

      “Bron!” I called, the surge of hope allowing me to hold my shield just a tiny bit higher. He managed to kick off the warg on top of him, then rushed over, diving down the barely open manhole.

      That just left me, but I couldn’t move and maintain the shield at the same time. I wasn’t quite sure what to do, and my body didn’t seem to be in touch with my mind, wholly stuck on the thought that I absolutely had to keep the shield up no matter what.

      But then hands gripped me and pulled me backward, scraping my pants against the ground until suddenly, I was over nothing. I hovered there for a moment, absolutely terrified, then fell down, down, down.

      I screamed—how could I not?—but I was caught by strong arms. I mean, it certainly still hurt, and I was sure that I would have bruises if I lived until the next day, but it was better than crashing into the hard, hard ground.

      I looked up into Bron’s eyes, glowing slightly in the low light of wherever we were, and I realized that we had narrowly avoided danger yet again. But how? Who was the strange person who had popped out at the perfect time?

      My eyes flicked to the ladder as Bron set me on the ground. He really was strong, wasn’t he? But I didn’t have time to contemplate that much, because the figure was coming down the ladder with Mallory right behind him.

      They were small, almost child-like, but there was something about the way they moved that told me they were at least my age or maybe more. It wasn’t until they were on the ground and facing me that my breath caught in my throat.

      Her face looked like it had once been cherubic but had long since been starved down into waifish. She was missing an eye, but her other was narrowed and catlike, complementing the freckles across her gaunt cheeks.

      “Mallory?” I asked once I finally found my words.

      “It’s Mal, actually,” the girl responded, and her voice was so eerily like my best friend’s that I didn’t quite know was to say. “Come on, we should get going before any scouts try to see why their dogs are going crazy.”

      “I am…confused,” Bron said. “What is going on here?”

      “You tell me,” Mal said, picking up a torch from the ground and lighting it with matches from her pocket. “I’ve been having dreams for weeks where a girl named Mickey yells at me to do things. If I don’t, I get headaches. It’s real inconvenient, as you might imagine. All I know was that I had to come here and help people who don’t look like they belong. Might have been nice if she told me about my doppelganger, though.”

      My sister had sent her!? Was that something we could do? It made sense that we could project ourselves into each other’s dreams, but throwing ourselves into strangers’ dreams and influencing their waking actions seemed like a stretch. Or did it just work because it was Mallory, and her and I were already so connected?

      I didn’t know, but man, a rulebook would certainly be nice.

      “This is weird…” Mallory, my Mallory, said, stepping off the ladder as well. “No offense, but I don’t think I’ve been that skinny since I was six.”

      “Yeah, well, the dragons demand most of the food, so there’s not exactly a lot going around.” She looked over my curvy, muscular friend. “What are you? A bodybuilder of some sort?”

      “MMA fighter, actually.”

      “MMA? What’s that?”

      I never thought I would hear those words come out of Mallory’s mouth, even if she wasn’t my Mallory. “It’s a type of wrestling with a bunch of kicks, punches, armbars, chokeholds, and leglocks.”

      “Oh, so, like the gladiator fights that dragons hold in the arena.”

      “Gladi— You know what? Sure. Like that.”

      But I couldn’t help but wonder, as we walked down the sewer that she led us down, what kind of world we had tumbled into.
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      “So, you wanna give us the rundown of this place?” I asked, my mind full of questions.

      “What, you mean this sewer?”

      “No, I more meant this entire world.” She gave me an odd look and I shrugged. “Pretend we’re aliens who don’t even know the most basic of information.”

      “Huh, you know, normally I would question that, but after all of this dream stuff I don’t really doubt much of anything nowadays.” She sighed and rubbed at her temples as we walked. “Well, life was going along like normal, humans running the world and all of that jazz, when suddenly the dragons decided to come out of hiding.

      “It was insane. Apparently, there was a huge war between those that wanted to live with humans and those who wanted to rule them, and that war ruined a whole chunk of the planet. Entire cities were engulfed in fire.

      “Humans tried to team up with the friendly dragons, but it was too little too late. The dragons had too much firepower—pun not intended—and they won after a single year.

      “That was before I was born, of course. My parents remember what life was like beforehand, but most humans have passed, leaving all of us that were born into this.”

      “So, the dragons rule here?” I asked, my stomach dropping. Was this what would happen to my reality?

      “Yeah. With an iron claw, so to speak. They are the government, the wealth holders, everything. They distribute wealth to who they see fit, and food, and…” Her voice wavered. “Punishments.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, there’s a strict curfew in effect, and a whole ton of restricted areas that humans can’t go to. Almost all of us have tasks, either working in the mines, on the farms, or in their castles, with a few humans being trusted to find resources in the wilds.

      “Technology that our parents had is pretty much done away with. The dragons like music, but never had a thing for television or the like. Phones don’t work anymore, or at least that’s what my parents tell me, but electricity and a lot of our waterworks do, so go figure with that.”

      “That sounds…intense.”

      “So, you wanna tell me why you don’t know any of this stuff? I’m at that point where I’ll pretty much believe anything. You time travelers? Actual aliens?”

      “Not quite,” Mallory answered, essentially having a conversation with herself. “We’re from another dimension.”

      “Another what?”

      “Dimension. Don’t you read or watch any sci-fi?”

      Mal’s one good eyebrow raised like my friend had said something ridiculous. “Humans aren’t allowed to read anything unless given permission by a dragon master. I don’t know what a sci-fi is, but unless it has to do with me surviving, I really don’t care.”

      “Okay…right, so skip all the pop culture references.” She looked to me a bit pleadingly. “Davie, you wanna help me out here?”

      I startled. I had been so deep in thought about the kind of world that Mal had been painting that I was only half paying attention. “Oh, um. Well, it’s basically like there are a whole bunch of copies of this world, all separated from each other yet existing together. Each one has tiny little differences, or big differences, all spawned from divergent paths. And all of these separate worlds are connected to one central reality, one that I think might have been the original but some catastrophic event caused the great fissure.”

      “Huh… That really is something.” She kept walking, not turning to face me, but I heard the debate in her voice. As if she wanted to believe me but some of her struggled with the very idea.

      “Alright, so we know the background of your world,” Mallory asked, ever curious. “But what’s your story specifically? I didn’t see any humans around where we were. Was that because of the curfew, or were we in a restricted area?”

      “Both, actually. So, you’re real lucky I came by. The gardens are kept mostly in the park and only those assigned to work there can go in during permitted hours. That’s why the hounds were on you so quickly. You probably set off about a dozen alarms.”

      “The hounds?” Bron asked, the first time since he had spoken. “Is that what you call the wargs?”

      “I know nothing about wargs,” Mal countered, stiffening. “But I know that accent. You’re a dragon!”

      I quickly inserted myself between the two, holding my arms out. “He is, but he’s one of the good ones from our dimension.”

      “I…” Mal squinted and took a deep breath. “Any other day I’d call you insane, but considering that we’re all standing here alive, instead of roasted to a crisp, I guess I could extend the benefit of the doubt.”

      “That would be very kind of you, Miss Mal.”

      “Miss? How fancy.” She shrugged but then her eyes flicked to me before recognition crossed her face. “Wait… I think I know you. You look familiar.”

      “Like that girl in your dreams, right? Just taller and fatter?”

      “No… Hold on, lemme think.” She stared at me another minute before a light went off behind her eyes. “I know! Your dad was a high-level servant and did something he wasn’t supposed to. The whole family was executed. Burned at the stake. Him, his wife, and his two daughters. Everyone had to attend so they could be made an example of. Practically the whole city showed up.”

      I stared at her a moment, eyes wide as my brain tried to wrap itself around that thought. In this world… I was dead? And still via fire, like the one that had tried to so voraciously kill both me and my sister when we were younger. Was there a link there, somewhere? Or did we just have notoriously bad luck?

      “I…uh… Well, at least we don’t have to worry about running into ourselves, I guess.”

      “There ya go, way to look on the bright side,” Mallory said encouragingly. “So, you gonna tell us more about yourself, Mal, my friend? Like what’s up with the whole one eye thing?”

      She grimaced and kept walking. “Not every human wants to live subjugated to the dragons. So, we try our best to live under their radar. Living away from most population centers, scrounging for food. It isn’t easy, and we don’t live long, but at least we’re free.”

      “So, what, you lost your eye in some sort of daring raid for supplies?”

      “You seem awfully fixated on the whole one eye thing.”

      “It’s a very specific look. Forgive me for being curious how it happened.”

      She shrugged. “I said no to a dragon. You don’t say no to a dragon.”

      “…oh.”

      That pretty much soured the conversation, and we walked in silence until we reached another ladder that looked much more worn than the previous ones we were passing. Mal headed up, pushing aside the heavy lid.

      “You know, those weigh quite a lot.” Mallory pointed out from the bottom.

      “Yeah?” the girl said, grunting as she pushed it open.

      “I’m just saying, you’re not exactly jacked with muscle.”

      “The bottom of these have been filed down so they don’t weigh as much. They’re heavy, but not as much as they used to be.”

      “Wow, that’s actually quite smart.”

      “You do what you can to survive around here. That’s one of the easier things.” She finally finished pushing it aside and looked back to us. “Stay low and keep quiet. The last thing we need is to be spotted, cause y’all are slow as molasses and I don’t want the dream lady screeching at me that I messed this up.” She sighed and shook her head. “Man, what I wouldn’t give for a full day’s sleep without any more of her nightmares screaming at me.”

      “So, uh, Mickey is persistent then?”

      “I don’t know about that. It’s more like she sends me a pre-recorded message that just plays over and over and over again, telling me what she wants me to do until I do it.”

      “Wow, that really doesn’t sound fun.”

      “Probably because it isn’t. Now, no talking until I say so, okay?”

      I nodded, and then we were all climbing up the ladder.

      I felt like we were all adapting to the situation pretty well. From Mallory meeting her counterpart, from me finding out I was dead, and Bron finding out that everyone that he had ever known or loved had probably been slaughtered in a great war and that most likely, he had never been born.

      Or maybe we were just in shock. At lot had happened in a very short while, and there had been a whole lot of info dumped on us too. I had the feeling that a warm meal and rest would do us wonders.

      Plus, there was the hope that I could connect with Mickey again with my dreams now that we were finally on the same planet.

      I crawled out of the manhole and Mal allowed Bron to slide the cover back in place. I was sure she had to be tired too. She looked like she hadn’t had a full meal in a couple of days, and there were intense, dark circles underneath her eyes.

      She held a single finger to her chapped lips and crouched down, creeping along the wall of a building that was cloaked in shadow. We had emerged in some sort of alley between two buildings that had been nearly knocked over and had crashed against each other to make a triangular sort of tunnel.

      We followed along after her and my heart was pounding in my chest. I felt like dragons were hovering right over us, waiting to swoop down at any moment. Although I had been to the psychiatrists for many issues, from hallucinations to dissociation, anxiety had never been on the list.

      …that was certainly beginning to change now.

      Then again, sneaking for my life through the territory of enemies who would most likely kill me on sight was a pretty good reason to be anxious.

      Suddenly, Mal turned, sneaking through a barely-there doorway that looked like it was filled with rubble more than empty space. For a moment, I thought that my broader body wouldn’t get through, but I managed and so did Bron, until we were in the crumbled remains of what looked like it might have once been an apartment complex.

      I looked around, a bit disconcerted by all of the rebar and broken wire and destroyed everything, but Mal didn’t seem troubled in the slightest.

      We picked our way through the rubble until we reached a basement door, which Mal shouldered until it opened enough for her to squeeze by and motioned for the rest of us to keep following.

      We did, and the moment we were through, she was shutting the door again behind us.

      “Alright, you can talk now, but quietly. We’re almost there.”

      We nodded, but none of us actually spoke. Instead, we just kept walking as she led us down a flight of haphazard stairs and through another set of doors.

      I thought that perhaps we had finally reached our destination, but she kept going, until we were at a jagged hole in the ground. Lighting her torch, she jumped down and kept right on walking out of our sight.

      “You know, I just had a thought,” Mallory said, hesitating for just a moment.

      “What if this is a trap?”

      I shrugged. “If it is, I don’t see much of what we can do about it. We’re in an entirely different reality. If this girl says she knows Mickey, then I’m inclined to believe her.”

      “Fair enough. Both feet right in then,”

      And just like that, she jumped after her doppelganger, leaving just Bron and I.

      I shot him a meaningful look over my shoulder. I could tell that there was so much we needed to say to each other, but no time to say it. So our eyes said all they could, and then I jumped into the hole.

      While it was tall enough for Mallory and Mal to walk uninhibited, Bron and I had to crouch down. It made my back hurt and my thighs ache, but I sucked it up and kept going.

      Thankfully, the jaunt didn’t last more than a few minutes, and then we were stepping out into a small, bunker-like room. Normally, it would have been completely sealed off, but it was clear that the massive destruction above had partially broken down enough of one of the walls for us to crawl in.

      “Welcome to home, sweet home,” Mal said, going over to a dingy mattress in the corner.

      I looked around, uncertain where we were supposed to go. The space was only a few feet bigger than my bedroom at home, with the mattress in one corner, a broken-down plush chair in another, and a shelf with random cans and bags of food against one wall.

      “I think I’ve got some blankets in the chest over by the chair,” Mal continued. “I don’t have much in supplies, but you can feed yourself if you’re hungry. I’ve got a hotplate on the lowest shelf.”

      “Thanks,” I murmured, walking around the space. “So, nobody bothers you here?”

      She shook her head, flopping back on the mattress. I could almost feel her tiredness from where I stood. How long has Mickey been harassing her? I thought she had said a couple of weeks. That seemed like an awfully long time of never being able to fully rest.

      “No. I think whoever this belonged to before got rounded up on one of the raids they run every so often. I scouted it out for a couple weeks—the sewers can get kind of crowded and are usually the first place they’ll look when they feel like hunting, so that wasn’t really the best place to be—and when no one came back for it, I moved in.”

      “It seems like a primo spot,” Mallory said, sinking to the floor and leaning against the wall. She looked exhausted too, and I felt my own fatigue starting to swamp me. “I’m surprised there’s not more competition for it.”

      “Eh, it’s a little close to dragon territory. Most runners like to stick to the fringes between the human territories and the wilds.”

      “By a little close, what do you mean?”

      “I dunno, I’m not a tape measure.” She caught my look and sighed. “If we went above ground, we could probably throw a rock at a border guard.”

      “Huh. Safety via danger. Sounds great,” I muttered.

      “I don’t even know why I act surprised at this point,” Mallory added.

      “Here.” I looked to Bron, surprised, as he handed me a blanket. A quick scan of the room showed that he had indeed gone to the chest and riffled around. “You should sit in the chair and try to rest up. We’ll need your abilities going forward if we want to find your sister and get home.”

      “What about you?” I asked, looking to him uncertainly.

      “I’m a dragon. I’ll be fine on the ground.”

      “Why don’t we just take the cushions off the chair and arrange them on the ground. I’m sure that’d be more comfortable for the both of us.”

      “Yeah, don’t worry about me,” Mallory called from where she sat. “I’ll just lay on the hard ground, no problem.”

      Mal let out a groan. “Why don’t you come over here? I figure the least weird thing is having another copy of me in my own bed.”

      “Really? You’re down for that?”

      “Sure. I’m certainly not doing it for the executed-girl copy and the dragon boy.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We all went about making ourselves comfortable, Bron taking the back and seat cushion from the chair and arranging them next to each other on the floor. Once they were to his satisfaction, he settled down on one and gestured for me to take the one next to him.

      But I had a better, more comfortable idea. Usually, I would be far too shy and in my own head to do something forward, but I was too sore and tired, and a little bit scared if I was being honest with myself.

      So, I grabbed the cushion and scooted it away from the wall, placing it by his knees. Using one of the spare, rattier blankets, I folded it into a thinner square of padding and put that at the end of the cushion, right about where I guessed my hip would be.

      Bron, to his credit, didn’t question me. Just watched curiously as I arranged the stuff. Once I was relatively satisfied, I laid on my side, my head resting against his thigh, my torso on the cushion and my hip did indeed land right on the blanket where I wanted it to.

      Was it a four-star resort mattress with memory foam? No. But it still felt magical on my worn-out frame. I waited a moment for Bron to interject if the contact made him uncomfortable, but one of his large, warm hands came to rest on my shoulder and I took that as his approval.

      “Good night, everyone,” I murmured, eyelids already becoming heavy.

      “Good night,” Bron and Mallory answered.

      There was a beat of silence before Mal chuckled. “Y’all are gonna have a time fitting in here.”
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      I woke up without any dreams of my sister, and I couldn’t help but be bitterly disappointed. I supposed it made sense, in a way. I had used whatever it was that made me a seer far more than I ever had in my entire life the day before, so all of those random visions and dreams probably wouldn’t recover until I got my energy back.

      Although I did notice that the longer I went without the anti-psychotics in my system, the more my abilities seemed to grow. When this whole dragon thing had first happened, it took a dragon directly threatening the life of my friend for me to be able to call up a tiny little shield. Now I was hopping across dimensional walls and shielding when I wanted to, instead of as an involuntary response. It made me wonder what I’d be able to do a month from now. Or a year.

      Provided I lived that long, of course.

      But then that line of thought inevitably lead me to Mickey. She hadn’t been on anti-psychotics like me. In fact, she had never had problems with hallucinations or all that like I did. So had she been hiding them our entire lives and never warned me, allowing me to suffer all the therapy and rigmarole that I had to go through? Or had something else set her off?

      I supposed I’d have to ask her if I saw her.

      No…when I saw her.

      “Are you chasing your thoughts over there?” I heard Mallory groan from the mattress in the corner.

      “What? No…” I automatically objected, wondering if she was starting to develop some sort of crazy, psychic power. Much like Mal, I was ready to believe pretty much anything at this point.

      “Please, you grind your teeth when you’re really thinking hard and it’s possibly one of the grossest sounds in the world.”

      I blushed at that and turned slightly to look up at Bron. He was slightly awake, his eyes half-lidded and a small smile on his face. Out of all of us, he looked the least like he had been through the ringer and back.

      “Is that true?” I asked, a bit dubious that I was in my twenties and still learning things about my own strange body.

      He nodded slightly. “But I have heard far worse sounds. It’s almost cute.”

      “Yeah, tell that to her dentist,” Mallory shot back, grumbling as she fought her way off the mattress.

      “You have dentists in your reality?” Mal asked, not sounding tired in the least. I guess she really had a good rest without my sister in her head. I was grateful for what Mickey had done because it obviously worked, but I felt kinda bad.

      “You don’t?”

      Mal shook her head, her jaggedly cut hair going this way and that. It obviously hadn’t seen a brush in quite a while, and I had to wonder what other mundane things were considered luxuries here. “That’s for dragons only. My parents told me there used to be all sorts of services for humans, but none of them really exist anymore.”

      “So, what if you guys get cavities?”

      “What’s a cavity?”

      This could go on all day, and even without my dreams, I could tell that time was at a premium. “You mentioned you don’t have a ton of food or supplies, and I don’t want to put you out, so is there a place we can round up enough for us not to starve and figure out our next plan of action?”

      Mal nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to go on a run myself, but the timing hasn’t been great. But the night before last was the last full moon, so now it’ll be safer to go out at night.” She looked us over and wrinkled her nose. “But we gotta do something about those clothes of yours. You stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “What’s wrong with our clothes?” Mallory retorted. “Other than they’re not covered in dirt and filth and tattered to all hell and probably made out of fabrics that haven’t been invented in this world.” Mal gave her a dull look and she sighed. “That was a joke. Clearly humor is different here too.”

      “Sure.” Mal got up too and dusted herself off. “I know a guy that we can probably trade with, but it’s not easy getting to him. We can hit him up at the apex of our scouting and then come back here to base.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,”

      She nodded. “Good. Because I’d like you guys geared up and out of my hair as soon as possible. It doesn’t take a girl in my head to know that trouble’s gonna follow you like the shadow of a wing.”

      I wanted to object, but she was right. The sooner we got out of the dimension, the better. We didn’t belong here, and I shuddered to think of what might happen if we overstayed our welcome.
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      We waited until the darkest part of night before heading out. I wasn’t sure how Mal knew when that was considering there were no clocks around or windows of any sort, but when she led us outside, it was indeed almost pitch black.

      I had never seen the city so dark, so devoid of sound and life. There was no hum from the transformers of what little powerlines that still were erect, no sounds of traffic or scuffling of feet. There were no sirens, no merry music spilling out of bars as tipsy patrons stumbled home. Just…

      Silence.

      I tried not to let it get to me as we crept along, doubled over and pressed against jagged, crumbling walls. But we didn’t get far before Mal held up a hand to stop.

      I sent her a questioning look, not daring to speak, and she pointed to a puddle just a few feet ahead. I stared at her dubiously until it clicked, and then I shook my head emphatically.

      But she just pointed again, her gaze telling me that she wasn’t going to let up, and I sighed. The whole exchange was in silence, but there was plenty of attitude on both sides.

      I sat down and stripped my shoes off. If I was going to douse myself in who knows what kind of toxic sludge, then I was at least going to have dry feet. I couldn’t imagine trying to sneak through the city with squeaky, wet sneakers.

      Once I had both of those off, I stood and walked over to the puddle. Cautiously, I stepped in, and it took all of my willpower not to gag.

      The water was cold, and slimy, with a distinct sort of oiliness to it. I tried to breathe through my mouth so I wouldn’t have to smell the rottenness of it, but then I could taste the overly-sweet, cloying, dusty nature of it instead.

      So, I held my breath instead. It was deeper than I thought it would be, about up to the middle of my calf, and I stepped around in it for several seconds before trying to get out.

      But Mal cleared her throat, and when I glanced to her, she was pointing down to the ground. I gave her a pleading look, but she seemed absolutely adamant.

      Gross.

      Slowly, even though I knew that this would probably increase our chances of survival by quite a bit, I knelt in the muck. Using my hands, I splashed water onto my chest, shoulders, and then finally—after a tense pause—my hair.

      It was awful. Perhaps one of the most difficult things I had to do aside from surviving the whole house-fire thing. But I managed and stood there, dripping for a moment, before slowly slogging out.

      “Your turn,” I whispered, gesturing to Mallory.

      “Uh-uh. Are you crazy?”

      “Do it,” Mal said forcefully. “Or I don’t take you a step farther. Right now, all of you stick out like neon lights. So, get dirty, or go back to whatever dimension it is you came from.”

      Mallory stood there another moment, her arms crossed stubbornly, before sitting down and removing her shoes too.

      It didn’t take long for her and Bron to both do what they needed to do, and by the time they were done, my feet were dry enough to put back in my shoes. Once they were on, I grabbed some grit from the ground and rubbed it onto them as best I could, grateful that I had dark, cobalt sneakers instead of the bright, pastel ones I’d had before.

      “Better,” Mal whispered once we were done. “We just might survive this. Keep low.”

      We nodded and kept on. We reached the end of the building tunnel, then it was a quick dash across the pothole-filled street before we were between more piles of rubble. These ones hadn’t collapsed against each other, however, leaving a small sliver of night sky above our heads.

      It would just take one dragon passing over to spot us, and the thought made me sick to my stomach. I thought my life back in my dimension was hard, but this was so much worse. I thought I’d rather deal with a dozen Baelfyres than this mess.

      Then again…maybe that wouldn’t be so great either. Tucking my head down, I told myself to focus. It wouldn’t be worth it to make up hypothetical scenarios if we all ended up roasted to a crisp. Currently, I couldn’t tell if I could even call a shield up, and I didn’t feel the tug of any visions, so we would only have Bron to protect us, and that was probably asking a lot of a single dragon prince.

      From the buildings, we went through the carcass of a flipped train, twisting this way and that until finally dropping into some sort of sinkhole.

      It was hard not to look up every third second, sure that a dragon would be spiraling above, signaling our doom, but somehow, we made it to the bottom.

      From there, it didn’t seem like there was a place to go, until Mal walked over to a large piece of metal shrapnel that looked like it might have once been a door and slid it to the side.

      Sure enough, there was a hole there, and it actually looked both worn and well structured, unlike most of the hidey holes that we had scurried through in the past day or so.

      “Welcome to the last of our big hideaways,” Mal whispered before sliding the metal back in place with the two handles on the underside. “Most of the other ones have been blitzed or abandoned.”

      “Does that happen often? Blitzing?” I asked, curious to learn more.

      “It used to more in the beginning, when the dragons first took over and there was more of a resistance. There was a handful when I was younger, but after the whole dead-you traitor thing happened, they had a whole two years where they focused on nothing but raiding rebellious bases. Since then, it’s been the occasional raid, usually when someone gets careless, or a human betrays us for some scrap of meat or merciful death.”

      I stopped at that. “Wait, humans betray each other?”

      “Yeah, all the time.” She shot me a look over her shoulder. “Don’t tell me your world is all peace, love, and hunkidory.”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “Then why would you expect my world to be that way? Anyway, keep your heads down, don’t make eye contact, and just pretend that you’re mute and deaf. Especially you, dragon boy. If they find out what you are, we’ll all be gunned down faster than you could shift into whatever big, bad form you think you have.”

      “Noted,” Bron remarked dryly, one of the few words he had said since we had woken up.

      It did make me worry a bit about him. Although we had spent the night curled together, taking comfort in each other’s presence, he hadn’t exactly been himself. Not that I could blame him. He’d been betrayed by his cousin and ripped from his world all in one day. The last he knew, enemy dragons were swarming everyone he knew and loved. I didn’t imagine that could be very easy for him, yet he hadn’t complained even once.

      Thank God I had met him first and not Baelfyre. I shuddered to think how this might have all turned out if that had happened.

      I shoved that thought out of my mind. I needed to stop spending so much energy on imagined horror stories. Instead, I looked around, noticing that we had traveled far enough in the tunnels that lanterns now occasionally hung from the walls or ceilings. Battered, dim, but shining nonetheless.

      How long could it go on? While I wasn’t any sort of engineer, I couldn’t make out any sort of structural support or anything to sustain the tunnel, so it couldn’t be that long… Could it? Man, it almost made me wish that I had gone to college.

      Almost.

      Finally, the tunnel widened and dumped out into what looked like it might have once been a subway station. Unlike everywhere else we had been, however, this place actually had human life in it.

      Lights hung from the ceiling or on chains, glimmering against the pitch blackness, and people strolled this way and that. There were a hundred of them, maybe more, scattered all over the large room.

      “I guess this is what you’d call our market,” Mal said, striding forward. “The guy we’ll want to see is all the way at the other end.”

      “Of course he is,” Mallory muttered.

      “What’d I say about being quiet?”

      “…sorry.”

      “Thanks.”

      We walked along, and even though she had asked me to keep my head down, I still found myself looking up and taking things in. And one thing was for certain… These people were not doing well.

      Almost everyone was skeletally thin, and what few chubby people I spotted still had a gaunt look on their face that spoke of too much processed food and salt, but not enough nutrition. There were a lot of missing parts as well. I saw several without legs, a few without arms, hardly anyone with all their fingers, and a whole lot of missing eyes and ears. In fact, I didn’t think there were more than five that were bodily whole, which made me wonder if the dragons liked to chop off various body parts, or if being an off the grid human just came with a heightened risk of amputation.

      Some heads perked up as we passed, but most kept about their business. I saw people bartering at stands, and others sitting around small fires. It was basically like any ancient bazaar one might have read about, but instead of everyone being decked out in fantasy gear, they were dressed in clothes from the sixties or seventies. Well…very tattered versions of those clothes.

      After what seemed like ages, we made it to the back. There, the ramshackle stalls and tents all faded, instead leaving one large building made of tin siding and subway shrapnel. It looks tremulous and unsteady, and I wouldn’t want to live there, and yet people were coming in and out like this was no big deal.

      I guessed to the citizens of this world, it really wasn’t a big deal, judging from the way that Mal marched forward with her chin in the air.

      Oh boy. Why did I get the feeling that this wasn’t going to be fun?

      Right… I was kinda psychic. That didn’t bode well.

      But bad feeling or not, we continued onward, after Mal. She led us up a small flight of stairs, then onto a landing set up just like a storefront.

      “Well, if it isn’t little Miss Melody!” a large figure crowed from behind the macgyvered counter. “It’s been quite a while since I last saw you. Come to work for me again? You know I’ve always kept a spot open.”

      “No, Krangle,” Mal spat, voice dry. “Just came here for a quick trade. I need clothes, some supplies, and water rations.”

      “Really? The perfect Miss Melody needs some help? I thought you were the best skirmisher this side of the border.”

      My skin was already crawling at the man’s tone. His skin was sallow and drawn, with a thick coat of dirt over several parts of him. Although he towered over even Bron, he lacked the muscle or fat to be intimidating, so mostly he just looked creepy.

      “Melody isn’t even my real name, so you can stop with all the pet talk”

      “Aw, what’s a matter? Trying to forget the good old days?”

      Somehow, Mal managed to keep her face absolutely straight. “Do you have the supplies or not?”

      “I might. What are you bringing me? Judging from your lack of bags or anything of that nature, I’m guessing it’s just the clothes on your backs or the bodies that are in them.”

      He looked past her to examine the three of us, and that was right about when I realized that Mal and Mallory looked a whole lot of similar and we didn’t really have an explanation for it.

      But somehow, he didn’t notice. “I’ll take the tall, fed girl and give you three waterskins, some clothes, and a couple of cans. Haven’t seen someone look that healthy in years.”

      “I’m not selling you any workers, Krangle. In fact, we have clothes to trade you.”

      “You want to trade me clothes, for clothes? What kind of point is there in that?”

      “The point is that these guys have clothes that aren’t like any we’ve got around here. They’re survivors from Europe. Made it over here on a derelict boat, a relic of the past.”

      “Uh-huh. Let me see these supposedly different clothes.”

      Mal motioned for one of us to go forward, and I figured that it couldn’t be Mallory given the whole doppelganger thing, and it probably shouldn’t be Bron either, so I marched to the counter.

      The guy smelled just about the same that he looked, and it took all of my will-power to keep a straight face when he reached out to grip the bottom of my shirt.

      For once I was grateful that I had worn a stretchy sort of knit that was practically 100% synthetic fibers. The moment that his grubby fingers bit into it, his eyes went wide and he gave it a few tugs.

      “What is this?” he asked incredulously.

      “Like she said,” I murmured. “Different.”

      “And yours are all like this?”

      I shook my head. “They’re all slightly dissimilar. Some of them are stronger than others.”

      “Huh.” He looked at me like he was thinking for several long moments, and before I could really react, he was reaching upwards and winding my hair around his fingers. “This is different too. Its been bleached, which is hard enough to find, but you’ve got some fancy dyes in here too.” My skin went cold. “Judging from your roots, you haven’t touched this up in at least a month. So that makes me wonder… Where the hell this boat is of yours that you sailed in on.”

      “Seized,” Mal answered quickly. “By the dragons. These three are the only ones that managed to escape.”

      “Tragic, obviously.” I could practically feel Bron tensing behind me, ready to attack at any moment, and I willed him patience. Then the man’s fingers trailed from my hair to the side of my face, and one of his dirty fingers traced over my lips.

      Alright, there was a line of what I was willing to tolerate, and he was well over it. I reached up and gripped his wrist, wresting it vehemently away from my face.

      I didn’t mean to, but I didn’t try to stop it, either. I felt that strange energy spike within me, and the next thing I knew, my mouth was moving.

      “I would think twice before doing that, Ulysses,” I heard myself say, voice low and full of warning. “What was that your mother always told you? Be careful where you put your hands, lest you lose them?”

      I let go and the man reeled back, staring at me in both shock and horror. For a moment, I was absolutely sure that I had ruined everything, but he shakily straightened and cleared his throat.

      “There are some rooms in the back for you to change. I’ll give you the supplies you need.” And with that, he was disappearing behind a tattered curtain, leaving me to sag against the counter.

      “Do I even want to know what that was?” Mal asked, coming up beside me to steady my wobbling frame.

      “Probably not,” I admitted. “The less you know, probably the better.”

      “Agreed. But let’s go to the backroom, shall we? I’m sure Krangle will have some beautiful outfits and plenty of accessories for you.”

      I nodded, and we followed her to the back, the whole time feeling even more like I needed a hot shower. When we reached the back, I saw there were indeed two closet-ish rooms. In front of each of them was a pile of rags, which I guessed were our new getups.

      “Does it matter which is which?” I asked.

      “The one to the left is the boy’s,” Mal answered quickly. “The one to the right is yours, and the small pile by the wall is Mallory’s.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” my friend countered, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      But Mal just shrugged, unperturbed. “There’s a headscarf in the center pile. That must be for your hair. If Krangle noticed it, so will others. That’s possibly the nicest thing he’s ever done. The small pile is just too tiny for big boy, and—since I’m obviously not a complete moron—the rest was easy to figure out.”

      “Huh. Consider me impressed.”

      “I consider you annoying. Now get changed.”

      “Alright, alright, geez, I’ll go first then.”

      Mallory grabbed her pile of clothes and went into one of the closets, sliding the curtain closed behind her. It was threadbare and there were still enough holes that Bron turned around, humming gently to himself in embarrassment.

      Goodness, being dragon royalty certainly made him a lot more prim and proper than anybody else I knew. Not that I was complaining. It was just…cute.

      Since there was another stall open, I grabbed my own clothing and headed in. While I certainly hadn’t expected anything I could take to a fashion show, I was still taken aback at just how decrepit they were.

      There was a sort of shirt-smock thing that went down to my thighs, and loose, shapeless sweatpants that looked like they were more patch than actual material. At least there was enough cloth between my thighs to protect me from chub-rub. The last thing I wanted while skulking around the city for supplies was to get chafing between my legs.

      At least I got to keep my socks and shoes. I wasn’t going to give them up for anything. I had splurged with my tax refund and gotten comfort supports in my sneakers, and I was pretty sure this world wouldn’t have anything remotely like that.

      Lastly was the headscarf, which I tied as tightly around my hair as I could. Once I looked appropriately bedraggled, I stepped out.

      “Not bad,” Mal said, nodding. “You almost look like you could possibly belong.”

      “Almost?”

      “You need a couple more weeks of running for your life to get the appropriate weariness needed by my world.”

      “Noted.”

      Mallory stepped out too and cleared her throat. “It’s alright, Bronny-boy. Your modesty is safe.”

      “Thank you.”

      He picked up his own set and ducked into one of the closets, but I noticed he didn’t start changing until all three of us turned around. How funny.

      As our backs were turned, I took the opportunity to observe everything I could around me, from the ceiling down to the shoddy floor.

      I really needed to stop thinking that way. Something told me that everything we would be dealing with for the next few days was going to be rundown and falling apart, a product of the destruction in the great war.

      But as my eyes swept over the bits and bobs, a now-familiar feeling washed over me, and I saw a tiny, wavering holo-scene play over the wall.

      

      There was a boy, waifish and missing teeth, running over debris and down streets. He made no moves to hide himself, and my stomach flipped at the idea of what could happen to him.

      He ran straight toward a lighted area, where I saw several men in uniform. For a moment, I thought I was about to watch a horrible murder, but instead the boy went right up to them and tugged on their arm.

      One of the guards bent down to him, and the little boy whispered in their ear. When they stood, they handed the little boy something then marched into a bigger building just beyond the light.

      

      A terrible wave of dread washed over me, and I stared in horror as the hologram-like vision faded from existence. I had no idea how long I stood like that, but the moment I had control of myself again, I whipped to Mal.

      “I think we’ve been snitched on.”

      “What?” She looked at me like I had gone crazy, and maybe I had. But all I knew was that we weren’t safe anymore. “Why would you say that?”

      “I’d say that because a little boy just ran up to what I am pretty sure was some dragons, then they paid him.”

      “What? How could you possibly know that?”

      “A girl literally told you to find us in your dreams and you’re going to question this?”

      “Fair point.” She looked like she was going to say something else, but then there was a thunderous sound that knocked all of us to the ground. “Crap!” she cried, struggling to her feet. “I guess that’s our cue to run!”
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      “What is going on?” Bron cried, stumbling out of his changing area only half-dressed.

      “Dragon attack!” Mal answered, grabbing my hand and yanking me to my feet. “Someone must have narc-ed on us! Let’s go.”

      Mallory stumbled to her feet as well, her fingers wrapping through mine on my free hand, and then we were running.

      The whole house around us was shaking like someone had set the world to vibrate. Everywhere, people were running. The strangest thing was, as alarming as the situation was, no one was screaming. In fact, I didn’t hear a single word from anyone.

      “Hopefully those are just their exploratory probes and they don’t know exactly where we are,” Mal said as we raced through the debris.

      “And if they do?”

      “Then you can say good-bye to the last gathering place of the free humans.”

      Grim, but realistic. My heart was in my throat as we dashed along, darting over collapsing furniture and whole chunks of the floor that just disappeared, revealing dirt and rebar below.

      We erupted out of the front of the building and onto the worn, cracked floor of the subway chamber. The entire room was filled with panting breaths and pounding feet, everyone going every which way.

      I didn’t understand why we weren’t going back the way we came, but I didn’t ask. There wasn’t a chance to. Everything was just running, running, running. We picked our way through the rush before jumping down onto the tracks—or what would have once been the tracks—and then we were sprinting down the pathway.

      For being such a huge crowd above, there were only five or so of them still with us. I guess it made sense for everyone to go in different directions. It made more of a chance for people to escape if they all weren’t funneling out the same way.

      There was another explosion that sent us all flying forward, and my shoulder slammed into the ground, causing me to bite my tongue. I skidded a few feet, coming to a stop only to have someone roughly grab the back of my tunic and haul me up to run some more.

      It was Bron, and I didn’t even have time to thank him before he was pulling me forward. A quick glance over my shoulder told me that Mal and Mallory were right behind us, sprinting forward with blood on their faces.

      We ran for what felt like ages, my breath harsh in my throat and my heart pounding a mile a minute. We could no longer hear whatever was going on in the subway chamber we’d left, or much of anything else beyond our own fleeing.

      Finally, we reached a slightly widened area, and I realized it was a small subway stop. The few people that were with us split off in separate directions, leaving us alone as we continued down the subway track.

      “We…we don’t have to run for now,” Mal said, doubled over as she wheezed. “If the dragons are in the chamber, they’ll have to fully search that, and if they’re just randomly probing, it doesn’t matter if we run or not. It’s all down to chance. Then, if we suddenly do end up being found, I’d like to have some energy left to make a final run for it.”

      “Good point.”

      “Thank you. You don’t get to be the best skirmisher in the business by not budgeting your energy properly.”

      I tried to laugh at that, but at most I managed a half-hearted chuckle. That seemed to be just fine though, because nobody really seemed to be in the mood to talk.

      Silence reigned once again as we strolled along. Or at least it did for a few minutes. After a handful or so, Mal cleared her throat.

      “So, uh, you wanna explain how you knew that?”

      I shrugged. “Sometimes I see things.”

      “You see things?”

      “Yeah. I see things. Things that have happened, might happen, will happen, or are happening right now. Obviously, the whole kid thing was slightly in the past considering how fast the dragons were on top of us.”

      “Yeah, I could’ve used more than a minute warning.” Mal shook her head like she had just heard what she said. “Wait, do you mean to tell me that—in addition to hopping around realities like a bouncy ball—you can also see the future?”

      “And the past. And probable futures. I think. I’m kinda new to this and it’s all very confusing.”

      “If it’s confusing for you, imagine what’s it like for me.”

      I managed another chuckle, but it felt just as flat as my previous one. As we walked along, I noticed a particular sound that I had hoped I’d never hear again.

      “Wargs.”

      “Hounds.”

      Both Bron and Mal spoke at the same time, but the words were clear.

      “Which direction are they coming from?” I asked, adrenaline starting to shoot through me once again. You’d think my body would have developed a resistance to it, considering all the hijinks I had gotten up to in the past weeks.

      “Both,” Bron said, tilting his head to the side.

      “Both!” I cried. “Um, what do we do when it’s both?”

      Mal looked around, her face paler than I had ever seen it. “Then we go up.” I followed her gaze up and spotted a half-ladder hanging from some bars and other structural stuff in the top of the tunnel. “There should be a fire hatch every hundred feet or so. I can’t say if any of them survived all the trauma, but if we’re lucky, maybe one will lead high enough up so that the hounds back off us.”

      “I say we fight,” Bron said, his shoulders tensing. “You all go above, and I’ll roast them. According to the legends, they’re not fireproof.”

      “And draw the attention of all the dragons in a ten-mile radius? No thank you. This is my world, so we do this my way, you hear?”

      I saw Bron’s nostrils flare like he wanted to object, but in the end, he just nodded and bent down to boost the girl up. Then Mallory. Then me.

      Each of us waited for the other to reach the scaffolding at the top before we attempted our own climb. I guess the thought was that if the ladder broke, it was better if it only took out one of us instead of all of us, but eventually we all made it to the top of the tunnels.

      “If your subways were modernized like ours,” Mallory commented, “then this would never work.”

      “Be grateful for the little things, I guess. Now be quiet and follow my lead.”

      Despite the tense situation, I found myself rolling my eyes a bit. I got why Mal had to be prickly, but did she really need to tell us to shut up so often? At some point, it just became old hat.

      We clambered along silently, until Mal reached what looked like a red handle. She pulled it, only for the entire front to fall to the ground and a literal waterfall of debris to pour below.

      “Well, that one won’t work,” she said. “Let’s keep going.”

      “Oh, I dunno, I thought we’d sit here and smell the roses,” Mallory shot back.

      “There are no roses underground.”

      “I… I know that. It’s a joke.”

      “Huh. Didn’t seem like a joke. Aren’t they supposed to be funny?”

      “That was hilarious. Trust me.”

      “Uh-h—”

      “Shh!” That was Bron, and the two women fell silent. Just in time for the pitter patter of feet running toward us.

      “Crap,” Mal hissed. “You distracted me. Let’s keep going.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      We kept going, climbing as fast as we could climb, which wasn’t exactly speedy in my case. By the time we reached the next one, the hounds were visible, and soon they would reach each other—but I didn’t quite know what that meant for us.

      Mal pulled at it and this time, the hatch didn’t clatter to the floor below. Instead, it hung from a hinge, while a small bit of dirt and grit poured out.

      “Let me see how it is on the inside…” Mal leaned in, poking her head up through the event horizon, before coming back to us. “The tunnel looks intact from what I can see. Let’s go.”

      “And if it’s not?” I asked.

      “Then we’ll deal with that when we get to it. Would you rather stay down here and risk our hound friends sniffing us out?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Exactly.”

      She reached for something inside of the thing that I couldn’t see, then swung forward, her legs dangling for a terrifying second. For a moment, I was sure that she was going to fall, and I reached for her, but then she was disappearing up inside of it.

      “After you,” Mallory said once Mal was high enough for someone else to follow.

      I reached forward and ducked under the lip of the hatch where I saw a ladder bolted into the side of it as well as Mal climbing up ahead. Making sure I had a solid grip, I swung myself up and inside.

      The hatch was pitch-black, and only grew darker as I climbed upwards. I heard Bron and Mallory join us, and then the dragon reached down to close the hatch. I didn’t know how he managed to do that, but I wasn’t going to look down to find out. I had never been a fan of heights as it was, and I didn’t feel like pushing my limits in a literally life and death situation.

      My shoulders and hamstrings began to ache, and the palms of my hands were burning, but we just kept going and going and going. Our whole day seemed to be like that. Always rushing toward or away from some danger far longer than seemed possible.

      Eventually, we reached another hatch and Mal was shoving it open. The light that poured in was blinding, and for the tiniest of breaths I was elated, until I remembered that it was nighttime, so there shouldn’t be any light at all.

      Right as I realized that, hands reached in and yanked Mal out. She kicked and flailed, and I tried to pull her back down, but then hands were reaching for me and yanking me up too.

      I tried to hold on, and both Bron and Mallory tried to hold onto me, but for all of our trying, we all ended up hauled over the edge and onto the street.

      “Let go of me!” I cried, kicking out with both feet. But then something hard and thin slammed right along my spine, knocking me prone to the ground.

      “Let go of me you low-tier, four-legged abominations!” Mal screamed. I tried to turn my head to look for her, but claws clamped around my head and pressed my cheek into the dirt.

      “Now, now,” a low voice murmured from where I couldn’t see. But as they spoke, Mal fell silent. “After all the trouble I went through trying to find you, are you really going to act like that?”

      “Fjorin,” I heard Mal breathe. “You’re not part of the patrol corps. What are you doing here?”

      “Are you kidding? When I heard my favorite little canary had been spotted around these parts about a month ago, how could I not go to the most extreme lengths to find her again? Did you know, it only takes three weeks to train the palace hounds to be able to track your scent across this entire city?”

      I heard the distinct sound of a loogy being spat, then a hard slap, and then I was being pulled to my feet. I was barely straightened before a dark bag was placed over my head and ice filled my veins.

      Despite everything we had done, we were still captured, but from the sounds of it, they didn’t know who we were.

      I guess I just had to pray that I could work that to my advantage.
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      I sat in chains, feeling cold and cramped on the stony ground that we were sitting on. None of us said anything, no doubt afraid of betraying something we shouldn’t let them know, and Mal had a gag or something stuffed into her mouth to stop her constant screams and swearing.

      It figured that, out of all the people my sister could have found, she chose the one person who already had dragons hunting her down. Did we just have terminally bad luck or was it just a seer thing to be prompted into making choices that inevitably made things worse than before?

      I didn’t know, and I doubted I would get the answers, blindfolded as I was. I guessed I was just going to have to sit back, wait, and try to see how I could spin this situation to my advantage.

      At least they didn’t seem to know who I was. This whole situation was about Mal, not me. They had no idea they had a dimension-hopping seer in their midst, and I planned to keep it that way. Although I wasn’t sure if they would be able to smell Bron instantly and have the entire jig be up.

      My thighs were starting to cramp up from the cold ground when finally, I heard footsteps coming in. Judging from the echoing as well as the dampness in the air, and the foul smells assaulting my nose, we were in some sort of mini prison. There was no way it was some whole palace dungeon—it’d have to be way bigger—but it was definitely a holding area.

      “Mal, Mal, Mal, my sweet little canary,” I heard that same low voice again and it made my stomach churn. Our hoods were yanked from our heads and for a moment, I was blinded by the dim, fluorescent lighting of the room we were in. When my vision finally cleared, I realized that we weren’t in a holding room at all.

      The four of us were against one stone wall, chains about our wrist and ankles. The hard, cold floor extended away from us, before there was a deep staircase leading down to a lower part of the room, like the opposite of a stage. And that lower part of the room was strange, the floor was flat and bare, leading up to the far wall, which was covered in black soot. In fact, the only thing I could make out at all on the lower floor was copious amounts of ash.

      …oh.

      I was right. This wasn’t a holding area, and it never had been.

      It was an execution room.

      Footsteps approached us, and I finally got to see the man behind the voice. He was tall, almost as tall as Bron, with slicked back blond hair and a poisonous smile. Just like Mal, he was missing an eye, although his skin had much more scarring around the missing ocular. Had…had she done that to him in revenge for hers? Or were these things all unrelated? I didn’t know, but I found myself putting together the story anyway.

      He bent down, crouching in front of this dimension’s Mallory like they were good friends. But from the way she tried to lunge forward, teeth gnashing, it was easy to see that they were not. “Tell me, Mal, did you miss me at least? Or miss having food on a regular basis?”

      She didn’t say anything, just snarled and lashed out at the man. He smirked, then turned his head to us. “Did you know our little Mal here is an amazing singer?” he asked jovially, as if this were just a normal conversation. “She has about the sweetest little voice that you wouldn’t expect out of someone so…well…like Mal.”

      “She makes it sound so bad, I’m sure, but I was a kind and generous master. She had her own space, she was fed regularly, she had toys and clothes of all kinds. I made sure no one dared lay a finger on her. Really, the ingratitude is astounding.”

      “You dressed me up like I was some doll,” Mal spat. “I was a slave and nothing more. You took my eye!”

      “Well, yes, but you were oh so stubborn during training.” He flashed us another grin, as if this whole thing was hilarious. “But she got me back, didn’t she?” He pointed to his missing eye cheekily. “But I dunno, I think it suits me. It’s a more dangerous look. Some would say dashing, even.”

      Another slew of curses escaped Mal’s mouth and the dragon viciously backhanded her without even looking her way. No, instead, he stared us down, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was smelling something he shouldn’t.

      “Well, as fun as this little reunion has been, I must get back to my duties. Mal, it’s finally time to have a proper good-bye.”

      Before I could parse out what that meant, two guards came forward and grabbed Mal, hauling her to her feet and pulling her to the stairs. They didn’t walk her down so much as push her down the steps, and my heart leapt into my throat.

      “Please tell me they’re not about to do what I think they’re about to do,” Mallory whispered, barely audible even though I was right next to her.

      I tried to debate with myself, tried to answer her vaguely and not reveal what was churning in my mind. But I couldn’t. I just wasn’t that kind of girl. “I have to stop them.”

      “Don’t!” Bron hissed quietly. “They can’t know what you are. There’s still a chance we can use their ignorance to our advantage.”

      “And is that chance worth someone’s life?!”

      He quieted at that, and by then, the guards had arrived at the bottom of the lower floor. They left Mal right in the middle, releasing her from her wrist and leg shackles, then walked all the way back to the stairs.

      There was a tiny hope within me that they would just walk away and somehow that would be that, but then they stopped at the bottom stair and began to shift. Their jaws elongated while scales rolled down their body, until a drake and a wyrm stood in their place, mouths open and glowing.

      “Malia of fifth province, you are hereby found guilty of stealing dragon property, trespassing and violating curfew, aiding and abetting others in trespassing and violating curfew. Illegal trading. Espionage. Threats to the crown, and of course, assaulting a dragon resulting in permanent bodily harm. Do you have any last words?”

      “Yeah, you can take all those charges and shove them up your own—”

      “Enough,” the blond man said with a sigh. “I hate it when such bitter words come out of such a sweet little bird. Just end it now.”

      The glow in the drake and the wyrm’s mouth grew brighter and I could smell the sulfur in the air. I thought I was going to throw up, and I realized that this girl that I had just met, who was only in this position because of my sister’s harassing, was going to die.

      Fire shot out of the two guards’ mouth, and then everything was happening at once.

      Energy shot out of me, rushing across the room in a wall of hazy purple, causing the fire to bounce every which way. Heat surged across my skin, like I felt everything that bounced off the shield. To top it all off, there was a shrill, desperate sound that pierced my ears as it filled the room. It took several seconds for me to realize that it was me, screaming, but by the time I cut it off, all eyes were on me.

      The fire gone, I fell back into myself, sweat pouring down my face and my body throbbing. I guess I had pulled out the whole shield trick way too soon after my dimension-hopping shenanigans.

      “Well, what do we have here?” the man asked, taking a few steps toward me. I recoiled, nausea starting to overtake me, but I was still largely chained in my spot. “You…you’re not from here, are you, little girl?”

      I didn’t say anything, just breathed heavily as I looked up at him. He crouched in front of me, not too different than how he had been with Mal, and stared down into my face.

      “Huh, now that I look at you, you do share a certain resemblance.”

      Wait, what? Resemblance to who?! What was he talking about?

      “Bind them up and take them to the royal meeting chambers.” He walked down to Mal and patted her cheek. “Looks like you brought me the one thing that could save you from all of your unsightly little transgressions.”

      She looked past him, however, to make eye contact with me. I could see all of her questions there, but I couldn’t answer any of them.

      So, I shrugged. I had a feeling that everything was going to come to light one way or another, but I couldn’t help but wonder if I had just saved the girl only for all of us to end up in a worse position.

      I guessed we would find out soon enough.
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      When I was younger, I had thought that quicksand would be a much more present threat in my life considering how much it was in all of the media I consumed. Naturally, I had been endlessly disappointed that it really wasn’t a thing. But now, as I stood in the center of an ornate room full of elegant draconic sculptures and paintings, I felt like I was sinking down into a puddle of the very much exaggerated danger.

      There was no one but the guards in the room with us, and it was deathly silent. You could have heard a pin drop—if the floor wasn’t covered in thick, lush velvety carpet. After our one day in the absolutely apocalyptic, dismal abyss that was the city, this opulence came across as almost a shock.

      The door opened, and I heard several different footsteps come in. One was the now-familiar gait of the same blond dragon that we had already been dealing with, but there were two more, both light on their feet.

      It seemed to take forever for them to cross around the front. When they had, and I could see them in their entirety, I almost wished that we were back down in the execution room.

      …almost.

      One was unmistakably Baelfyre. Sure, his hair was different, and his clothes were far more fancy and formal than I had ever seen him in, but there was no mistaking that fine bone structure and intense gaze. In this world, however, he didn’t need to mask his disdain and superiority, and he wore them across his visage without any compunction.

      The other man with him was older, and I didn’t recognize him. He was dressed in full armor and had several scars across his face. Which made me wonder, did he get them in his human form, or were they earned as a dragon and then they translated to this form?

      “You’re absolutely certain that she’s like the other?”

      The other? The other! That had to be Mickey, right? They had Mickey! Then why couldn’t I feel her? Why wasn’t she reaching out to me in joy? Something wasn’t making sense and it set my teeth on edge.

      “Confirmed. Saw it with my own eyes. So did these guards here.”

      “Impressive, Galvinod. And how did you come across them?”

      “I was out searching for a previous transgressor when fortune smiled upon me and they all happened to be in the same place at the same time.”

      “Previous transgressor?” Baelfyre’s grin widened. “Ah, the little birdie that plucked out your eye when she escaped?”

      I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I heard the tiniest bit of embarrassment to the blond dragon’s answer. “…yes. And as you can see, she is here in my custody, waiting to be dealt with after we handle the more important development.”

      “Right, good work.” Baelfyre nodded, then looked to the man in armor. “I think this warrants alerting the prince.”

      “I concur.”

      “Wait,” Mallory interjected, causing me to wince. “You’re not the prince?”

      Baelfyre just laughed. “What, is that what it’s like in your dimension?” My eyes widened at that and his mirth just grew that much louder. “Yes, we know about the realities and the thin veils between us. You think you and the other were the first little seers to get lost in the spiderweb?”

      I was so tired of being scared and capitulating to these fanged jerks. Before I could think it through, I was retorting snarkily. “No, but I’m surprised you didn’t just execute them for no reason like you did your world’s own seers.”

      Baelfyre straightened at that. “Oh, did you see that in one of your visions?”

      “Something like that,” I shot back despite the pleading look Bron was giving me. “Her father committed some grand sin against you, and you killed both of them before they could even know their power.”

      “Well, that really is a shame, I suppose, but thankfully we’ve got the two of you now to make up for it.” He raised a finger and looked to the blond dragon. “Take them to the others. I will inform the prince and he will no doubt want to meet them in person.”

      “Very good, Lord Advisor. I will see to it.”

      “And don’t worry, Galvinod, I will make sure that he knows it was you who brought this gift in. This just might be enough to make people forget about how a little songbird bested you.”

      The blond dragon bristled. “As I have said, I was drugged an—”

      Baelfyre held up a hand. “Until next time.”

      Then the two were off in a flash of cloak, leaving us with the two guards and Galvinod. Which, by the way, was a really stupid name. They didn’t give us any time to rest, however, and got us to our feet before marching us out the door.

      We traveled down halls and up staircases that were practically dripping with wealth. They even had electrical wiring! The stark difference between the land of dragons and the human territory was insane. It made me want to do something about the situation, but right then, I couldn’t even save my own sister. It was important I didn’t let my savior complex get in the way of what needed to be done.

      My thighs were screaming again by the time we reached the top of a particularly long staircase, and I was actually relieved when Galvinod moved to the front of us to swing the door open.

      Just like I expected, it was a little mini-dungeon, but well-lit and lacking in the grossness one might expect. Instead, I smelled incense burning in the corner and there was even a barred window looking to the outside.

      But most importantly was what was in one of the two cells. Laying there on the floor were several blue, crystalline forms.

      “Mickey!” I cried, rushing forwards.

      But one of the guards grabbed my shoulder and forced me into the empty cell. “Glad to see that the two of you know each other. Should give you the proper motivation to wake her up.”

      I glared fiercely as the guards slid the door closed on us. “Why do you care if she’s awake or not anyway?”

      “Because, if she’s stuck in her crystal like that, how are the two of you going to help us cross into other worlds until dragons rule all of them?”

      I took a step back, nearly colliding into Mallory, and I felt my stomach drop. “That’s why you want us?”

      He shrugged. “That’s just what I’ve heard through the grapevine. I’m not particularly into the military scene, so you’ll have to see what the prince has to say to you.” He smiled wanly and gave us a wink. “I’ll be seeing you later, Mal.”

      And with that, he and the guards were out the door, leaving us alone to our own devices.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” I was surprised when it was Mal speaking, not Bron. “You should have let them roast me to a crisp. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about this anymore, and they wouldn’t know they have exactly what they’ve been hoping for.”

      “I couldn’t just let you die,” I murmured, sinking down to the ground, my eyes affixed on my sister’s body.

      “Well, you should’ve.”

      I didn’t have it in me to argue with her. Instead, I just closed my eyes and tried to reach out to my sister.

      I couldn’t believe it. We were so close, and yet it still seemed like we were impossibly far. She was just across the room, but whatever she had sealed herself in was barring me from communicating with her. How was it that she could send me dreams across dimensions, but couldn’t even manage the slightest of responses right now?

      Wait, maybe that was the answer. Maybe the realm of the unconscious was the only place where we could communicate. I… I guessed that made sense? I supposed there wasn’t much else I could try, so I tilted my head back, slowed my breathing, and told myself to calm down.

      Easier said than done, of course, but luckily, my friends seemed to get what I was doing and didn’t interrupt me. It felt like a thousand thoughts flew through my mind, ranging from bitter to defiant to defeated, but I refused to follow any of them. I let them flow through me, like water under a bridge, until finally I started to slip under.

      

      “Well, you found me.”

      We were back in the hub again, but away from the center of town that I was so used to. It was funny how similar the hub looked to the world I was in now. If it weren’t for more of the craters, radioactive glow, and slightly more violent destruction of the rotted dragon’s prison, the two realities would be nearly identical.

      “It’s not exactly the most ideal of situations, but hey, at least we’re back together again, aren’t we?”

      I looked over to see Mickey sitting across from me on a pile of rubble. She looked wearier than I had ever seen her, and I pondered if that ethereal projection of her was more my mind’s doing than her own.

      “But are we really?” I asked. “Because last I checked, you’re kinda cocooned up and non-responsive.”

      She chuckled dryly at that. “Oh, so you noticed that? And here I thought I was playing it subtle.”

      “About as subtle as a sledgehammer…”

      She stood and crossed the distance between us, holding out her arms in a hug. I couldn’t help but return it, tears coming to my eyes as we embraced. “I missed you so much,” I managed to say without my voice breaking, but only just barely.

      “I know. I missed you too, little sis. But you’ve been doing amazing. I wish you had stayed in our dimension, but I’m guessing that you had plenty good reasons to come here.”

      “I didn’t mean to. The dragons attacked where we were and one thing kinda lead to another.”

      “Oh, sounds scary. Well, I guess I should be glad that we’re together now.”

      “Kinda together.”

      “Goodness, you’re being so picky with semantics. I thought I was the English-lover and you were the artist.”

      As much as I adored my sister, I didn’t have it in me to joke around like we normally did. There was just too much at stake. “Do you know why the dragon wants us?”

      “I imagine for the same reason that the rotted dragon wants us. Everyone wants to hop over the reality barriers, but we are the only ones who can. And from what I can tell, there’s less than a hundred of us over the fabric of all of time and space. As you can imagine, that makes for a bit of a supply and demand issue.”

      “Wait, you know what the rotted dragon wanted too?”

      “Well yeah, it was just a simple matter of context clues.”

      “So, are him and the dragon supremacists working together?”

      She let out a short bark of laughter. “Oh no, and perhaps that’s the funniest part of this. The rotted dragon feeds on his own kind just as much as humans and animals. From what I’ve been able to learn, the hub is…not entirely as we see it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She sighed and looked to the ground. “You ready for a story?”

      “Sure. This is a dream, isn’t it? So, time is impermeable and uncontrollable.”

      “Ah, there’s my literal baby sis.” We both settled ourselves down and then she continued. “As far as I can tell, the hub was once a whole entire world, thriving with life and civilization. In fact, it might have been the world, but I’ll get to that in a minute.

      “There were all sorts of species that lived there. Elves, shapeshifters, nymphs, centaurs, you name it, it existed. There was a balance through magic, or energy, or whatever you want to call how that place ran.

      “But then the dragon began to rise to power. War became a thing, and peace was no more. As far as I could tell, he eventually became so powerful that he ruled the entire world, and with a very cruel fist, I might add.

      “Naturally, people aren’t going to like that much, so all the seers and magicians and what have you from their realm got together and made a spell to exorcise him from their planet.

      “But it didn’t quite work that way. Instead, it created a version of their planet that he was trapped in, and then another that he couldn’t go to. So, the rebellion moved there, hoping to find their peace.

      “Of course, the rotted dragon wasn’t so hip to that idea, so he sent his hordes after them, and thus, they ran, creating world after world after world, until finally his forces were spread so thin that they actually stood a chance of fighting back. Then, when they were absolutely sure that they would win, they severed every connection to each other, obliterating all of the portals, until the rotted dragon was stuck alone on his hollow shell of a planet.”

      “…you learned all of that while encased in blue rock?”

      “A woman’s got to keep herself busy. It’s not exactly entertaining to just lay around all day.”

      “I don’t know, after the time we’ve had this past month, I think lying around sounds quite nice, doesn’t it?”

      “You have a point there. I’ve been seeing a whole lot of running in your life lately.”

      “Yeah, my least favorite activity.”

      She squeezed my hands and gave me a sweet kiss on top of my head. “I know you wanna see me pretty bad, but I need you to promise me something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t free me until you’re absolutely sure you have a plan to escape. We need to buy all the time we have, and if we’re both active, they’re going to force us to help them cross the divide as fast as possible. I’m sure you saw the other two crystal forms next to me. Those are dragon soldiers. They’re on our side…or at least they will be once we’re all free.”

      “So you want me to stall?”

      “I want you to stall.”

      “But what if I can’t get you freed from the blue crystal?”

      “Don’t worry, I have faith in you.” Yet another sweet hug and then she was stepping away from me. “You should go back now. I feel that the prince is coming and he’s not the nicest of people. Promise me that you’ll be strong?”

      “I promise,” I said.

      “Good. Be safe, baby sis.”

      “I’ll try my hardest.”

      With that, I fell away from her, tumbling backward into the abyss until I landed right back in my own body.

      

      “Did you have a good nap there?” Mallory asked, sounding tense and like she was trying to pretend that she wasn’t.

      “Yeah. I talked to Mickey.”

      “Wait, you guys can talk to each other?” Mal asked. “Do you guys just generate powers at random, or is there a reason to y’all’s abilities?”

      “Just like she visited your dreams, we can talk in ours. It’s a lot more coherent than what you experienced, from what it sounds like.”

      “Yeah, I’d say so, if she’s doing anything other than standing there screaming instructions at you.”

      “That sounds unpleasant,” Mallory remarked.

      “It was. But I think I almost kinda miss it. My dreams yesterday were so quiet.”

      “Speaking of unpleasant,” I said. “The prince is coming.”

      Mal paled at that. “Oh. I was hoping he was bluffing at that.”

      “What?” Mallory asked. “Is he not a nice guy?”

      “I recognize that you’re joking, but it’s only because you don’t know him. Whatever you do, try not to react, try not to speak. Keep any sort of stimulus you could possibly give him to a minimum.” She sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “He wants something from us, which makes it that much worse.”

      “How so?”

      “It means that he’ll keep us alive no matter what he does to us.”

      “Oh…”

      Before any of us could ask for her to expound on that idea, the door was opening, and people were walking in.

      Oh, great.
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      If I thought this dimension’s Baelfyre was snazzily dressed, the prince had him beat by a mile. From the moment he stepped in, I was nearly blinded by the gems and filigree all over his royal tunic. His pants were also a thick, embroidered leather with eyelets along the side that were strung up by gold strings, and his military boots were covered in armor that probably cost more than Mickey and I earned in a year.

      He wore a simple, masculine sort of crown on his head, but his long, red hair flowed in a series of complicated braids and waves. Altogether it probably shouldn’t have looked masculine or intimidating, it was.

      “These are them?” he asked, tilting his head almost idly. His voice wasn’t quiet gravelly, but it was far lower than I expected. Bordering on monotone, and quiet, with only the slightest uptick every now and then.

      “Indeed they are,” Baelfyre said, coming in behind him. “Our good old friend Galvinod was the one who happened to find them.”

      “Galvinod? Surprised he knows how to do anything outside of his theater and horse racing.”

      “He’s full of surprises, apparently.”

      “We will make sure that he’s appropriately compensated.”

      “I’m sure I know what he’ll request, considering one of them is the slave that took his eye.”

      “Oh, really?” The prince’s thin lips curled into a smirk. “Small world. Soon to be smaller.”

      He approached us but stopped just outside of the cell. He nodded to the guards that then came in after Baelfyre, and I noticed they were the different than the ones I had interacted with earlier.

      I supposed that made sense, but it made the situation that much worse that there were probably more guards than I could ever meet, even if I was introduced to two new ones every hour for a year.

      They opened the cell door and the next thing I knew, they were gripping my shoulders and pulling me out into the main part of the room. I took a furtive glance at my sister, but she was still encased in that same blue crystal.

      I was pushed into a kneeling position before the two dragons, and my heart skipped a beat. Geez, I liked to think of myself as a pretty stubborn person with a whole lot of bravado, but it was hard to keep my cool with the two of them staring me down.

      “Huh. I thought she would be…more ethereal,” the prince remarked.

      “There is a sorted of rounded mediocrity to her, isn’t there?” Baelfyre laughed.

      Oh wow. That was a harsh one. It wasn’t often that someone could lay one on me that actually stung, but that one did.

      “So, Seer, do you have any idea why we’re here?”

      “You really want to know what your birthday presents are this year?” I shot back despite the fear in the pit of my stomach. “That’s being an awfully poor sport, you know.”

      “Ah, I see.” He leaned over ever-so-slightly, bringing my face a hair closer to his. He was handsome, in a sort of animalistic way. “You’re one of those scared little mice who likes to chitter and chatter like they’re the predator. But in reality, you are acutely aware of just how much you are the prey.”

      He blinked, and when he opened his eyes again, he had slit pupils that were constricted to a thin line in his reptilian eyes. I felt a chill go down my spine, but somehow managed to mask it.

      “Oh wow. You know I have contacts that do the same thing, but then they always rotate sideways to give me goat eyes. You ever have that problem?”

      I didn’t even see him move, but the next thing I knew, I couldn’t breathe. Ice-cold, merciless fingers gripped my throat, squeezing so tightly I thought my head might pop off.

      I vaguely heard cries from my friends, and someone slamming against the bars of the cells, and then laughter, but with each passing second, it grew fuzzier and fuzzier until it felt like everything was just a faint echo.

      Then, just as suddenly, the pressure was gone, and I was coughing and hacking as I collapsed to the floor. The world came rushing back, slow at first, then faster, until I was able to look up and everything was mostly back to normal.

      “I appreciate that you most likely think that this is your narrative, that you’re some noble hero from another world sent here to defend you pathetic humans from us dragons.” He crouched down again, one of his sharp-nailed fingers tracing along my cheekbones and then my chin. “But the reality is, I’m the prince. This is my story, and you are but a means to an end.

      “Now, you can choose to go along and maybe you’ll be allowed to sink back into obscurity where you belong. Or you can continue wasting my time and see exactly how expendable you are if you refuse to play your part.”

      So much of my mind was telling me to play nice. To capitulate and make sure he thought I was a docile little girl. But I couldn’t. Too many years fighting to just be recognized as a person had given me a stubborn streak a mile wide. It was probably going to get me killed.

      “See, you’re sending me mixed messages, dude. Either you need me to cross worlds or you don’t. Which one is it?”

      The prince stood up and sighed. “I tire of the banter. Take one of her friends out and kill them.”

      That got me to my knees in a minute. “If you touch a hair on their heads, I swear to God that I will encase this entire palace in crystal until we all look like clearance earrings in the mall!”

      The prince turned back to me, a small smile on his face. “I see. And is that really within your scope of power, little girl?”

      “I dunno,” I answered, rising as high as I could while on my knees and giving him the most manic smile I could muster. “Would you like to test it?”

      I had been expecting a lot of things, especially for him to hit me again, but he laughed instead. “Well, well. This is surprising. A human with actual bite. Please, continue to tell me what you’ll do to me.”

      The tension between us was thicker than anything I had ever experienced, but I didn’t waver. At the moment, I was so full of adrenaline and venom that I wasn’t even sure I was afraid anymore.

      “The way I see it, we’re at a bit of an impasse. You want something from me, but if you threaten me, I won’t give it to you. If you threaten my friends, I won’t give it to you. But, as it turns out, I just so happen to want something from you. So, instead of this grandstanding, how about you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours?”

      “You press your luck—” Baelfyre started.

      But the prince held up his hand to still him. “I’m intrigued. Tell me, what can a seer from another world possibly want from me?”

      “I want to free my sister. That’s it. If you can help me do that or find some sort of ancient secret that can wake her up, I’ll help you with whatever you want.”

      “Really? Even if that’s the destruction of your own reality?”

      I shrugged. “My reality has never been too kind to me. If I don’t like what you do to the place, I’ll go and hop to a new one.”

      The prince seemed to actually be considering what I was saying. Sure, I didn’t like how smug he looked about it, or entertained, but he wasn’t killing me or my friends yet, so I supposed I was doing good.

      “Strange, you just threatened me with sudden crystallization and yet you say you need to learn ancient secrets for it?”

      “We can call upon it at will, but apparently taking it away is a whole lot harder. Also, there’s a slightly trickier part. I don’t know how to get back to my reality. That’s another thing I need your records for. There’s not exactly a tutorial on how to be a seer, so I’m figuring it out as I go.”

      “I see.” He turned to Baelfyre and seemed to consider something for several moments. Finally, he turned back to me with a jovial, borderline sweet expression. “I agree to your terms, little Seer. I’ll grant you guarded escort to our records chamber, provided you show noteworthy progression.”

      There was the sound of air being displaced and then suddenly something struck my cheek so hard that I slammed back down to the ground. I gasped, but before I could even turn my head to look up, I felt fingers lace through my hair.

      “But I warn you, Seer, do not be mistaken in thinking you are remotely my equal. I am granting this because it amuses me, not because of any impasse you think you may have carved. And the moment I find it not entertaining, I will lock you up and flay bit after bit of your skin until you beg to take me to your world. Understand?”

      “I-I understand.”

      And then he let go. “Fantastic! I’ll give you all time to get acquainted with your new home, then tomorrow, we’ll get started. I do so hope that some of us end up disappointed.”

      With that, he stepped out and the guards picked me up then shoved me back into the cell. I crashed into the wall, but Bron was there to catch me. I could feel him rumbling against my side, rage and power building in him, but I patted his chest soothingly.

      “Don’t,” I whispered. “Please.”

      Having a dragon on our side was an ace in our pocket and I didn’t want to give that away. Plus, I shivered to think of what they might do to him. I had no idea how they couldn’t tell already, but I guessed maybe their scents were different across dimensions, or the thought of a traitor dragon wasn’t even comprehendible to them.

      But whatever reason it was, he managed to keep his cool until the guards left, slamming the door on the way out.

      “Are you alright?” Mallory said, rushing to my side.

      “I’m fine,” I said, rubbing my still-sore throat.

      “I’m going to kill him,” Bron remarked, voice low and more dangerous than I had ever heard it before. “Before this is over, I will kill that man.”

      I sighed and let myself sink into Bron’s hold. Back on my old world, in my old life, I would be far too embarrassed to ever sustain body contact with someone so attractive for so long. Especially without my glove. However, lot had changed since then and now leaning against a hot prince seemed like the last of my worries.

      “No, you won’t,” I murmured. “But for now, let’s all get some sleep, shall we? I think I’d like to talk to Mickey again.”

      “I think rest would do us all well,” Mal said, the first time she had spoken in quite a while. She was looking at me with an expression that I wasn’t quite able to interpret, but she quickly settled down and rolled onto her side.

      “Wow, never thought I’d miss your ratty old mattress,” Mallory remarked, sliding down against the wall next to us and leaning against Bron as well.

      Together, the three of us faded off into slumber, no doubt nightmares waiting behind each of our eyelids.
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      I was ready when they came the next day, bright and early and with clanging steps. Unfortunately, I hadn’t dreamt at all in my little escape from consciousness, which really threw me for a loop. I was so close to Mickey, why weren’t we communicating nearly as much as we had been before? It didn’t make sense.

      However, it wasn’t the guards that I expected. Instead, it was Galvinod, complete with a full breakfast tray and several waterskins hanging from his belt.

      On a side note, I had hung out with the fancy pants dragons in my world for too long if I could recognize a handcrafted, leather waterskin on sight.

      “Hello there, my songbird. I imagine you’re hungry.”

      Mal sat up and scooted all the way back against the wall, her lips pressed into a thin line. I could tell she was hovering somewhere between horrified and hungry, but that food really did smell good.

      “What do you want?” she growled.

      “To thank you, actually. Because of the little friends you have in tow, I seem to have reclaimed all my previous status, and a good bit of wealth as a reward. I figure the least I could do is feed you.”

      But even I could tell there was an ulterior motive, and I decided to help the other-dimensional version of my friend.

      “What’s in it for you?” I asked.

      “Why does something have to be in it for me? Can’t I just be grateful?”

      I affixed him with my most patient look. “I suppose it’s a possibility, but it’s not very probable.”

      “Fair enough,” he laughed lightly and put a little bit of what looked like bacon onto a biscuit with an over easy egg. He handed it through the bars, and I stared at it for several moments before carefully taking it.

      When nothing terrible happened, like Galvinod trying to pull me through the bars or smacking the food out of my hands, I passed it over to Mal. I figured she needed it more than any of us. She too hesitated for a moment, then quickly devoured it in one large bite.

      “After all of this is said and done, and the prince is marching his forces into your world, I might have been promised to have you back.” He said it so casually, but it still made my stomach lurch. How could he talk about possessing another living, breathing person like it didn’t matter? “It would be nice to hear you sing again.”

      Mal’s chewing stopped and I could sense that she wanted to spit it back out, but I laid my hand on her arm. I willed her to realize that I would get her out of here and make sure that she never had to see this man ever again once she was free.

      She seemed to get it, because she settled back against the wall and shrugged.

      “Right. I realize we have a lot to put behind us, but I think, with some clearer lines of communication, I can make it better for you. I got you a bigger perch, some more comfy clothes for when you don’t want to be all dressed up how I prefer. Maybe even a pet!” He buttered another biscuit then placed some cheese and sausage on it before handing that to me too. “See? I’m willing to make this work. It would make everything so much easier if you would too.”

      She still didn’t say anything, but she didn’t swear at him either, so I called that a clear win.

      “Yes, I do realize I did just try to kill you. I apologize for that. I understand that it will take you a while to accept that, but I’m imagining it will take Miss Seer here a while as well to find out whatever ancient information she needs to so she can do whatever it is she needs to do.”

      Next was the waterskin and then he set the tray on the ground and shoved it toward us with his foot.

      “Eat up. Although I’ve got some clout, I certainly would lose it if I left this all with you, so I have to sit here until I decide you’re done. I don’t know how long that will be, so take advantage of that while you can.”

      It was a special kind of humiliating, almost like we were his pets dining at his discretion, but I didn’t care. I was hungry and thirsty, and I had a long day ahead of me. I needed to make sure I had enough fuel for my brain so that I could make sure to come up with an escape plan and free my sister, all before the prince got too impatient and started cooking my friends like the worst summer barbeque that ever happened.

      Thankfully, he didn’t wait too long. Maybe fifteen minutes, in which time the four of us tried to eat as much as we could, then he picked everything up and walked out. Well, almost everything. Despite what he said, he left a waterskin for us, which was certainly going to help me later. I didn’t think the prince was going to care if I was hydrated or not.

      The four of us huddled together after that, not quite sure what to do. Our only measurement of time was the sunlight from the window, and it was quite hard to tell how much time was passing. We had no idea when the guards would come to take me away or if they would take all of us away or anything.

      When I had first stepped into this world, this was not how I imagined everything going, and I couldn’t help but wonder why my visions weren’t exactly overflowing. Had I really strained some sort of magical muscle with all of my shielding, dimension jumping, and the like?

      Ugh. I hoped not.

      Eventually, footsteps sounded up our stairs and the door was opening, revealing six soldiers. That was an upgrade I didn’t really want or need in my life.

      “Come,” was all they said after opening the cell door. Mallory tried to step out, but one of them hit her in the stomach with the butt of his staff, causing her to double over.

      “Hey, watch it!” I hissed, stepping forward and baring my teeth. “I’d hate to have to tell the prince that you’re already violating our agreement.”

      To their credit, they didn’t flinch, but they did take a single step back, allowing me to walk out. I did, giving my companions one last meaningful look, before letting them lead me away.

      As soon as I was out the door, I paid attention to my surroundings. I had tried to on the way to our little prison, but I had been so tired and overwhelmed with my brain scrambling for how to survive that I had missed a whole lot.

      We were quite high up, I counted at least seven different staircases that we traveled down. I had thought that the mansion of the pro-human dragons in my world was massive, but this was a literal castle, and it was far from ancient. In fact, guessing from the familiar construction materials, and the fact that it wasn’t cold and drafty, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had built this shortly after their takeover.

      When we finally stopped on a floor and headed toward a room in the middle of the corridor, there were still staircases leading down. Were we even remotely near the floor level? Or did this castle have some sort of super bunker underground? Did dragons even need a bunker? They were kinda like walking bunkers, weren’t they?

      They pushed the doors open and I was greeted by a library even bigger than the one from my reality. It definitely was intimidating, but it lacked the sort of welcoming aura, that friendly sense of wonderment, that had made the first one so impactful.

      “So, where’s the ‘secrets of our elders’ section?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips and facing the guards like I wasn’t scared for my life.

      “These are all of our ancient texts. You job is to search through them.”

      I looked at the massive shelves lining the walls, then the freestanding ones other than that. I could read ten books a day and not even clear one of the massive structures. “I’m supposed to do this on my own?”

      The same one that had spoken before raised his eyebrow. “Aren’t you a seer? Just fortune tell your way to the right book.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It doesn’t work like that, but thanks for your ever-so-helpful input.”

      He shrugged, and they all moved to stand around the door, window, and any other escape points. Like I would ever try to run away now. My friends and my sister were depending on me.

      I walked a full circuit around the massive room, wasting precious minutes, and I felt my adrenaline start to ramp up. This was no good. I needed to be calm and collected, I needed to visualize my success, or something like that.

      Before I worked myself up into a stressed little ball, I forced myself to stop and breathe. Maybe that guard had a point. Ever since we had arrived and our following run from the hounds, I had been missing my sort of sixth sense that I had been relying on much more than I realized as of late.

      Sitting on the floor, I crossed my legs, closed my eyes, and narrowed my concentration to only my breathing. In, and out. In, and out. Count of seven. Count of seven.

      Emptying my head was never easy, and I supposed it was never truly devoid of thought, but if I slowed down enough, I could sometimes manage at least a dull roar instead of the roiling maelstrom that normally was my mental landscape.

      I reached deep inside of me, wrapping my fingers around whatever it was that bound me to my past, my present, and my future. Slippery and undefined, it squirreled around in my grip, climbing through me until I almost felt like myself. Then, once I was fully imbued, I slipped down into the pool of swirling purple.

      

      “So, tell me about your latest episode.”

      Wait, what? I blinked several times, and realized I was in a therapist’s office. It was threadbare and fluorescently lit, which told me it was one from my earlier years, back when my sister and I were wards of the state.

      Why was I here? That wasn’t what I was reaching for. I wanted to go forward, not back!

      But that was exactly where I was, and before I could pull myself out of it, my mouth was moving, and I was speaking the words little Davie had said all those years ago.

      “I was in math class, and then suddenly I wasn’t. I was standing on a grassy hill, surrounded by at least a hundred people. I was speaking some sort of strange language. It made me feel kinda sick to my stomach.”

      “These people, did you know them?”

      “No. They were all…strange.”

      “Strange? Strange how?”

      “I dunno. They were human, kinda. But also not.” Geez, little Davie, read a fantasy book, huh? But even as I ribbed my past self, I could feel her emotions returning to me. I had been so scared. The things I saw were often terrifying, and when I came out of them, people didn’t treat me very well either. I had just wanted to be normal, to not have my messed-up hand and arm perpetually wrapped in gauze, or a sister who was still in the hospital because her burns were over too much of her body to risk infection in the outside world.

      “Can you describe it more clearly?”

      I didn’t answer for several moments and I wondered if I had suddenly gotten control of my mouth again, but then I was speaking. What a strange sensation to be in my body, and yet have a different me, a past me, controlling it.

      “I…think.” A shuddering breath. “The skies are grey, I don’t know if its smoke or storm clouds. The faces of everyone are…upset. Scared. Some are determined. No one is happy.

      “It’s tense. I’m tense. I’m holding a book and the words are all blurring. I can’t read them.”

      “What does the book look like?”

      “What?”

      I looked at the therapist again to find that he was no longer there. Instead, it was me. Well, a copy that looked like modern me, but she was wearing a full suit, with her hair up in a bun and glasses on.

      “I said, what does the book look like, Davie?”

      Abruptly, I could control my mouth again, and instead of being young me, scared and lost in a big world that didn’t make sense, I was myself. …scared and lost in a big world that made a cruel sort of sense.

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “Close your eyes. Concentrate. Feel it in your hands. Put yourself back on that hill with all of those scared faces.”

      She was so intense, I did what she asked automatically, but instead of feeling like seven plus years since I had that scene force its way into my head, it felt like yesterday. Yet a vision inside of a vision seemed a little farfetched.

      Oh well, I supposed it wasn’t the craziest thing to happen to me, so I let myself slip right back into it.

      …

      I was on the hill, dressed in clothing that spoke of sorcery and the arcane, but ripped to shreds and burned like an action movie. My hands were shaking, and I could feel desperation tinging every word out of my mouth.

      Just like before, words came out of my mouth that weren’t English, but unlike when I was a child, I could feel the rise of energy within me. Coiling and churning, it coalesced into a circle in front of me. It was trying to do something, but I didn’t know what, until a strange sort of tug tried to yank me forward.

      Oh. My. God.

      I was trying to open a portal. Little me had seen it all those years ago but never knew what it was. How many of my terrifying nightmares had been warnings of what was to come?

      I had no idea, but I couldn’t waste much time pondering that. My mind went to the book in my hand. That was the answer.

      I couldn’t see the cover, but the edges were all leather-bound in a tawny-colored material. There was a teal, decorative binding all around the edges, and the papers were already an aged yellow.

      I wished more than anything that I could turn the book over, but the vision wasn’t letting me change what happened. It was just a video, that I could smell, taste, and feel. So, I concentrated on my fingertips, what they could make out, what sensations they provided. There was embroidery on the cover, tight-stitched and soft to the touch. There were different textures to it at well, not that I knew what that meant.

      I tried to use all of my power to change the vision, but it was already slipping away from me. The words of whatever spell I was chanting faded, and I was left sitting in the therapist’s office, staring at a professional version of myself.

      “Did you see it?” she asked, looking at me far too intently.

      “Yeah,” I answered, standing up. “I know what to do.”

      

      I fell back into my body so hard that I nearly lost my breakfast. It took several seconds of even more breathing and staring at the ceiling before I got control of myself again. Of course, once I did, I realized that I couldn’t have been staring up at the ceiling if I was still in the position I had started in.

      A strong rock to my side told me that I wasn’t, and that I had somehow ended up laid out on the floor. Wow, I didn’t think any of my visions had ever done that to me before, but then again, that was before this vision inside of a vision baloney.

      I sat up, my head pounding slightly, and it was only then that I noticed the guards had all gathered around to watch me. Hah, I wonder if their little hearts had almost exploded when they saw me pass out, wondering if they had just killed the prince’s new favorite pet.

      But, as fun as it was, I couldn’t dwell on that. I had that vision for a reason, and it was to find exactly what I needed.

      Stumbling to my feet, I just walked. I didn’t try to think of where, or why. I just let my body move, and it did. Slowly, shakily, it led me to a random shelf, not too close to the entrance, but not tucked into the back either. One that didn’t stand out from any of the others around it.

      My hand came up, traveling across the tomes, feeling for that same sensation I’d had in the vision. I let all of it flow over me like water, not holding onto stimuli, just letting them rush. Until my fingers hit it, and all of the feelings from the vision surged through me again.

      My eyes snapped open and I grabbed the tome that my fingers were on. Looking it over, I saw a beautifully embroidered image of a lake and a tree growing directly out of the center of the water. It looked like it had taken ages to make, and no doubt years of skill, but that hardly mattered over what was inside.

      Hastily, I flipped it open, hoping for the whatever that powered me to have me magically open to the most useful spot, but instead, I ended up on what I guessed was the table of contents.

      And I say I guessed, because it wasn’t in English.

      Well of course it wasn’t in English! I had seen as much in my vision, but I guess that I had hoped it would somehow be translated…

      I sighed and marched over to the closest guard. Shoving the book into his face, I pointed to the words. “You. What does this say?”

      But she just gave me a ‘really?’ expression and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Now that I hadn’t been expecting. “Wait, you can’t read this?”

      “Was that point not communicated to you in my previous sentence?”

      I ignored the barb and shoved the book into the next guard’s face. “What about you?”

      “I’ve never seen any example of that language before.”

      “Are you kidding me?!” I cried, throwing the book across the room. Except the room was so large that it didn’t really make it across the space. “I found the one book that might be able to help us and you’re telling me it’s unreadable?”

      “Seems like it.”

      I let out a frustrated cry, marched over to the book, and took it to the guards at the door. “You two. Find someone who can read this or at least tell me what language it is, or your prince isn’t going anywhere. Capisce?”

      They exchanged looks and I was so over this camaraderie the dragons shared. I just wanted to rub their smug faces in something gross and stinky. But after nearly half a minute, they nodded to each other and one of them headed out.

      I went back to the table and opened the book, staring at the words like they would mean something to me. Maybe, if I was exceptionally lucky, they would magically just translate themselves with some sort of seer magic.

      Then again, when had I ever had luck like that?
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      I was starting to get a headache before the door opened and the guard marched back in. I wasn’t quite sure what or who I had expected them to bring, but it certainly wasn’t Baelfyre, dressed more casually, but still incredibly fashionable and opulent. I didn’t even know that was a possible combination, but he was somehow pulling it off.

      “I hear you needed my assistance?” he asked, strolling forward as if this were some leisurely conversation and I wasn’t his prisoner.

      “I don’t know. Are you some sort of linguistics guru who knows what this could be?” I held up the book so that when he reached me, he could take it from my hands. Which he did, turning over pages with a bored expression.

      “Huh. What a curious book you chose. Out of all of the ones here, what led you to this?”

      I didn’t feel it was necessary to explain that whole situation, so I rolled my eyes. “Seer, remember? It comes with the territory.”

      “Right, of course.”

      He handed the book back to me, and I set it down on the table to open it back up. But the next thing I knew, something gripped the top of my head and my face was slammed down into its binding.

      I tried to groan, but my body froze when I felt breathing right by my ear. “Listen, the prince may find your bravado amusing, but I am far less gracious than our reigning royal. You will treat me as a lowly, worthless slave should treat a master, and that will be that.”

      His grip in my hair loosened ever-so-slightly, so I turned my head just enough that I might look in his eyes. Despite being the same as the Baelfyre from my dimension, they were still quite different. Like the malice and contempt within them had been allowed to go unchecked and unhidden for far too long.

      “Are you sure the prince would appreciate you manhandling the lynch-pin to his entire plan?”

      “He needs you in working order, not unscathed, and I’m sure there’s plenty of punishments you could endure that wouldn’t take away from you accomplishing everything he needs. Besides…” His lips curled into a wicked grin and I realized he truly was loving this. “You and I both know that if you dare stop for any reason, you and your precious little friends are as good as dead.”

      He let go of my hair and stood back up, allowing me to straighten as well. When I did, I gave him the best glare I could manage, but he just laughed.

      “This is an old elf fairy tale book, from before your kind went extinct. Their language is dead, much like them and their magic, yourself excluded of course.”

      “Is there anybody who does understand this? Some kind of scholar?”

      “Unfortunately, no, not fluently. For quite a while, such books were banned because they were thought to be dangerous. Of course, now I’m beginning to wonder if our ancestors were right.”

      He let out a charming little sigh and sat on the edge of the table like he was some high school jock flirting with me. The situation was really anything but. “I know bits and pieces as well as the alphabet. There’s a book in here that also works as a sort of elven dictionary and grammar book, so I think if the two of us put our heads together, we’ll be able to figure things out.”

      “Wait…” I murmured, eyes wide. I was saying that phrase far too often lately, especially since I knew all too well that the world didn’t like to wait for anybody. “You want us to work on this…together. As in every day spent in this room? In close proximity to each other?”

      He smiled at me and I swear I saw fangs. I missed the Baelfyre from my dimension. At least some of the time, he didn’t look like a predator.

      “Yes. It sounds like fun, doesn’t it? Now, why don’t you help me find that book?”
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        * * *

      

      Working with Baelfyre was about as awful as one could imagine. He whipped between manically dangerous and flirtatiously charming so fast that I was always off-center and on my toes. Naturally, that made concentrating kind of difficult, but if it seemed like I was struggling too much, he would set in on me again.

      And how he set in was always different. Sometimes it would just be a too-warm hand on my back or shoulder or playing in my hair. Sometimes a pinch or a prod. When I was sitting down, he’d kick the chair out from under me or hit me over the head with a book. Once, he even tickled me. The stress itself was enough to make me want to pull out my own hair, and it was only the first day. And of that first day, four hours were spent just finding the dictionary he was looking for.

      We worked until the sun had long set, and I guessed that I had spent somewhere between eight and ten hours in the one room. I was ready to just keep going through the night when Baelfyre stretched while yawning.

      “I think this is a good stopping place.”

      “But we haven’t even translated anything!” I objected, feeling anger surge through me. It was bad enough that I was going to have a difficult time finding out how to save my sister with Baelfyre hovering over me, but it was another thing to leave entirely empty-handed.

      “That’s because we’ve been busy trying to figure out the mother language. I’m sorry my translation skills aren’t as instantaneous as you would like, considering that the elves have a completely different alphabet that has a conditional rotation.” His eyes narrowed at me and he gave me a condescending expression. “Do you even know what that means?”

      “No…” I answered slowly.

      “Exactly. So, when I say we’re done for the night, I mean we’re done.”

      I couldn’t argue with him, and it wasn’t like I would get anything done without his leading the way. Sitting back, I told myself to stand down, until an idea came to me. “Can I take these to my cell? There’s a lot of time in the morning where I’m just sitting there, so maybe I can learn something.”

      He shrugged and stood. “I don’t see why not. You’re almost passably cute when you play a good student.” He ruffled my hair, his rings catching and ripping at the strands. “Take her back, and make sure she’s here just after noon meal tomorrow. I need to update the prince fully on our progress.”

      The soldiers let out a series of affirmative and respectful sounds that I didn’t really care to repeat, then Baelfyre strolled out. As I watched his back go, I couldn’t help but envision several violent ends that I absolutely wanted him to meet.

      But then the guards were rounding me up and taking me back upstairs, wordless but ever-present. I tried not to be bothered by them, it wasn’t like they could hurt me or anything, but I found myself longing for one of my quiet mornings in my room, with nothing but soft music and the sound of my pencil against my sketchbook to keep me company.

      Would I ever get back to a time like that? Where my biggest worries were if my sister’s lupus was getting worse and if we could pay the bills? I never thought I would say it, but I longed for when our days were so simple.

      “Davie!”

      Bron was at the bars of our cell the moment the door opened, and I was relieved to see him. I knew that pretending to be human and confining himself to the limitations of our form had to be difficult to him, but I appreciated that he was doing it anyway. I had a feeling that him being a secret dragon was going to be our ace in the hole, and perhaps the only thing I had on the prince and his crew.

      The guards unceremoniously shoved me in, and then I was in Bron’s arms.

      It was a bit funny. Before we came here, I knew there was a sort of tension between us, but we had both been playing coy. I guessed there wasn’t room for coyness after saving each other’s life a couple of times, hopping dimensions, and then ending up prisoners of dragons who likened abuse to saying a friendly hello.

      I wouldn’t say that what was going on between us was a romance for the ages, per se, but I could say without a shadow of a doubt that knowing and having Bron beside me in this situation was a blessing and I took great comfort in his presence.

      “Oh, hey there,” Mallory said, pushing herself up from the floor. “You look rough.”

      I took inventory of her pale face and drawn expression, separating from Bron to hug her too. “You’re not looking so hot yourself.”

      “Yeah,” Mal offered from her own corner. “You’re beginning to look a lot like me.”

      “Heaven forbid,” Mallory laughed, but there was something behind Mallory’s expression that gave me pause. “So, what’s with these books?” she asked. “Did the dragons send you with homework? I knew they were cruel, but I didn’t think they were inhumane!”

      “Well, they are literally inhuman so…”

      “Fair enough,”

      “But this is a book that I had a vision about when I was a kid. I think this is going to have exactly what we need in it.”

      “Wow, a vision when you were a kid, huh? That’s some crazy foreshadowing.”

      “Yeah, if only I could have remembered it before now.”

      She let out a halfhearted chuckle and lowered herself back to the ground. I joined her, and then the three of us began to parse out the barest bones of a plan. But as we did, I could feel the presence of my sister behind me, cold and encased in crystal, waiting for me to release her.

      Boy, talk about a lot of pressure. I hoped I wouldn’t crack. Because if I did, a whole lot of worlds might crack with me.
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            Needle in a Crystal-stack

          

        

      

    

    
      Galvinod visited again with food, this time a touch earlier—or at least it felt earlier—and surprisingly, he asked polite questions about the books I was poring over. I still hadn’t had contact with my sister, and while I would try to meditate or controlled nap to talk to her, I couldn’t waste any time I had not studying the book in front of me.

      I didn’t know what to make of the blond dragon. He was obviously both abusive, evil, and conniving, but he spoke to Mal with an almost sort of reverence. She must have some voice on her to have him so enthralled but trying to ask her about her former master just resulted in her shaking her head and clamming up.

      So naturally, I was cautious in my answers around him, but I also didn’t want to tick off the one guy bringing us food and water on the regular. I was pretty sure the prince planned to starve us out to make us more compliant, and I wondered how he didn’t know about his underling subverting his plans.

      Oh well, wasn’t my problem.

      My problem was only literally everything else.

      However, with knowing the schedule for most of my day, I found that it didn’t drag on in suspense like the previous one. I supposed it helped that I also had my books to pore through while waiting for just past noon.

      I didn’t find anything conclusive, but I looked through the pictures. Which—while sounding a bit kindergarten—seemed a whole lot more familiar than they probably should have, almost like I had a memory attached to each one. Too bad I couldn’t actually seem to access the memory beyond the one on the hill. That would just be way too useful.

      The guards arrived right on the dot and carted me off. This time, Mallory didn’t try to get out of the cell with me, instead sitting against the wall and giving me a weak good-bye. Even after sleeping and eating, her visage hadn’t improved at all, which certainly had me worried.

      But there wasn’t much I could do. I had the feeling that human medical care wasn’t anywhere near where it needed to be, so it was just one more reason to get home as quickly as possible.

      We made better time down to the annals, or at least it seemed that way to me, and I was relieved when Baelfyre wasn’t there. That relief was short-lived, however, as he arrived just as I was situating myself with all of our translation materials at the table.

      “Don’t you look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed today,” he said, smiling brilliantly at me. I didn’t think I’d ever had the urge to kick someone so badly in my life, and I had met some real jerks.

      “Thanks,” I said, awaiting some sort of violence upon my person. But instead, he just sat across from me and started arranging his own side of our work station.

      “Did you find anything out last night? Any seer-ly revelations?”

      “No,” I answered cautiously. Certainly, now was when he would lash out.

      “Shame, but I wasn’t holding my breath. I feel that we may have used up all of our good fortune just finding you.” He cracked his knuckles. “I’m pretty sure hard work is what’s gonna get us through this and not much else.” Then he was pulling the books from me to look at himself, head bowed as he muttered to himself.

      …was that it? No slapping? No threats? What was wrong with him?

      I didn’t know, and I certainly didn’t ask. Instead, I just took a book that he handed me, as well as a sheet of paper. “Hey, can you find me all the different instances of these two symbols in this book when they appear next to each other? I’m having some issues surmising the less literal use of them.”

      “What do they literally mean?” I asked.

      “Dreams and cold. Or maybe…ice? Like I said, I’m not exactly sure.”

      “Right.” I bent my head down and got to the task at hand, wondering what kind of change had come over him or whether this was one of his tricks.

      The hours slipped by and I barely got through a quarter of the book he had given me before Baelfyre sighed and sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Alright, I feel like my brain is about to be mush. Want to trade?”

      “Uh, sure,” I answered uncertainly. “But I can’t translate, so will I be any help?”

      “You can look over my notes and take a crack at it or try some of that seer stuff again. I take it by the fact that you ended up our prisoner at all that it’s not exactly foolproof or constant.”

      “You would be correct.”

      The corner of his lips curled. “Sounds inconvenient for everyone. What’s the use of possibly the most powerful weapon in the world if you can’t rely on it to actually function?”

      “I’m not a weapon,” I responded sharply.

      Baelfyre just raised his eyebrow, seemingly amused at me. “You have the ability to start or end wars, to encase people in crystal and change dimensions. If that’s not a weapon, I’m not sure what you would consider one to be.”

      Oh... He had a point. I didn’t like it, but it was definitely a point. Despite all of the people fighting over me, I had never thought of myself as a weapon. Just more of an…advantage? A tool? I guess I had just been naïve before. What else would I be but a weapon?

      That was disheartening.

      “Aw, cut it with that crestfallen face. We have too much work to do for your faux-moral high ground. Now get to doing whatever it is you do so we can put these study sessions behind us.” He shifted uncomfortably. “All this research and no blood makes me anxious.”

      “Wow, what a difficult life you must lead.”

      I had no idea how I wasn’t popped one for that, but he just chuckled and looked back at the notes I had written and where I had left off in the book. When it was clear that no violence was coming my way, I concentrated on the leather-bound tome he had given me.

      I guessed I could try the whole seer thing again. Closing the book and laying it in front of me, I placed my hands on the cover, breathing in and breathing out. Just like before, I focused on the energy deep, deep down inside of me, hoping it would show me something that could help.

      Nothing happened, and after long enough, I could feel Baelfyre’s eyes on me, but I forced myself to shut that out. There was no one but me in the world. Me, and the age-stained pages below my fingertips.

      Eventually, I felt a silvery sort of coolness rush over me, followed by a purple surge. I fell down, down, down, deep into the energy within me.

      

      I stood on top of a battlement, dozens of soldiers beside me. All of us were weary and battered, and I could feel myself teetering on the edge of total exhaustion.

      A screech sounded from above us, great and terrible, reverberating through my frame like an earthquake. I let out a furious cry in response, and suddenly, the people around me burst from their forms, taking to the sky as full-sized dragons.

      I marveled at them, completely taken by their beauty. They came in all colors and forms, some that were almost all wings, some with long jaws, and some with longer, gangly legs, but even their massive bodies, easily as big as Bron and Baelfyre combined, were nothing compared to the shape that was blotting out the sun.

      Its shadow swept over us, and when I looked up, I saw an all too familiar adversary.

      The rotted dragon.

      Except he wasn’t rotted at the moment. No, he was a resplendent gold with copper accents, his scales reflecting the sunlight almost like that was a weapon in and of itself.

      The dragons around me were no match for him. His great jaws snapped and gnashed, seeming to take out one of my allies with every bite.

      His claws were just as lethal, slashing and scouring and sending blood raining down on us.

      I fired arrow after arrow, my aim true, but most of my bolts were bouncing off. I felt so useless!

      It wasn’t long until there was only a handful of us, all firing arrows from our bows as quickly as we could. We could tell it was all for naught, but we didn’t relent. We had to keep fighting. Hold the line.

      The great, golden dragon was lowering itself, trying to land on the battlement we had made our stand on. I knew that it would, and that soon, fire would come pouring out of his mouth in a rush of agony and then death.

      But maybe… Maybe there was hope. Something I had been taught oh so long ago…

      One of his feet touched down, and then the other, the downbeat of his wings causing all of our hair to go wild and dust to kick up in our faces, but I kept my eyes locked on him, as he did on me.

      “Hello, little one. Curious that they would risk one of your kind, considering how few of you there are?” His voice was just as terrible as it had been in the hub, making my skin crawl and my stomach lurch.

      “Perhaps,” was the only answer I gave him before summoning everything I had in me. I couldn’t let him get past this line. I couldn’t let him get to the center of our stronghold where those who were working on our final escape were gathered. I had to stop him.

      Whatever way I could.

      The power within me bubbled, trying to reach up and out into a vision, but I held onto it as tightly as I could. It bubbled, bucking against my grip, but I forced it to stay within the confines of my skin. It bubbled and fizzed, crackling like a firecracker, until I felt like my head would literally pop off from the pressure.

      Then and only then did I release it.

      It rocketed from my core in an explosion of blue crystal, eating up through my body like a voracious virus. But I let it rage, swallowing up my form and racing for that of the dragon.

      It caught one of his feet, then the other. He tried to flap away, but it was already licking up his scales.

      Ancient and rarely used curses escaped from his mind, shouting in my own like a storm. But I bore it, letting it roar into my mind, the desperation almost dulling the pain shooting through me as I was swallowed whole.

      Bit by bit, my body went cold, my senses dulling as hard rock devoured me. The last thing I thought, as blue surrounded the two of us, was that I wished I had visited my brother one last time. Hopefully, he knew I had given my life for good reason.

      For hope.

      

      I fell back into my body coughing and gasping and otherwise feeling like I was just returning from orbit. My eyes were still closed, but I felt someone pressing a cup of cool water to my lips.

      I gulped it down, greedily, my vision clearing as I did to reveal Baelfyre looking down at me with concern. That was…not what I had been expecting.

      “You alright?” he asked, brushing my hair back from my face. I noticed then that I was covered in sweat, which was unusual. The last time I’d had such a physical reaction to a vision had been during my first ones. Maybe I was pushing myself too hard again? Not like I could stop.

      “Yeah,” I breathed, trying to get a hold of my thundering heart.

      Baelfyre set the cup down and walked around to the other side of the table. Once he sat, he looked at me with a strange sort of expression somewhere between shock and admiration. “Huh, I had thought this whole oracle thing would be a lot more graceful and ethereal.”

      “Was it not?” I joked, trying a wry grin but ending up with something more akin to a grimace.

      “Not at all. Your head jerked backward, and your hands were rapidly turning through pages while you were grunting, groaning, and whispering. The whole thing was pretty unappetizing to watch.”

      I didn’t comment on how unsettling it was to hear a dragon use food-based adjectives to describe me, but at least I was now on the un-tasty side of things. Then I realized what he had said, and a spike of hope shot through me. “What page did I even end up on?” I asked, looking down at my hands.

      It was a picture of a woman descending into a pool of water. What was with this book and water? Was it a metaphor for dimension hopping? Or seer power? I didn’t know. I didn’t know what use looking at a woman skinny-dipping in an ancient tome was going to help me.

      “Look closer, Davie. It’s not water.”

      I nearly jumped at my sister’s voice, and I looked all around for her, but I couldn’t make her out anywhere.

      “Relax. You look like your head is going to twist off.”

      I settled, trying to calm my breathing. My sister had said something about it not being water? Looking closer, I saw that while it was shimmering and rippling for most of the circle, there were angular pieces creeping up her thighs, and her eyes were glowing the same color.

      “The crystal,” I murmured.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing,” I said quickly. This was the info I needed to free Mickey, I was sure of it, but I didn’t want Baelfyre to know that I had found it out. I had a feeling if the dragons thought I had more of what I needed and not enough of what they needed, they would get a whole lot more hostile. Of course, the dragon in front of me wouldn’t just accept a blatant lie like that, so I modified my response.

      “I mean, the page thing was nothing. The seer thing wasn’t. I saw a battle a long time ago where a seer was outmatched, so she froze an entire castle wall in defense.”

      Baelfyre scoffed. “I see where your sister got the inspiration. A coward’s tactic, if you ask me.” He stretched again and plopped back into his seat. “Well, that was a nice break. I’ll take the translation back for these last couple of hours if you want to find the rest of those symbols. I only have a couple of chapters left.”

      “A couple of chapters?” I parroted. “How long was I sitting here in a trance?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. It took me a while to notice.”

      “Three hours,” the closest guard blurted. Both of us looked to them, but they kept their face absolutely impassive. “That’s when your head started bobbing and I heard your heartrate slow.”

      “Huh, three hours,” I repeated, looking back to the book. “It certainly didn’t feel that way.”

      “Interesting…” Baelfyre murmured. “But not enough to distract us from the task at hand. Let’s get back to work, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      Surprisingly, the remaining couple of hours passed quickly, and I was being marched upstairs again. I kept the books I needed tucked tightly to my side, my heart hammering away at the thought that I was sneaking incredibly valuable info to my friends and I, but the dragons had no idea.

      Or did they?

      That thought sent shivers down my spine and I almost dry-heaved. If the dragons knew what I was up to, we were all dead. Period. I just had to hope that their constant underestimation of my people would work to my advantage.

      When I arrived, Bron was waiting against the cell doors for me, while Mallory was still sitting against the wall, her face peaked and a thin sheen of sweat across her brow. I hoped… I hoped that she was alright.

      As soon as the cell door slammed shut, Bron was hugging me again, breathing deeply as he buried his nose in my hair.

      “I hate this,” he whispered, voice so quiet that I barely heard it. “Every time you go out those doors, I’m afraid that you’ll never come back and then everything would have been for nothing.”

      Wow. That was…surprisingly honest. For being the eternal optimist, I had never seen Bron be so intense about a situation.

      “Don’t worry,” I answered softly. “They need me.”

      “For now,” Mal said, curled in her own corner. “How’s that escape plan coming?”

      “Actually, I just got a huge lead on it thanks to my sister.”

      “Your sister? You mean the one that’s literally laminated over there?” She jerked her thumb in the direction of the crystalized forms laying on the ground, and I nodded. “Huh, weird.”

      I knelt on the ground and set the books in front of me. “But, I’m going to need your guys’ help. How are y’all on your foreign languages?”
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            A Moment of Respite

          

        

      

    

    
      I laid against the cold ground, my head on Bron’s chest and Mallory’s on my stomach. We had spent so much of the night studying as much of the page as we could, I was worried I would be too tired for the next day and unable to perform to Baelfyre’s satisfaction. The last thing I wanted him to think was that I was up to some sort of shenanigans and have him investigate just what I was studying at night. That would literally ruin everything.

      But, try as I might to sleep, it evaded me. I just had so much on my mind, and the pressure of the situation was really starting to get to me.

      “You’re awake,” Bron murmured from behind me.

      I didn’t turn my head, lest I wake Mallory. She looked like she needed all the rest she could get, and I just hoped that she wasn’t coming down with something.

      “Yeah.”

      “Something bothering you?”

      “Everything.”

      “I figured as much.” His fingers stroked through my hair, and I let myself enjoy the soothing movement. I just had to not think about how greasy my hair had to be. Ugh, when was the last time that I had showered? I couldn’t even remember. It seemed ages ago since I was in my own world. “Do you remember when our biggest worry was the anti-humanists in my world?”

      “Our world,” I corrected. “And yeah.” I half-laughed, half-sighed. “If only you hadn’t been so persistent after the café, then none of this would have happened.”

      “Yeah, because the anti-humanists would have snatched you right up.”

      “Not if I hadn’t touched you. That’s when my hallucinations went into overdrive. I guess it took direct contact with someone who had a powerful bloodline to unlock whatever it is that fuels this Seer stuff.”

      “…that’s what happened from your perspective?”

      “What do you mean from my perspective?” I asked quietly. “You felt it too, right? That’s why you took so much interest in me.”

      “What? No.” I felt him shifting behind me, but my head managed to stay settled in the center of his chest. “I… Really? That’s why you think I noticed you?”

      “Well, yeah. Unless it was the dropped coffee pot, but I didn’t think that was that memorable.”

      He laughed, bouncing my head up and down lightly. “Goodness. That is interesting. No, it wasn’t the coffee pot, or even the first time we touched.” He chuckled again, and I had to wonder what was so hilarious. “I first noticed you behind the counter because you were the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.”

      “What?!” I objected, nearly sitting up but remembering Mallory just in time. “Bron, there is no way that is possible.”

      I felt him shrug. “I would like to think that I’ve proven I am not one to lie.” He must have sensed that I wasn’t convinced, because he kept talking.

      “You were tall, like a tree, and your hair was a combination of lilac, teal, and pink that made me think of summers on the island with my great-great aunt before she passed. You had this sad sort of smile to you, one that made me want to ask what was wrong and see if I could help.

      “But then you would greet a customer, or laugh, and your face would just light up in a way I had never seen before that moment. It was so, uh, real, I suppose you would say. With no motivations or politics behind it. You were just…kind.”

      I could feel myself blushing, my body temperature spiking as he kept right on going. While I was long past the days where I thought I was hideous, I certainly was no international beauty either.

      “And your eyes! They were so different from my own. And of any other dragon. They are almost shaped like almonds, but big and sparkling with this sort of energy that I needed to get to know more.” He faltered for a moment and I thought he was done, but then he picked up again. “Perhaps I shouldn’t mention it, but I would be committing a lie by omission if I didn’t mention that your, uh, figure was certainly alluring in and of itself. You have certain features that I find quite…appealing. I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

      “But…but I’m fat.”

      “If you say so. I don’t know exactly what equates to the human equivalent of overweight. I just know that I like the way you look. I like that your thighs are strong, and you look like you wouldn’t snap in half if—” He stopped short and I swore that I felt him warm too. “Let’s change the subject. What did you first think when you saw me?”

      “That you were really, really hot, and really dangerous.”

      “Well, I suppose you weren’t wrong on either count.”

      “Wow, real humble now there, aren’t we?”

      He shrugged, and his fingers scrambled my hair a bit more. “I have been aware of my physical appeal for many years. I appreciate it, and sometimes I even take pride in it, but in the end, it is just another descriptor for me, not who I am.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. That was the most philosophical thing that I had ever heard him say, and it sounded so funny coming from his lips.

      “What? I was not telling a joke.”

      “No, no, you weren’t,” I said once I caught my breath. “It was just how you said it.”

      “Was it? Well, I am glad I was able to make you smile.”

      “Me too,” I said, sighing contentedly. “And I’m glad that we met.”

      “Really? Even though it caused the complete destruction of your life, plunging you into a world that you didn’t even know existed, where you became a pawn in a great chess match that we were critically underprepared for that also caused the disappearance of your sister, the one person who has truly been with you your entire life.”

      “…wow.” I said, eyes going wide. “You were paying attention.”

      “I try.”

      I chuckled again and snuggled into his chest even more. “Even with all that, I’m still glad.”

      “Then I will consider that a compliment not to take lightly.”

      His hand went from the top of my head to my shoulder, and I felt much more at peace than I had before. Bron was going to be a great prince, war general, and even king to his people. I just needed to make sure that he got back home in order to do so.
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            Day In and Day Out

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the certain danger that clung to every moment of our lives, our days fell into a sort of routine. The prince also finally figured out that he had to feed us—I had no idea who tipped him off to that—so we would get a meal with Galivnod in the morning and one at night as I was dropped off in my cell.

      The day would start with a strange conversation where Mal didn’t say much, then we would have a couple of hours before the guards would get me, and then my hours with Baelfyre.

      If I ever worried about being too bored, at least Baelfyre kept it spicy. Sometimes he was rage-filled and violent, and sometimes he was cool as a cucumber, but no matter what mood he was in, we were working our way through the alphabet and were getting to the point where we’d be able to more successfully translate whole pages instead of just random symbols.

      Then, once I was returned to my cell, we would eat under guard supervision, and once they left, we’d spend four or so more hours studying the crystal page, which we were also making pretty good progress on.

      It helped that Mickey would sometimes visit me in my sleep, espousing wisdom and helping me figure out anything that had stumped me. Her presence wasn’t guaranteed, nor was it always coherent, but I appreciated that it was there nonetheless.

      It was hard to say how much time had passed. Was it a week? Two? A month? I wasn’t sure. All that I knew was that all of our hair was getting shaggy and we were pretty rank. Goodness, what I’d do for a bubble bath.

      “Hey, Mallory, you okay?”

      My friend blinked rapidly, then looked to me wearily. “Pardon?”

      We were all sitting around the books, our notes haphazardly spread across the floor. We were staying up far later than we should, but we were so close to breaking the conditional cypher that we all couldn’t sleep.

      Well, Mallory could probably sleep. With each passing day, she looked a little worse. Nothing near fatal level, or like she was dying, but the girl was definitely sick with something. It reminded me of when she had allergies as a kid and would sometimes miss two weeks of school, but a little subtler.

      “Maybe you should rest,” I said, caressing her cheek. She leaned into my hand, but a look of determination crossed her face.

      “Not when we’re so close. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

      “It just might be for the entire world,” Bron mused, studying the page of notes that we had a breakthrough on the previous night.

      “I got it!” Mal cried, jumping to her feet. “I got it!”

      “What?” My head whipped to her. As charismatic as she had been, she had certainly been more reticent since we’d been captured. Of course, I didn’t blame her for that. She was in the tenuous purgatory of not being in Galvinod’s custody, but basically being promised to him. I certainly didn’t envy her.

      But I would make sure that never happened. It was the least I could do, considering my sister had gotten her into this mess.

      “That last symbol chunk we were on! It’s not a phrase, it’s a directional indicator.”

      “Wait, what do you mean?” Now Bron was on his feet, looking over her shoulder at the page.

      “We thought this symbol told us what tense all of these other ones were in, but that’s not how it works. I don’t think that there are even tenses. It’s just telling us the path to read.” She seemed to be able to tell I wasn’t getting it, so she laid her book on the ground and pointed to one of the symbols toward the middle of the page.

      “You said Baelfyre mentioned that this was read in downward columns. But I think he was only partially right. You start by going that way, but you change when you hit one of the directional symbols.” She shuffled through our notes and held up another with four different symbols on it. “We figured out these meant right, or justice, left or loss, up or sky, and down or earth. They’re the only ones we found that have solely the two meanings.

      “So here, let’s start at the symbol for birth, or beginning, or dawn, whatever you want to call it. Now, we follow it down until we hit the symbol for right, then we go that way until we hit the direction for up. It’s like a map!”

      I grabbed the paper and pen, writing furiously in the direction of her finger. Soon, I had the whole page written out in standard English order.

      “This is it!” I cried. “We translate this, we have the answers!”

      “And the dragons don’t,” Mal said happily.

      “Exactly.” It took a lot to not cry right then and there in sweet, sweet relief. “All we have to do is translate this and figure out the meanings.”

      “No big deal, right?” Mallory said from the ground, where she had curled into a bit of a ball.

      “No big deal,” I agreed to be supportive, but my gut told me something very different.

      And as a seer, you’d think I’d learn to listen to it a bit more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “A shingle of the maw, dew from the split circle. Spirit of the sighted and the rising of the star.”

      “…what the heck does that mean?”

      I sighed. All those nights of hard work just for a couple sentences that didn’t even make sense. “I don’t know.”

      “It’s a riddle,” Mal said slowly, rubbing the sides of her head. “Baelfyre said that this was a sort of fairy tale book, right? Well fairy tales love riddles, or at least they do as far as I understand.”

      “I suck at riddles,” I said with a sigh, sinking to the ground. “Mostly because the answer usually just comes to me like someone’s whispering next to my ear, so when there’s no voice, I have no idea how to answer.”

      “Huh, that’s cheating.”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “It’s obviously how to evoke the crystal. Or break it. Or maybe use it as a weapon.” Mallory rolled onto her back and sighed at my words. “Maybe obviously wasn’t the right word, but that would at least be my guess. I saw in a vision twice now that we can pretty much call upon it if we’re motivated enough. So, I would say that’s gotta be how we break it.”

      “What could these things be then?” Bron asked. “Let’s take it one at a time. A shingle of the maw. What could that be?”

      “Maw means mouth, right?” I asked. “…what’s a mouth shingle?”

      “Does shingle mean something else besides what you put on a roof?”

      “I don’t think so, but I’m not exactly an architect.”

      “What if its something that can be used as a shingle? Or just looks like one? Or maybe…rhymes with it?” Bron puzzled out, rubbing his chin.

      I closed my eyes and pictured a classic shingled roof. Goodness, that word was starting to sound less and less real the more we repeated it. But nevertheless, I focused, picturing the sunbaked, cream walls and the red, red roof.

      They overlapped each other neatly, the bottom of one covering the top of the other to reflect heat and send water running down them when the rains came.

      I could hear the sound of the water rushing down the shapes, heading toward the gutters where they would inevitably flood the yard. It reminded me of the time Bron and Baelfyre had been fighting off dragons in the palace yard, the water from the sprinklers making each of their scales shine like they had been—

      “It’s scales!” I said, my spine jolting so hard that it popped. “The shingles of the maw are, uh, mouth scales?” I looked to Bron. “Is that a thing?”

      He nodded. “Inside of our lips, we have special, softer scales that protect the softer tissues of our mouth from burns or other battle damage. I’ve heard they look very similar to the inside of a snapping turtle’s mouth.”

      I blanched at that. “A snapping turtle’s mouth is like some gross alien landscape, but great, we can always harvest yours. If we get to a place where you can shift.”

      “I might be able to do a partial one. But you would have to remove it right before you need it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “The inside of our mouths has a high concentration of ammonia. If you take them out and don’t immediately soak them in that, they rot and disintegrate within an hour or two.”

      “Oh wow, that is, uh…interesting.”

      “Really? I always thought that it was a bit foul.”

      I didn’t know quite how to respond to that, so I just kept plowing forward. “What’s the next part? Dew from the split circle?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to assume that it’s a liquid,” Mal said. “Maybe a liquid that’s usually found in the morning. But I have no idea what a split circle could be. Um…the moon? Maybe? Does that make sense?”

      “I don’t think the moon splits.” Bron said. “More waxes and wanes. But I do think you’re right about those liquids.”

      Suddenly, Mallory was cutting in. “I think we should clean up and all get to sleep. We’re not going to get many more chances at rest, and solving a riddle while overtired really isn’t all that great.”

      “I guess you’re right,” I said, patting the top of her head. “Maybe a good night’s rest will do us well.”

      “I know I won’t say no to it,” Mallory said, rolling over and putting her head in my lap. “But I’m always tired lately.”

      “Yeah, are you okay, girl?”

      She made a broad gesture and sighed. “I’ll live.” She hesitated a minute, then corrected herself. “I mean, whatever I’m coming down with is much less likely to kill me than any of the hijinks we’re bound to get up to while escaping and subverting these less than friendly dragons.”

      “Good to know.” I scooted back to lean against the wall, but Bron was already arranging himself so that I could lean against him instead of the cold partition. I thought about arguing with him for a minute, especially considering he never got a turn being cushioned by someone else, but I knew it would be futile.

      Besides, maybe it was selfish of me, but these hours resting against his chest, feeling his warmth and strength through my back, were one of the things that helped me get through each day. When things got bad with Baelfyre, I would just close my eyes and think of Bron holding me.

      Who would have thought that the hot boy in the café would turn out to be so important to me? I certainly hadn’t seen it coming.

      Unlike every other night, this time Mal sat down right next to me, her eyes flicking toward me almost as if she was asking my permission. I nodded, of course, and she leaned against both Bron and I, her head resting on the swell of my chest.

      It was nice. Oftentimes, we felt a bit fractured, like it was us, the Strangers, vs her. We had dragged her up in our mess and then got her stuck here.

      But for just tonight, it felt like we were one unit. Just a group of desperate survivors working together to stop the beasts intent on killing us. We stayed that way, our limbs all intertwined in each other, until we fell asleep.
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            Cracking the Code

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up feeling more tired than I had been before I fell asleep. My body ached, and I could tell that our routine was getting to me. I needed a soft bed, and maybe a full-body massage, as well as to just walk around in the sunlight outside like I wasn’t a prisoner of a group of genocidal dragons.

      Maybe that was what was getting to Mallory, some sort of scurvy or something. I imagined that there wasn’t a whole lot of vitamin C in our diet between our breakfasts with Galvinod and bare bones dinners with the guards.

      However, my mind was instantly filled with the riddle, turning it over this way and that. I felt that since the first example had been so metaphorical, the other ones were likely to be just as obscure. I needed to be less literal and think more like I was writing a fairy tale.

      It was clear now that the whole ‘book of tales’ thing was a disguise in case the book ever got into enemy hands. Which it obviously had, considering that I was reading it while in the custody of the power-hungry murderers.

      The guards came too soon, but thankfully, we had all of our notes squirreled away. While I was definitely allowed to study the book each night, I didn’t want Baelfyre seeing that we had cracked the code and force me to translate everything he needed. No, we needed time and he couldn’t know any of that just yet.

      I couldn’t help but yawn several times in succession, and of course, Baelfyre walked through the door in the middle of a massive one.

      “Whoa, what’s wrong there? Stay up all night, partying?”

      “I was trying to go through the book again and get a vision,” I said, forcing myself to cut the yawn off. “I didn’t.”

      “Your gift really doesn’t seem all that great right about now, and your powers of translation are less than admirable.”

      Ah, it was going to be one of those days. “Sorry. This whole being a seer for less than half a year thing has left me with a lack of understanding about the cosmic way in which my fantastical abilities work.”

      Abruptly, he lunged across the table, his hand wrapping in my hair and jerking me face to face with him. My hips banged into the table, but I swallowed my grimace.

      “What? Do you need appropriate motivation to care about the stakes at hand?”

      “No…” I answered slowly, calmly, trying to show him that he couldn’t rattle me. “But an ice-cold glass of water wouldn’t hurt.”

      His other hand came up to my mouth and his claws slid across my lip, making hairline scratches along the delicate skin there. “You know, I wonder if having a tongue is necessary for you to still be useful to the prince. I’d be more than happy to relieve you of it.”

      He stared at me, his teeth growing and his eyes turning into brilliant pools of vivid color. I swallowed harshly but steeled my insides against what I was going to say.

      “I don’t know. Do you wanna test it out and see what he says?”

      “It’s almost cute that you try to hide how terrified you are. You, the little mouse, struggling in the grip of so many lions.” His eyes widened and his pupils narrowed down to tiny slits that looked sharp enough to cut me. Why was it so pretty when cats did it, their eyes all sea-green and—

      Wait.

      Wait a minute.

      Dew from the split circle. Did…did it mean dragon tears?

      The shock that ran through me must have been enough for him to misinterpret my expression, because he let go and sat back with satisfaction. “Much better. You finally get it.”

      “Yeah, I do,” I said, doing my best to hide my cheeky grin. “I think I finally do.”
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      I was practically vibrating the entire seven hours that Baelfyre and I sat studying. I couldn’t really get much actual work done with him sitting right there, so I busied myself with trying to force another vision.

      Naturally, that didn’t work. Instead, it left me feeling headachy and useless. I guessed that forcing them instead of letting them happen naturally was putting an extra strain on me. Which was exactly what I didn’t need.

      Thankfully, Baelfyre didn’t call me on it, instead just wished me a happy sleep and giving a patronizing little wave.

      Well, the joke was on him. I was halfway to figuring out how to free my sister, and he still hadn’t broken the conditional part of the language. Granted, if he did figure that out, then we were going to be in a whole lot more of a rush than I would like.

      However, I had to keep my lips sealed as we arrived, because the guards all stuck around for dinner. It was rice and some hunk of mystery meat that I really hoped wasn’t human, which wasn’t exactly appetizing, and it didn’t go down easy considering that I was anxious to tell my friends what I had discovered.

      I could feel it in my bones that we were almost there. Just a little bit more info and my sister would be saved, and then we could go home!

      That was…if I figured out the whole going home thing. Even if we did get to the hub, we’d then have to evade the rotted dragon, and I was getting the feeling from all my visions and the other information that I had picked up that that was going to be no easy task now that he wanted something from both me and my sister.

      After what seemed like an eternity, they finally left, taking the tray and the utensils with them, leaving us with nothing but each other’s company and our hidden notes.

      I whipped to them once I was absolutely sure the coast was clear and then the words were rapidly tumbling out of my mouth.

      “I know what the dewy split pool thing is!” I blurted. “It’s dragon tears!”

      “What, really?” Mallory said, groaning as she sat up. She had a lot of her color back, but her eyes were bloodshot. It really did remind me of those terrible allergy attacks she had when we were younger and pubescent. “How emo is that?”

      “What’s emo?” Mal asked, pulling out notes from a small gap in the stones of our cell wall and laying them out.

      “It’s… Never mind, it’ll just get us off-track.”

      “So, we know the maw, the dew, but we still need the spirit of the sighted and the rising of a star,” Bron said. “Do we have to catch a meteor? Or shooting star?”

      “I doubt it. All of these have been pretty practical.” Mallory snorted, and I conceded slightly. “Fairly practical. I don’t see why they’d change that now by having us chasing comets.”

      “You sure your seer powers aren’t giving you a tip?”

      For possibly the third time, something said set me off, and suddenly the answer was right in my face. “Oh my gosh,” I groaned, resting my head in my hands. “It’s so obvious.”

      “Care to enlighten the rest of us?” Mal said, her eyebrows knitting together.

      “I’m a seer. As in I see things.” They still didn’t seem to get it, so I elaborated further. “As in, you’re all blind and I’m the sighted one. Basically, a seer is the only one who can perform this, uh, awakening, I guess you’d call it.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Mallory objected. “They felt the need for that to be a riddle?”

      “Apparently.”

      “In that case,” Bron said, his voice quiet. “Do you think the star part could be so literal?”

      “What, you think it wants us to go into space and just grab a star?”

      “Not quite, but it’s not that hard to find a rising one.” His eyes flicked to the window. “I believe that’s called dawn, is it not?”

      We all sat there a moment, dumbfounded by the simplicity of it, but eventually, I started laughing.

      “It’s the dawn. The last part is telling us that it has to be performed by a seer at dawn, that’s it! They’re not ingredients, they’re instructions!”

      The others joined in, and soon, we were all cackling like lunatics. After such a long time in captivity, maybe we had finally fallen over the edge into actual mental illness.

      But even if we had, that didn’t matter to me. Finally, after everything I had been through, we had been through, we finally had all the information we needed to save my sister.

      “So that does it then,” I said once I could catch a breath. “Come morning, we’re going to free my sister.”

      “Um, I only have one issue with that,” Mal said, her face paling considerably.

      I couldn’t imagine what it could be. “Like what?”

      “What the heck are we going to do about Galvinod?”
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      Needless to say, I didn’t exactly get the best sleep. My mind was full of the plans we had made and how they could possibly go wrong. If a single thing went wrong, our plan could fall to pieces, some or all of us could end up dead, and then either my sister or I would be forced to give the dragons exactly what they wanted.

      By the time the very first pinpricks of pastel light caressed the velvet underbelly of the night sky, I was already up and preparing. We didn’t have a lot of time considering I had to perform an entire ritual, help Mal deal with Galvinod, and then escape an actual, literal castle filled with dragons.

      The others were up too, waiting to play their part. We each would have a dance to do, and each of our parts was intrinsic to the final performance.

      Bron began to transform, controlling enough of it until only part of his upper body was transformed. It was a bit grotesque, but his large, glittering fangs allowed him to seize the lock between his teeth and shake it until it broke in his mouth.

      Then, once that was taken care of and we could slide it open and shut as we pleased, he sat back and opened his jaws wide.

      “Wow,” I murmured, leaning into his mouth and looking for the scales that he had mentioned earlier. Sure enough, I found the thin, almost tentacle-like, spongy scales and plucked one off with a good tug. “Oh man, I think I’m gonna barf,” I said, holding the squiggly thing in my hand. It was still moving around, like it was a living, breathing, slimy thing, and I kinda felt like dying.

      “Hold your cookies,” Mallory said, holding up my other hand. “Now ya gotta poke him in the eye.”

      “What?” I objected, echoing the surprised expression on Bron’s dragonoid face.

      “You need his tears, don’t you? Unless he’s got the ability to cry on spot, you’re gonna need to give him some help. So, poke him in the eye!”

      I supposed we hadn’t really thought that part out. A mistake on my end, considering I was the person who had to do all of the collecting.

      “Sorry, Bron,” I murmured before taking my finger and poking at the shimmering, reptilian orb that was staring at me.

      The result was pretty instantaneous. He recoiled, and then soon silvery, almost sparkling tears rolled around the pebble-like scales surrounding his eye. Quick as I could, I gathered it on my fingers, then rushed out of the cage and over to my sister’s cell.

      Of course it wasn’t locked, considering her and her soldiers were pretty darn stationary, so I knelt next to the form of the woman I loved the most in the entire world, and prayed this worked.

      It needed my spirit, huh? Well, I would give it all I had. Reaching way down into myself, I yanked up that cool, coiling, purple energy like it was my minion instead of a strange power terrorizing my life. Holding onto the fleshy dragon scale in one hand, I wiped the tear along it, then laid it on top of my sister’s crystalline form.

      “You come back to me now, alright?” I demanded, laying my hands on her and forcing the energy out of my palms. I could feel the warm rays of the sun just beginning to tickle at my back, presenting both a comfort and a warning that I didn’t have much time. Dawn was an ephemeral thing. One moment, a blazing star was leisurely swimming up the celestial ocean. The next, it was blazing in all its glory.

      “Concentrate, Davie,” I hissed to myself. This was now or never, and I much preferred the now.

      Slowly, far too slowly, the world began to fade and the blue, fractured crystal in front of me seemed to expand and expand until it was taking up my entire field of view. It flattened, like a mirror, and once it touched the corners of my vision, the world fell away around me.

      I was floating in nothingness, suspended above the blue glass. If I hadn’t known what it was before, I really would have thought that it was a pool of water, smooth and undisturbed.

      But just below the reflective surface, something began to take shape. At first, it was just disconnected wisps of smoke, but then they came together, building in on each other and intertwining, sliding against each other until they bound themselves in the shape of none other than my sister.

      I tried to call out for her, but there was no sound. Yet, as impossible as it was, she seemed to hear me. Her eyes snapped open, and her hand shakily reached for me, as if fighting against a strong current. Her lips moved as if saying my name, calling to me from the void.

      I had to get to her.

      I fought my way downward. I didn’t really know how, considering there was nothing around me, no reality to cling to. I just forced myself to sink lower and lower, my hand reaching out for her, fingers straining to connect with hers.

      The deeper I went, the more resistance I felt. It was like something was pushing me, trying to eject me back up into the light. Light that was growing that much stronger, warming my feet and beckoning me to forget this nothingness. Forget the hardship. Forget the cold.

      Forget Mickey.

      The voice was both cloying and rapturous, winding through my head and caressing my ear almost lovingly. Like it was a good friend who just wanted what was best for me. Like I could just listen to them and all of my problems would go away.

      It was so convincing, so insidious, but it just filled me with an uncertifiable type of rage. How dare it! Didn’t they know what Mickey had done for me? How she sacrificed everything and her health to make sure I was alright? It knew nothing! It didn’t know us! It didn’t understand love!

      Leave her, it murmured. Come back.

      “I won’t!”

      I surged forward, and my fingers finally made contact with the glassy surface. It was shockingly cold to the touch, making me freeze on the spot.

      But that was only for a moment, then the surface was fracturing into a hundred different little rivulets until it finally exploded in a hail of blue shards.

      They rushed past my face and body, slashing, slicing, but I didn’t care. With the barrier gone, my fingertips finally touched my sister’s, and we were finally reunited.

      We gripped each other harder than I think we had ever held onto anyone in our entire lives, tears running down both of our cheeks. But before we could say a single word to each other, we were rocketing back toward the light.

      I erupted from that place and back into reality, falling from my kneeling position to the floor. But I didn’t stay there long, quickly fighting to my feet to see none other than my sister lying in front of me, covered in a thin layer of dewy water.

      She took a gasping breath, her eyes snapping open just like it had been in that…wherever we were, and our gazes locked on each other.

      “Davie?” she asked shakily, her voice cracking slightly.

      I nodded, not trusting my voice, and then we were hugging with everything we had.

      “Oh my God,” I wept, nearly crushing her to my frame. “Oh my God, you’re here! You’re really here!”

      “I am,” she said, just as broken up. “You did it, baby sister. You found me.”

      A throat cleared beside us and my eyes flicked to one of the soldiers beside her. “As much as I appreciate how touching this moment is, what the hell happened?”

      “I’d love to explain it,” I said with a sort of half-smile. “But right now, we have anywhere between half an hour to an hour before a dragon comes marching right in that door, and we need to set the scene.”

      “Set the scene?” the other repeated, holding his head like he was much groggier than the soldier who had already spoke.

      “Yeah,” Mallory answered, walking over. “How good are y’all at playing very dead now that you don’t have blue crystal to do it for you?”
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      Footsteps sounded up the old castle stairs and we rushed to our final positions. Our whole plan somewhat hinged on Galivnod being a self-absorbed idiot, and if he had a sudden moment of clarity, our rolling head-start could turn into more of a heads starting to roll situation. But I had to believe it would work, that he wouldn’t notice the broken lock, or the fact that the man in our cell looked a whole lot different than the one that had been in there previously.

      “If this doesn’t work,” Mal said, seemingly reading my thoughts, “you can’t let them take me.”

      “Pardon?” I asked, trying to play dumb. I knew what she was probably getting at, but it wasn’t something I wanted her to ask me.

      “If this fails, and they take you on their insane campaign to rule the entire world, you can’t leave me behind in their hands. You don’t understand what it’s like. So if this fails, and I’m still alive, I’m asking you to do what’s needed when the time’s right.”

      “I…I’m not sure I can do that.”

      “Promise, or I will sabotage this so hard that they kill me right now.”

      “You’d really do that?”

      She looked up at me with a tired sort of expression, and I saw a depth of emotion that tore me right down to my heart. “Yeah, I really would.”

      “Alright then, I promise.”

      “Thanks,” she said, squaring her shoulders. “Now, sit back and enjoy a real performance.”

      I sat on the ground, leaning against the soldier in the cell with us so I would hopefully obscure most of his presence. If he minded, he didn’t say, but I supposed he was still trying to comprehend how he went from his previous situation to this one. Unlike my sister, he didn’t have mystical powers to tell him what was going on or that time was passing at all.

      The door opened, and my head snapped in the direction of the entrance. It was Galvinod alright, his arms full of the food tray and waterskin, already prattling about something or other. Mal gave him just enough time to set it down and turn to us before she pressed herself to the bars.

      “Oh, good morning, my little bird. Usually, you just sulk in the corner.”

      “I know,” she said with a lilting sort of sigh. “And I’m sorry. Look, you’ve been really nice to me since you found me. Nicer than I probably deserve, all things considered.”

      “Like I said, I wanted to make a change. I realize that you are my charge, my precious little songbird, and I need to treat you as such.”

      “I… I think I’d like that.” Her eyes lowered, and she looked almost bashful. If I didn’t know better, I would think that she was one hundred percent genuine. “But maybe I could pay you back a little?” Her voice wavered slightly. “Maybe you’d like a song?”

      The look on Galvinod’s face was something to behold. It looked like a sloppy mess of excited, hopeful, overjoyed, and skeptical.

      “Really? You’d want to sing for me?”

      She nodded. “I really would. I’m probably a little rusty, but it can just be a sign of good faith. Just like old times, right?”

      “Well, you’re not wearing your outfit so it’s not quite like old times, but yes, yes, I think I’d like that.” He backed up and sat in the chair he always stationed himself in when he visited us. “I’ve been waiting for this for so long.”

      Mal’s eyes flicked to me and she took a deep breath. For the briefest of moments, it felt like the entire world was hanging in the balance.

      And then she started to sing.

      I couldn’t help it, my jaw dropped pretty much after the first note. Unlike her hardened, one-eyed exterior, her voice was soft and dulcet, tinkling almost like a bell and being just breathy enough to sound wistful and not whiny. She sung of the sun shining and open fields, scenes that she probably had never seen in her life.

      Galvinod closed his eyes, a soft smile on his face as Mal wove her lyrical web. I had been dubious but hopeful that this part would work, but I had no idea that she would have him so completely enraptured so easily. Heck, if I didn’t know what was going on, I thought I would be spellbound too.

      But I wasn’t, and I heard the floorboards creak behind him. A quick glance told me that Bron was moving behind him, his body expanding and morphing until he was a terrible mix of stretched-out human and dragon.

      Galvinod had no idea, his head tilting this way and that in time to Mal’s tone. He didn’t even feel when Bron opened his jaws wide behind him, and I had to look away as my prince did what he had to do.

      There was a gnashing crunch, and Mal’s song cut off abruptly, a soft gasp escaping her mouth instead. It was one of the first times I actually heard her sound as young as she was, and really, truly terrified, so I stood up and hugged her, turning her so she was facing my chest rather than the scene behind her.

      “It’s alright,” I murmured, stroking her hair. “It had to be done.”

      “I know that,” she whispered, voice tremulous against my chest. “And he deserved it. I just didn’t expect it to be so…”

      “Messy?” I supplied.

      “Yeah. Burning people to ash has much less cleanup.”

      “And a whole lot more noise.”

      Speaking of noise, now that the deed was done, Bron was rapidly changing back to his human form. And once his head was back to normal, he was gagging then vomiting in the corner, his whole frame shaking.

      I gave Mal another squeeze then rushed over to him, patting his back. If I had my way, I would sit down with him and give him all the time in the world he needed to feel better. We didn’t have that kind of time, though. Normally, it would be a couple hours before the guards came to fetch me, but we were pretty sure someone would notice Galvinod’s absence or smell the blood. Once that happened, the jig would be up.

      “I’m alright,” Bron said, gasping. I handed him the waterskin, and he stood up, gulping it down gratefully. “Everyone ready for this next part?”

      “I’m still not sold on this ‘we can go to the hub if we want to real hard’,” my sister said, getting up from where the rest of the crew had to lay and try not to draw attention to themselves. “In my visions, past people had to use all sorts of complicated spells and not-English words.”

      “I think that’s because they were creating the worlds and portals themselves. We’re not creating anything, we’re just opening what’s been sealed and closing it behind us.”

      “Huh, you make it sound so easy, little sis.”

      “Compared to what we’ve been through, it has to be.”

      “Uh, I wouldn’t say that just yet. After all, we still have to escape from here.” She looked to the one window and sighed. “So, which one of you dragons want to carry me and who’s gonna carry the doppelgangers?” She sent me a broad wink that made me blush. “I already have an idea of who you’re ridin’, Davie.”

      “Riding on,” I stressed. “Semantics.”

      “I know what I’m about.” She ruffled my hair. “If we’re all about to die in a blaze of glory, I gotta tease my sister before it’s too late.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said, my heart warming. Goodness, I had missed her so much. “You’ll have plenty more chances.”
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            The Stakes are Sky High

          

        

      

    

    
      It turned out that, if a dragon was really ticked, he could definitely burst through a stone wall and rocket out into the sky. Or at least that was what happened as Bron bludgeoned his way through the partition mid-transformation, unfurling into his full form once he was outside of the room.

      I didn’t waste any time, running after him and launching myself into the air.

      He caught me easily, and my body slammed into his scaled back, knocking the breath out of me.

      I didn’t have any time to recover, so I held on for dear life as we rocketed off. I could worry about breathing later.

      Once I did gather my wits enough to see and inhale again, I looked over my shoulder to see Mickey was already on a dragon and flying after us, while another half-formed soldier was vaulting out of the opening that Bron had made.

      I couldn’t believe that we had made it so far. I had thought our plan would have a whole lot more hang-ups and moments for improvisation, but so far, it had been pretty smooth sailing. Minus that whole scarring Bron for life by making him outright murder someone.

      But then an alarm sounded behind us, and I knew that I had spoken too soon. Or…thought, I guess. Within a minute, there were dozens and dozens of dragons taking to the sky. None of them quite Bron’s size, but plenty of them giving the soldiers a run for their money.

      Smaller meant faster, though. It always had and always would, so they started gaining on us. I knew that it would be too much for the soldiers holding my sister and the Mals. Gripping Bron’s wings, I tried to shout over the rush of wind surrounding us.

      “We need to circle back!” I cried. “Give the rest some cover.”

      I felt a ripple of muscle underneath me, which I guessed was his agreeing, and I held on for dear life as we pinwheeled backward, going upside-down like a rollercoaster, but with a whole lot more danger.

      I quickly thanked God for my thick, muscled thighs that were able to clamp onto Bron’s scaly sides, because I was pretty sure my upper body wasn’t up to the task on its own. However, I didn’t have much time to focus on that because suddenly I was embroiled in a very real firefight.

      Bron swooped between dragons, his teeth snapping at wings and his claws scoring others. It was an uncanny callback to my vision with the rotted dragon, but with someone I loved instead.

      Whoa, had I just mentally dropped the L-bomb in the middle of a battle? That was…something.

      “To your left!” I cried, seeing a shadow in my peripheral vision. Bron pinwheeled, but it wasn’t soon enough to stop both of the taloned feet trying to stab right behind me into Bron’s spine.

      I didn’t even have to think. I called up a shield and the attacker bounced off it, giving the prince enough time to whip his plated tail around and spear the dragon.

      More and more were taking to the air, making even Bron’s superior strength and size a negligible advantage. Bron must have sensed this too, because he let out a huge cloud of fire and then pinwheeled again, facing in the direction we were supposed to be going.

      Or at least I hoped we were supposed to be going this way. We were kinda basing this off a vision I had more than five years ago, and I knew that wasn’t generally recommended.

      Thankfully, my sister and the two Mals had gotten a considerable distance, leaving mostly Bron and I in the danger zone. Which we definitely were, judging by the two dragons that swooped up on either side if us.

      One barreled-rolled over us, and I felt its claw score my shoulder. I cried out in pain, and hunkered lower to Bron’s spine, practically pressing myself down flat to his form.

      The other dragon made a pass for Bron’s neck, but I called up a shield for his teeth to clamp down onto instead of my friend’s flesh.

      Once more, it gave Bron the opening he needed, and he suddenly shot upwards, which allowed his claws to sink into the wings of the attacker and rip through the bat-like flesh there.

      I had a moment of déjà vu back to the first time that I had ridden on his back, all the way back when we were escaping from enemy drakes and I knew nothing about the world I was about to be plunged into.

      Instead of there being just two dragons, however, there were a hundred, and four more came up to replace the two that we had just dispatched.

      It was too much. We were going to be surrounded soon, and then I knew that both Mickey and the Mals would swing back to protect us.

      I couldn’t have that. I had made promises to all of them, and I would get them home one way or the other.

      Fire billowed all around us, and I had to constantly hold on with all of my might as Bron rolled this way and that, trying to avoid the attacks. But he could only do so much aerial gymnastics before some of them got their hits in, and I could smell the blood that sprayed in the air as their attacks rang true.

      Instead of being worried, or horrified, though, I felt something entirely different. At first, I couldn’t quite describe it, but as it rapidly escalated I realized that it was pure, unadulterated rage.

      I risked a glance over my shoulder and I saw two distinct shapes rise in the distance, massive wings flapping slowly. Then a third. Then a forth. It had to be the prince, Baelfyre, and whoever else were their strongest dragons. If they reached us, we would never stand a chance.

      I could see it all playing out in front of me, almost like a vision but not quite. They would overwhelm Bron and I, forcing him to the ground in an effort to secure me. Then Mickey would force her soldier to swing back around to save me, and she would be taken too.

      The Mals would fight about it, this dimension’s version being much more practical than mine, but that wouldn’t work out either and the dragons would kill both of them as nonessential personnel.

      It was gory and awful and tragic, and I couldn’t let it happen. No. I was making a stand and showing these jerkwads just a little sliver of justice.

      The rage was burning in me like it never had before. Suddenly, all of the wrongs in my life bubbled to the surface. The fire that stole my parents and scarred both Mickey and I, the foster homes that abused us, and the bullies that had tormented me. The disease that attacked Mickey’s immune system and body, leaving her weak and bedridden.

      The stupid anti-humanist dragons and their lust for power. The way Baelfyre had tricked us. This whole entire stupid world and its hate for humans. The look on Bron’s face after he’d been forced to kill Galvinod.

      And now, in this stupid, stupid fight where there were so many of them and so few of us.

      “Fall back,” I said to Bron, my tone alarming even myself. But there was something building up inside of me, and I was ready to release it against the murderers coming after us.

      Fortunately, Bron didn’t question me. Sure, he hesitated for a second, but then he dutifully did as I asked, tucking his wings in and dropping his speed in until we were completely engulfed in the mass.

      It almost would have been comical how surprised the attacking dragons were, but I had no room in me for mirth. I was tired of being a pawn.

      It was time to see what kind of damage a seer could do.

      I put myself back into that same sort of nothingness that I had found my sister in. This time, instead of the crystalline blue below me, there was just violent, violent purple, boiling and churning like a kettle on full heat. It looked dangerous, deadly even, and I hung suspended over it.

      Taking a deep breath, I let myself fall in.

      The energy I was consumed with was impossibly intense, and I felt like I had indeed dunked myself in scalding water. It ripped through my entire being, charging me in a way I never knew could be done.

      The dragons recovered and started to converge on us, but I just locked my eyes on the closest one and smiled. That was all of the warning I gave them before I let the inferno explode out of me in a wave of blinding purple.

      When I could finally see again, we were alone in the sky. I blinked, surprised, only to look down and see dozens and dozens of dragons falling to the ground, some of them in bits, while others smoked intensely.

      Had…had I done that? I was beginning to think that this seer stuff was less about fortune telling and more about being able to manipulate the threads of energy that bound realities to fit my needs. Which was a bit overwhelming if I really thought about it.

      So, I didn’t. I took what had happened in stride and kept right on going. No time to look back and analyze.

      “Oh,” I murmured, my head spinning. I leaned against Bron’s back and breathed in and out. Although I was completely winded from the exchange, I felt different than before. Like I had unlocked some new tier of abilities and I was still charged from the level-up.

      Which was good, because I had a feeling that the battle wasn’t quite over. We had just won a small reprieve.

      “Catch up with the others,” I whispered, closing my eyes for just a moment. “We don’t have a lot of time.”
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            Until We Meet Again

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time we landed, I was feeling much more like myself. Albeit myself if I had stuck a fork in an electrical socket, but still myself.

      We landed several minutes after the others had to find Mickey already working on the portal. I was proud of her that she had trusted me to get the job done and buy us enough time. If she had hung back, we probably wouldn’t have enough time to open it.

      And probably just enough time for her to realize the one crucial part of our plan that we had overlooked.

      Did we really overlook it, or had I always known what needed to happen? I couldn’t say. The only thing I could do was run up to her and take her hand, willing all of my extra energy into her.

      I could feel it the moment we touched. Our spirits connected and for a split-second, we were a single entity.

      In that moment, I could see all of the worlds laid out before us, one right after the other with only slightly different shades to distinguish them. All of them were connected to a central one, one that was dark and crumbling and rotted, attached by gossamer threads that were barely visible unless we squinted with our mind’s eye.

      There was a crack of lightning right in front of us, then suddenly that same crystalline color was blooming in front of us. I was beginning to get sick of it and didn’t quite understand why it wasn’t the same color as my own magic, but I didn’t question it. Less than a minute later, we were staring at a mirror-like circle on top of the same hill that our ancestors had escaped on so long ago.

      “Wow,” Mallory said, walking forward, the blue light reflecting on her face. “Is this it?”

      “It is,” Mickey said. “Now, once you’re through, find cover. Hide. I’m pretty good at avoiding him and sneaking around. Davie and I will be the last ones through.”

      Yeah. We would.

      Mal went through first, and then Mallory, and then it was Bron’s turn. Of course, I could count on noble, sentimental Bron to ruin everything, the absolute sweetheart.

      “Let’s go together,” he said, holding his hand out to me.

      I shook my head, taking a step back, and Mickey’s spine went ramrod straight.

      Drat. She knew my game.

      “Davie, what are you doing?” she asked, voice cold.

      “You weren’t awake, so you didn’t hear what Baelfyre said. We’re not the first seers to accidentally stumble here, and others will too. I don’t know if it’s because all of our paths are parallel or if seers just have a knack for hopping every which way, but there will be others after us, and then the dragons will have everything they need.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t even think about it until just a few moments ago, but we left our notes in that cell. If they find them, they’ll crack the code too and they’ll be able to force the next one to do exactly what they want.”

      “So, what do you want to do?”

      “I’m going to destroy this portal. And every other portal that might exist. I’m going to sever this reality’s connections to anywhere else.”

      “Why can’t you do that from the hub?!”

      “You and I both can feel that it doesn’t work that way. The portal was opened this way, it needs to be closed this way too.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Bron interjected.

      “This is practicality,” I shot back. I hated to talk to him that way but I knew I had to be harsh for him to believe me.

      “Then I’ll stay with you. Maybe the two of us can form some sort of resistance, give these dragons some trouble and maybe overthrow them so the humans here can have some real peace.”

      I quietly shook my head.

      “You’re really going to do this?” Bron asked, swallowing hard.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose up and I could tell that the second wave of dragons were creeping closer. We didn’t have time! “Yes. And before you offer to stay too, your people need you. You learned a lot of things from this world and you guys could use the intel. Not to mention a leader.”

      He hesitated, but I knew the responsibilities to his subjects would win out. A broken-hearted look crossed his face and he stepped toward me.

      “You understand how incredibly hurtful what you’re suggesting is?”

      “Yes,” I said simply. It was what I had to do.

      “I… You have changed my life, Miss Davie. There will never be someone like you.” He took another step toward me and wrapped an arm around my waist. “If I might ask one last favor from the lady?”

      “You may,” I answered, wasting precious seconds. But I couldn’t say no. Looking up into Bron’s eyes and knowing that I would never see them again made me want to crumple into a ball and just stop existing. But I had to be strong. For myself and for the world. Or worlds, rather.

      “A kiss to remember you by?”

      “I think that’d be nice,” I murmured, standing on my toes.

      And then our lips were pressing together, and I was filled with an electric sort of warmth that made me tingle from my head to my toes.

      We parted for a second, our faces only a breath apart, still holding onto each other.

      “May I ask a favor of the great prince?” I asked, voice low as I fought for it not to shake.

      “Whatever you want.”

      “You know what it is,” I murmured, a soft, pained smile on my face. “Please.”

      He nodded and took a step back, his grip lingering on my waist. I could feel that the dragons were going to be here any second, and that was the only thing keeping me from throwing myself into his arms and never letting go. I just had to be strong one more time, then I could finally rest.

      He finally broke contact with me and turned toward the portal. He took maybe two calm steps before suddenly racing forward, grabbing Mickey with both of his strong arms and diving through the portal.

      She realized what was happening a moment too late, and I winced as I heard her cry of anguish.

      “Davie, no!” But then both were gone, and I was alone.

      It was better this way. She was stronger than me, smarter than me. She would help all of them defeat the anti-humanists and live peaceful lives. My job had always been just to make sure she was safe. I had failed at that before, but now I was going to protect her with everything I had.

      I felt the draft from dozens of wing downbeats, but I didn’t let that distract me. Raising my hands, I pushed out all the energy that remained within me.

      “Good-bye, Mallory,” I murmured, memories of our lives playing through my head as I called upon protection and strength, as I pleaded with the energy within me to do what I needed it to do.

      Sure enough, crystal began to erupt from the ground. But it wasn’t quite like any of the others I had seen, in my visions or with my sister. These were jagged and tall, spiking up like quartz on a cave wall. They were capable of tearing, and slashing, and they did just that to all of the metaphysical bonds that kept this world tethered with all the rest.

      “Good-bye Bron,” I continued, saying what I couldn’t before.

      I could feel large creatures landing all around me, some of them rushing for the quickly shrinking portal, only to have pillars of crystal shoot out to either dissuade or impale them. The rocky growth didn’t neglect me either. It formed around my feet, propelling me higher as it encased more of my legs. It was cold, oh so cold, but at the same time, comforting. All the pain was ebbing away, replaced by a comfortable numbness.

      “Good-bye, Mickey.”

      I heard howling, but it didn’t matter. The crystal had reached my ribs. I couldn’t really breathe, and when I looked down, there was a spike of the magical blue going right through my chest. Huh, it was just like my painting coming true. I guessed I could say with confidence that my visions were pretty much all literal. A little late in the game for that confirmation, but nice to know.

      “I love you all,” were the last words that left me before my entire world was blue and I was completely sealed off.

      I hung there a moment, somewhere between living and dead, awake and asleep. It was painless, but also sensationless. I felt no joy, but also no terror.

      I did feel relief. Everyone was safe, and it was with that knowledge that I was able to fall back, letting myself sink into my final good-bye.

      It had certainly been a wild ride.
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            The Gray Dawn

          

        

      

    

    
      Bronn

      

      I kept my eyes closed, trying to cling to sleep and the dream that I was being pulled out of. But try as I might, I could feel my body waking up.

      “Davie…” I breathed to myself, my chest aching as I rose to consciousness and she drifted from my arms.

      My hand went to my lips, still tingling from where I had been kissing her. For a moment, it had been easy to forget that she was gone, and it was my own naiveté that had killed her.

      I let out a frustrated cry and threw my blankets off, rising to my feet none-too-gracefully. I stalked to my bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. It didn’t make me feel better, though. Not that I deserved to feel better. I had somehow let a traitor into my inner sanctum, and the woman that I loved had been killed.

      That thought made anger rush through me again, and I knocked everything off the sink as I yelled. It all clattered to the floor, but I only felt more and more pathetic.

      Davie had been a better person than I could ever hope to be. She was smart and funny and brave, and somehow was willing to help the very people who had turned her entire world upside-down.

      And of course, beautiful.

      I remembered the first moment I saw her, tall and stately, with eyes that sparkled like the night sky. Her figure was like an hourglass, but with a feminine sort of softness around the middle. The kind that I could just imagine my hands sinking against as I held her, if that kind of thought wasn’t completely inappropriate.

      But now there would be no more holding, no more looking at her full lips as she mulled something over. No watching that cute, pink little tongue that she would stick out whenever she was being her snarky self. No more of her sarcastic quips.

      No more Davie.

      I heard a knock at the door and one of my butlers ask if I needed assistance. I managed to gather myself enough to answer. I had too much to do to be moping, and I wasn’t going to let Davie’s sacrifice be in vain.

      No, I was going to be the best prince I could be, and goodness knows my people needed it.

      I headed back into my room, picking out something simple but official for the day. I had far too much to do to spend an hour or so getting prepared with my full royal regalia.

      Ever since I had returned, it had been a nonstop struggle with the anti-humanist dragons that had broken through our shielding. My family had just barely been able to beat them back, and I had personally helped drive the last of them from our halls.

      I wasn’t quite sure how that worked, considering we had been gone for what felt like months, but apparently, time was not congruent along all the dimensions, because we had been only been gone a few days.

      As soon as we drove the last of the dragons out, all our energy went into strengthening our defenses. We didn’t have the magic to resurrect our shielding, making several of the court question how I had somehow traded our seer—who could generate shields—for another seer who so far just seemed to have a knack for projecting herself into other’s minds. I often had a difficult time responding diplomatically to those queries, and Mallory had issued several combinations of curse words that I had never heard before.

      I tried my best, working to build walls and summon allies from our far-flung countries, but we were suddenly facing the challenge of appearing on the edge of a human city that we had previously been invisible to. I had my human relation dragons working on a cover story that it was a movie set, but keeping the citizens at bay required an entire security team and that was a drain on our resources.

      “Your Majesty,” my butler said, nodding to me.

      “Vennihar,” I answered. I noticed the expression on his face and withheld a sigh. “Did you need something?”

      “Yes. Your guests are requesting that all of the excess clothing we provided for the previous seer be removed from the room and we return anything we had taken from her before. They say it is…painful.”

      Of course it was. All of those fine clothes were things that Baelfyre had provided, little promises of a future she would never have.

      Anger and pain rose within me, and all of it at myself. How could I have just let her sacrifice herself for me? Since when had I become so selfish? Sure, it was the easy answer. By Davie sacrificing herself, my people still got to keep a seer and their prince. It made the most sense, especially for my people.

      But to hell with sense and what was best for my people!

      We were bloody dragons, imbued with the power of the ages. How could we justify having our existence rely on a lone girl who just wanted to live peacefully?

      I could feel myself slipping into one of my moods, but I didn’t have time for it. I had made my selfish, heartless decision. I needed to live with it.

      “Do whatever they ask,” I said simply.

      “Of course, sir.”

      He nodded and quickly walked away, leaving me to stand in my doorway, thinking about the woman I had failed.

      I could still see her heart-shaped face, cheeks rounding in one of those sly smiles she wore when she was teasing me. The way her many-times dyed hair fell about her head in a frizzy cloud whenever she just woke up. Her long lashes, framing those eyes that could look right through me.

      I shook my head and pushed myself to keep walking. I was bordering on being late to the defense summit we were trying to create, and that certainly wouldn’t do.

      I made it down to the lower floor, steeling myself bit by bit. I couldn’t afford to show weakness to the people who were depending on me. I needed to deal with these dragons and then prepare for any other enemies that might try to take advantage of our after-war weakness.

      I reached the room to find that everyone had pretty much already gathered, and I was announced. Everyone stood, bowing, and I couldn’t help but find the whole spectacle ridiculous.

      What made me worthy of any of their esteem? Just because I happened to be the grandson of the king? Ridiculous. I hadn’t done anything but get an innocent person killed. What use was a dragon who couldn’t protect his charges?

      But I kept those bitter thoughts to myself and bowed in response.

      “Gentleman,” I said, taking my place at the head of the table with my grandfather. “Any updates on the situation?”

      “We are handling the media and human incursions, but the wall isn’t going to really do much of anything. It will buy us minutes, maybe hours. We need to repair the old shielding!”

      “How?!” another argued. “The ways of old magic are lost. The only hope we had was the seer girl and now she’s gone.”

      “Any developments on her elder sister? Perhaps she can tap into—”

      Suddenly the doors slammed open and Mickey was standing there, breathing hard. The eldest of the sisters was quite different from Davie, half of her angular face scarred and her limbs much frailer.

      Several men jumped to their feet and our guards drew their weapons, but I held up a hand. I may not have known Mickey well, but I could recognize the determined expression on her face.

      “I’ve seen something,” she gasped, panting as if she had run down the stairs. Which, knowing her, she probably had. “Something that could save us all.”
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      “Are you sure this is what you saw?” I asked for probably the third time.

      Mickey looked at me with wide eyes. Her rapid breath and heaving chest hadn’t stopped since she burst through the doors, even though I had dismissed the court after her first explanation and called all of the rest of our less-than-merry band to the room.

      “I am telling you, it was clear as day.” She winced a little. “Okay, well, as clear as my visions can be. But I saw it. There’s a boy someplace warm, and he’s got the old magic inside of him. I saw shield walls coming out from him as far as the eye could see in either direction and…”

      “And what?” I pressed. The two other times she had iterated this story to us, there was no ‘and.’

      “…and his shadow was…weird.”

      “Really?” Mallory asked, crossing her arms. Her face was pale, with deep, purple circles under her eyes. I didn’t think that she had gone outside since we had come back. In fact, I didn’t even think she left the room she shared with her parents unless it was to visit Mickey. We certainly hadn’t exchanged many words. Did she blame me?

      I certainly did.

      “A weird shadow? You wanna elaborate on that?”

      “No, not really.”

      Mal cleared her throat and cracked all of her knuckles, which succeeded in gaining our attention. “It was your sister, wasn’t it? You saw her shadow over his, right?”

      Mickey shrugged uncomfortably. “Maybe. Or maybe it was just what I wanted to see.”

      “I doubt it,” Mal said, standing. “If this kid is what you say he is, then he’s one of you mythical people, so he’s connected to your sister. It makes sense that your mind would project a sort of familiarity to him. Especially since you’re seeking him to build the shields and, from what I understand, shields were kinda Davie’s thing.”

      Huh. Since when did Mal get so insightful and talkative? While she didn’t seem to be in mourning as the others were, she did spend a good amount of time learning everything she could about our drastically different timeline and eating as much food as physically possible.

      “Fair enough.”

      “So, what do we do?” Mallory asked. “You said this boy was someplace warm. Did that come with any GPS coordinates? Because I can think of a lot of places that fit that criteria right now.”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “Great,” Mallory continued, crossing her arms. “Let’s get started now, and maybe in five years, we’ll actually find this kid with your sister’s shadow. Just a few thousand locations to check, right?”

      “Wow, tone down the sarcasm there, short stack. Since when did you become the dubious one?”

      “Since I jumped out of one world with a living best friend and landed in another world with a dead best friend.”

      “You know, she was my sister!” Mickey snapped.

      “This isn’t productive.” Mal said matter-of-factly. “Like it or not, Davie is dead, and she died to give all of us a better chance at this whole living thing. So either you all can waste it squabbling and feeling bad, or you can enjoy the gift she gave you.”

      She had a point, and I sensed that it was a good time to step in.

      “Mickey, do you think that perhaps you could divine where this location is? Anything we can do to help?”

      Her brow furrowed, and she chewed at her lip. Her feet, much smaller than Davie’s, paced across the room.

      She really was different from her younger sister, and those differences just emphasized the gaping hole the younger seer had left within all of us. She was all fine lines, gentle steps, and sweet expressions. Even when she was angry, there was an air of benevolence to her.

      I missed Davie’s rasp, and the way she made the world move around her rather than conforming to it. I missed the space she took up, and the sure gait of her steps. I missed her.

      “Get me a map. Oh, and a pen!”

      I quickly strode to the door, ducking my head out to commission one of our staff to bring us what Mickey had demanded. They must have sensed the urgency of the moment, because they hurried off and returned in less than a handful of minutes.

      Once the supplies were in my grasp, I closed the door again and handed them to Mickey. She spread the map out at the table before pulling up a chair and uncapping the pen.

      “What are you planning on doing?” Mallory asked between sighs. I didn’t get the feeling that the dwarven girl was bored, but rather that she just wasn’t getting enough oxygen. I reminded myself to get her to our doctor in the next few days.

      “Something I read in a book once.”

      “Uh-huh, and what kind of book?” Mallory questioned.

      “…it was young adult fantasy.”

      “Of course it was.”

      “What?” Mickey snapped. “It was Davie’s favorite genre and we liked to read together.”

      “…oh.”

      There was an awkward moment as Mallory sheepishly turned red, but Mickey busied herself with holding the pen over the map and closing her eyes. After a beat, she started to hum gently. It was an unfamiliar melody, low and with a gentle rhythm.

      Strange… The more her humming went on, the more a strange tingle began to work its way up my spine, building in my head until my thoughts were a sort of pleasant buzz. Mickey swayed back and forth, and I found my breathing syncing up with her movements until it was difficult to remember what exactly was going on and why we were here at all.

      My body stopped being a finite, contained thing, and I felt like everything that was me spread out, intertwining with an energy I hadn’t noticed before. Suddenly, I was rushing away on the gentle breeze circulating throughout the room, seeping into the earth beneath the foundations of the house, sweeping through the city and feeling its heartbeat.

      And then, faster than a blink of my eye, I saw her.

      Abruptly, I was no longer some ephemeral mass whisking through the universe. I was just Bronn, the useless prince, staring up at the woman who should still be alive.

      My breathing stopped as I took the sight in. Her form towered over me, still and lifeless. The same jagged, blue crystal that had enveloped her sister now encased most of her, but most horrific was the sharp outcropping jutting from her chest.

      My chest heaved but oxygen refused to come to it. Was this how she had died? Somehow, I had hoped that it wouldn’t be like this, that her energy would be scattered to the dimensions, or that she would ascend to a higher plane for her selfless sacrifice.

      But no, she was stranded in some other universe, impaled and strung up like some sort of war conquest.

      It was disrespectful! After everything that she had done, she deserved so much more! Anger welling up in me, I reached out for her. If I could not save her, the least I could do was give her the proper burial rights of a hero!

      “I did it!”

      I was yanked right back into my body and the palace. I lurched forward, gasping, and it took several seconds for my head to clear.

      “Whoa, are you guys okay?”

      I blearily looked up to see that Mickey was giving us all a curious look, while Mal was paper-white and Mallory was stumbling to a wastebasket to lose her lunch.

      “Did…did you mean to do that?” Mal asked between ragged breaths, echoing my own thoughts.

      “Do what?”

      I composed myself and stood as straight as I could. “It felt like I was taken out of my body and dragged through the city.”

      “I saw my home again,” Mal murmured.

      Mallory groaned as she stood up. “I saw—” She never made it through her sentence and had to lean over the wastebasket again to retch.

      “Huh, well, isn’t that an interesting side effect.”

      “Yeah, that’s one way to look at it.”

      “Not to minimize the fact that you guys went through some sort of seer’s version of an acid trip, but look! I found the place!”

      We all gathered around the table to see she had indeed made a circle on the map. I raised an eyebrow, but it was Mal who said exactly what I was thinking.

      “Uh-huh, and how do we know this means anything at all and isn’t just a random circle on the map?”

      “Trust me,” Mickey said with determination. “I can feel it.”

      “Uh-huh…” While I wasn’t close with Mal, I appreciated how practical she was. I had thought that Davie’s befriending of her was a mistake back when we were in her dimension, but I was very much wrong. “Do you have anything more definitive than that?”

      “Nope!” Mickey answered brightly. “I guess you’ll just have to trust me.”

      “No offense, but I know even less about you than I do about everyone else. You were just a rock for almost the entire time we were captive.”

      “Well, I’d love for Davie to be here since you have such a camaraderie with her, but unfortunately, I was bodily removed—against my will, I might add—from your dimension so she could stay behind and sacrifice herself for us all.”

      “Right,” I said, changing the conversation. “So, the circle it is.”

      I may not have been able to save Davie, but I would at least be able to save my people.

      I hoped.
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      Mallory

      

      It’s your fault.

      I rolled over in bed, sweat dripping down my face but feeling incredibly cold. I thought about getting up and closing the window that was letting the fresh breeze roll in, but then I knew that I would be uncomfortably hot.

      Except uncomfortably wasn’t exactly the right word. It was more like unbearably, tortuously, maddeningly on fire. So, given the hellish torture that would be, I would definitely stick to the clammy night sweats.

      I tried to close my eyes, but when I did images of Davie flashed across my mind. We had so many memories, dating back to before I really knew who I was, or all that Davie could be. I remembered when she had first shown up at our school, swaddled in oversized, baggy clothes and shaped more like a ball than a human. Naturally, she had been a prime target for bullying, but the moment that Trent Blaisdale had stepped up to her and called her a fat troll, she had just calmly picked him up and thrown him in a trash can.

      I smiled at the thought. That was the moment that I knew her and I were meant to be friends. I had introduced myself, all eagerness and volume, only to be disappointed when she looked at me like I was insane. She walked off without a word, and thus began a three-month wooing period where I had to prove to her that I actually wanted to be her friend and wasn’t trying to pull a cruel trick on her.

      Some friend I was, though. A lot of our imprisonment and our escape was a blurry haze, but I did remember stepping through the portal back to our world and feeling only relief. I hadn’t thought for even a single moment that maybe my best friend in the entire world—or worlds, for that matter—might not be coming with me.

      Even when Bronn and Mickey came through, the prince holding the slighter woman tightly in a tackle while she screamed and kicked, I still didn’t get it. It wasn’t until a shadow crossed over us and Mickey hastily shot us home that I realized she was gone at all.

      It’s all your fault.

      I shook my head, but that just made it throb more. Sighing, I rolled over and looked at the clock. It was four in the morning. As we were set to get on a plane later, I guessed I should get up, get packed, and then crash while we were in the air.

      Ew. Maybe I shouldn’t have used the word ‘crash,’ considering our luck.

      I slid out of bed and for a moment, the whole room spun. I allowed myself a single groan before focusing on my breathing. In, then out. In, then out. If I could get through one minute, I could get through the next.

      “Come on, Mallory,” I chided myself like Davie used to do when she was trying to focus. “It’s just a cold.”

      But boy, was it one heck of a cold. I had first noticed it when we were captive. It had started with an exhaustion deep in my bones and a chill down my spine. Then it had progressed to a scratch at the back of my throat and an aching in my lungs. Nowadays, I mostly felt like a shambling corpse that was somehow reanimated by some unearthly magic.

      I stumbled to the bathroom, my vision swirling. If I could just get into a nice, hot bath then everything would be a bit better. Steam did wonders for me, and ironically enough, it helped with the uncomfortable inferno that seemed to be about to swallow me every few minutes.

      Somehow, I made it in and managed to turn on the tap, but as the hot water poured into the deep claw tub, my stomach roiled like it never had before.

      I retched and spun around to try to get to the toilet. I didn’t quite make it, however, and ended up on my hands and knees as my body tried to invert itself.

      Ugh, it was painful. My vision swam, and I swore I was going to pass out with each heave. It burned so badly and seemed to go on forever, but after several minutes of agony, it finally finished.

      I wiped tears away from my eyes, only to freeze as I saw the mess I had made on the floor. Instead of vomit, there was some sort of thick, greenish-black liquid in a huge puddle on the formerly pristine tile.

      “Crap!”

      That was not good. I was no expert, but the last I knew, mortals weren’t supposed to be upchucking gothic ooze. Part of me knew that I should go tell the others immediately, but it was quite a small part of me. For some reason, I was consumed by shame and the sudden need to clean the whole thing up immediately before anyone could find out.

      Fighting to my feet, I rushed to the sink to see if there were any sort of cleaning aids there. Naturally, there wasn’t much of anything. For once, I was struck by the inconvenience of having a waitstaff who cleaned up each and every little thing around the palace.

      Chewing on my lip—which tasted quite terrible—I guessed I could clean it up with a towel and then hide it in my laundry, then maybe bury it later? Yeah! That would work!

      Hastily, I grabbed the closest fluffy towel and whirled to clean up the mess I had created, but as my eyes focused after my swift movement, all I saw was clean floor.

      “Wait… What?”

      I walked the entire perimeter of the bathroom, wondering if I had somehow gotten turned around, but there was no evidence of any sort of sickness anywhere.

      Had…had I imagined it?

      Maybe I really should go talk to a doctor. But what if I did, and something was terribly wrong? They’d bench me so that I couldn’t go with everyone else to find this mysterious magic boy Mickey was talking about. I didn’t want to be separated from them. I couldn’t explain it, but there was this fear inside of me that if they left without me, I would never see them again. Like the gaping darkness within me would just become one giant maw and swallow me whole.

      Right. So, no doctor. At least not yet.

      I would tough it out until we found the boy and returned home to fix the shield. Then I could rest.

      Just a little longer. I could make it. I just had to be strong.

      Like Davie.
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      Mallory

      

      “Are you sure you got everything?” I asked Mickey as Mal lugged her suitcase down the stairs. I felt bad for making my much skinnier counterpart carry it, but I was barely managing my own, and although Mickey was trying her hardest, her own illness still took a toll on her.

      Who knew, maybe if we found this magical boy she saw, he could connect with the old magic enough to heal her. Not that I knew if seers could do that or not, but it seemed that each one had different gifts from whatever power source they fed off.

      “I’m a seer, of course I did.”

      “Right, because you’re totally the ‘I see everything’ type of seer. I thought visions were more of Davie’s thing.”

      “Yeah. When I was encased in that crystal stuff, time was a lot easier to read. I was able to reach into Mal’s dreams and Davie’s to warn them of things I saw, but now that I’m in my own body…” The elder sister shrugged. “It’s harder to connect to that skill. It’s strange. I feel like I have to learn everything all over again.”

      “That makes sense,” I said, trying not to sound like I was wheezing. Everyone seemed to know I was sick, but no one seemed to realize just how bad I was feeling, and I wanted to keep it that way. “Your awakening, so to speak, was directly tied to when Davie’s seal was broken by touching Bronn and reconnecting with our world. I wouldn’t be surprised that losing her would greatly affect your ability to access whatever it is that makes seers…seers.”

      “Huh, I guess that makes sense.” Mickey reached over to ruffle my hair, but I dodged, not wanting her to know how sweaty it was. “It almost makes me want to forgive you for lying to the two of us all these years.”

      I managed a weak laugh. “Hah, almost.”

      We reached the stairs and Mal grunted, clearly a bit daunted by the trek downwards, but before she could descend even one step, several servants seemed to appear out of nowhere and take our baggage for us. They were lucky Mal didn’t attack them out of surprise. The girl was doing well with her adjustment to our world, but she still had a lot of intense survival habits from her own dimension.

      Shrugging, we headed down the stairs to where we were greeted by good ol’ Prince Bronn.

      Oh, Bronn.

      He was something else, wasn’t he? I couldn’t imagine the responsibility he felt for what happened with Davie. What could she have possibly said to convince him to tackle Mickey through the portal and leave her to her death? Whatever reasoning she had used, I could tell the weight of his actions hung heavily about him, even though he tried his best to proceed as normal.

      Anyone with eyes could tell that he had been very fond of my best friend. The way he looked at her made me a bit jealous sometimes, if only because no one had ever gazed at me like I was the center of the universe. Given time, I bet those feelings would have deepened to love.

      But there was no more time. Davie was gone, and we all had to deal with it.

      It’s all your fault.

      “Ah, I apologize for taking a moment,” Bronn said, bowing slightly. “I was just attending to last-minute matters.”

      “Your advisers don’t want you to leave,” Mickey said matter-of-factly, her tone having that same kind of lilt that Davie’s did when she spoke her visions.

      Bronn looked like he wanted to deny it for a moment but realized how stupid it was to lie to a seer. “Yes. But I was able to persuade them.”

      “And by persuade them, you mean you used your princely ‘my way or the highway’?”

      “…that would be an accurate assessment of how it came to pass.”

      “Alright then,” I said, clapping my hands. “So how are we getting there? We strapping our luggage to your back or something? Flying with a cadre of greater dragons?”

      The corner of Bronn’s mouth went up the tiniest amount. Goodness, it had been ages since I had seen him smile. “That would certainly be an interesting option.” He reached into his official-looking regalia and pulled out several copies of what looked like his house insignia. “But I thought a private jet might be more appropriate, given the situation.”

      “Oh yeah, that would work too.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hey, girl, wake up!”

      I groaned, crossing my arms over my eyes. I had just gotten to sleep, and it felt so nice. For once, I wasn’t burning, or shivering, or dying in general. For once, I felt like me.

      “Aw, come on, don’t you miss me?”

      Wait a minute… I knew that voice.

      I uncrossed my arms and cracked my eyes open to see Davie leaning over me, looking as alive and un-crystalized as ever.

      “Davie!” I said, lurching to my feet and throwing my arms around her. “Oh my gosh! But you— How— Ah! I missed you so much!”

      She was so warm and soft as I embraced her as hard as I could. That was one of the great conundrums of my best friend. She was strong and had enough muscle to make me sweat whenever we play-fought, but she had this wonderful, comforting sort of softness to her that made her the best hugger and cuddler. I remembered many sleepovers where we watched a movie, and I would inevitably fall asleep against her, head resting on her thighs, stomach or chest.

      She was the only person in the world I felt that close to, and I couldn’t believe she was here with me again!

      “Easy there, girl, you are literally an MMA goddess, remember?”

      I let go of her and just stared up at her face. There were the same lines of worry, the same rounded cheeks, the same dyed hair. It was my Davie alright.

      “How are you even here?”

      “I dunno. It’s your dream, not mine. I’m dead, remember?”

      …oh.

      Right.

      My heart sank as I looked around. We were in Davie’s room, or at least what her room had looked like before it got ransacked by dragons. Funny, it wasn’t that long ago, but it seemed like an entirely different life. What had things been like before Davie got wrapped up in the world my parents tried so hard to protect me from? I almost couldn’t say.

      “What?” Davie said, barking a laugh. I used to love that laugh, but now it made me feel…uneasy. “You thought I was alive? That’s hilarious coming from you!”

      Something about her tone made my stomach churn, and I’d had far too much of that lately. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re supposed to be my best friend, right? But you didn’t even look back to make sure I made it. And when you found out I hadn’t, you just kept right on running. Did you even cry for me, Mallory?” She leaned over me, placing her hands on the wall on either side of my head. “Or did you just hold the waterworks until there were other people around to witness it and comfort you?”

      “What are you talking about, Davie?”

      Her eyes flashed amber and her smile grew, and grew, and grew until it was just rows of serrated teeth. “You abandoned me, Mallory! You were supposed to be my best friend!” Her tongue lolled out of her mouth, long and serpentine, wrapping around my throat while a gust of rancid air rushed over my face.

      “It’s all your fault.” Her voice echoed despite the fact that her mouth was no longer the right shape to make words and her skin was beginning to slough off, revealing patches of necrotic musculature and bone underneath. “If you cared about anyone other than yourself, I’d still be here! You might as well have murdered me yourself!”

      Her face rushed forward, teeth glistening, and I threw up my arms to protect myself.

      “Oh hey, Mallory, you alright?”

      My eyes snapped open to see Mal looking over me, skepticism and concern written clearly across her features.

      “Sorry, bit of a nightmare,” I said quickly, pushing the button that made my chair return to an upright position.

      “Well, it’s a shame you’re having such a bad time, because I could get used to this.”

      She flopped backward onto one of the oversized chairs and grabbed the bottle of champagne that was on ice. I almost opened my mouth to tell her that we were all underage, but I figured those kind of laws didn’t exist in her dimension and I was too tired to try to enforce them now.

      “We have seven more hours before we reach our destination, so please enjoy,” Bronn said absently, looking out one of the windows.

      “Not to mention the entire return trip,” Mickey added.

      Assuming we had a return trip. But of course, I kept that to myself. The seers were the ones who were supposed to predict all the doom and gloom. Not me.
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      Mal

      

      I giggled to myself, definitely a bit tipsy as I downed the bubbly liquid from the bottle I had grabbed. While I hadn’t been in this dimension for very long, I knew that I unequivocally didn’t want to ever go back to my own.

      Everything in this world was so much better. From the food to the air to the socks on my darn feet. It was like someone had tried to make the comfiest dimension and I just happened to be chucked into the middle of it after a lifetime of suffering.

      I heard the tiniest sniffle from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Mickey looking out the window with slightly watering eyes. I wondered for the tiniest of moments if I should try to comfort her, but that thought quickly fled. I was not the right person, and this certainly wasn’t the right time for that sort of thing.

      Don’t get me wrong, I was incredibly grateful to her sister for saving me, protecting me, killing my former tormenter, and then springing me from the absolute hell I’d been born into, but that was just it. I’d been raised by a world that eviscerated or immolated my friends right in front of me. Loss was as written into my story, my DNA, just as much as my eye color was. I got that it was sad what happened to Davie, and that what she did was incredibly kind, but I didn’t understand why everyone was moping about it so much.

      They had survived!

      They had done the impossible and really, that was all a gift from the tall, deceptively soft girl, so they needed to appreciate it.

      I raised a bottle, toasting the spirit of the girl. Although we had been kept together for quite a while, I wished that I could have known her better. She seemed like the kind of person to always keep you on your toes, never allowing life to get dull.

      Another sniffle and it took everything not to roll my eyes. I needed to respect that these people were different, even if it was incredibly wasteful.

      But really, the sister wasn’t even the worst. I imagined she felt some responsibility for letting her younger sibling die for her, but I’d never had a family to know what that was like.

      No, it was the prince who was the absolute, number one perpetrator.

      Which, in a way, was a bit odd considering he was the one who tried to hide it the most. I saw it as he went about helping his people and fulfilling his duties. He was trying to make Davie’s sacrifice worth it.

      He was just failing miserably.

      Anyone with half a sense of survival could feel the anger radiating off of him, the vehement self-hate that roiled just under his skin. Clearly, he blamed himself, and that weight hung heavily across his handsome features. I could see it written in the dark circles under his eyes and carved into the lines of his jaw.

      So, clearly he was an idiot.

      I couldn’t quite get how these people weren’t grasping something about someone they were supposed to know so dearly that I could see plain as the nose on my face. They could whine and blame themselves and wax metaphorical about the what-ifs and maybes, but it was all a waste of time because of one simple fact: Davie had made up her mind, and there was nothing in my forsaken dimension that was going to change that. Come hell or high water, she was determined to make sure all of us got out and that the cursed prince and his wicked subjects would never reach her home. I knew better than to think there was a single thing that I could have done to stop her. I saw the iron in her spirit and had seen her face down men who had broken entire armies. I respected her decision, and knew I bore no responsibility for it.

      “Come on, don’t tell me that I’m the only one who wants some of this?” I asked, holding the bottle to my other-worldly counterpart, but she just turned green and rushed off to the bathroom in the back of the plane.

      Yeah, get that. They had real, functioning bathrooms in their giant skybirds! I could say a prayer of gratitude every night and I still didn’t think I would ever be able to get across just how much I felt joy in each and every new discovery.

      So, I wrapped my mouth around the bottle and chugged, letting the bubbly, sparkling liquid slip down my throat.

      Thank you, Davie. I thought, enjoying the lightness that came with it, and how my cheeks began to warm. For everything.

      Really, she was the only reason I was on this plane. I figured if she had given her life to make sure I got back in one piece, I could try my hardest to make sure that the people she loved also stayed in one piece, and this magical boy we were after seemed the best shot at that.

      Besides, I had lived my whole life as either a victim or a gutter rat. It was about time I tried out being the hero for once.

      Davie would have liked that.
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            Survivor’s Guilt

          

        

      

    

    
      Mickey

      

      I stared out the window, watching clouds go by and trying to gather my feelings. We had far too much to do for me to get swept up in another crying fit now. I had to push through and find the boy I saw in my vision.

      But it was so hard. Every single moment I was conscious—and some moments when I wasn’t—I was reminded of everything that I had lost.

      I remembered the moment my mother told me I was going to have a little sister. It was like the world had spun off its axis, lightning had struck me, and the continent of America had broken free only to be swept away into the Pacific Ocean all at once. The memory was burned into my mind of me standing there and realizing that my life would change forever.

      And the moment she was born? It was like everything made sense. I wanted to jump for joy and laugh and cry and never frown again. She was a big baby, and a funny shade of pink, but I knew I would love her for all eternity. We grew up the best of friends, always happy and always safe with each other.

      But then the fire happened.

      Another memory burned into my mind, but also my skin. I had woken up coughing, and for some reason, I couldn’t see. Which was strange, because Davie was scared of the dark, and the nightlight in her room always illuminated the gap under my door where our rooms were connected.

      Then I had realized that I couldn’t breathe.

      I had stumbled out of my bed, and my only thought was that I had to get to Davie. So, I did. I fought and I fought to get through the doors connecting our rooms. The handle was red-hot, and it seared my hand, causing the flesh to pop and sizzle, but I didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was her. My little sister.

      My Davie.

      When I got to her, she was hiding under the bed, shaking and crying, but I got her and I got us out.

      Well… I got her to the stairs, licks of flame coming up from the floorboards to scorch my feet. I wasn’t even halfway down when it suddenly collapsed from under me, and we both fell down into the flames.

      I landed first, hard, on my left side. It felt like whole chunks of my body was being ripped away, but I forced myself to my feet again.

      I tried to pull Davie along, but her hand almost came off as I pulled. She had passed out then, but I wouldn’t let her go. I had slung her over my back, ignoring how we smelled of blood and burning carbon.

      Everything was red and black around me, my vision hazy. The heat was just incredible, and every breath felt like it scoured my lungs, but I pushed myself in the direction of the door. Always moving. One tiny step and then another.

      Consciousness began to slip from me. Pain overwhelmed my mind, and I wanted to vomit, die, and cry all at once, but I couldn’t. I just had to keep going.

      It had seemed so surreal when the door had burst open and suddenly the both of us were being swept up. That was it. We were saved.

      It wasn’t until many weeks later, when I woke up in the hospital, that I had learned they couldn’t make it to our parents in time.

      And so it was just us. Davie and I.

      We were in the hospital for months, and then a special foster home for children with special medical needs. Then a regular foster home. They tried to split us up many times, but I would never let them. I threw hissy fits, took people to family court, and generally manipulated anyone I could to make sure we never left each other’s side, and when I finally aged out, I went right back to court and adopted Davie.

      I was so excited then. Our lives were finally going to turn around and she was going to get the home life she had deserved since that night when everything was taken away.

      But then I had started to get sick.

      It started slowly at first, but the next thing I knew, I was in the hospital yet again. I hated it. I hated it more than anything. I just wanted to be the mother my sister deserved.

      After a while, we had made it work. We fell into a rhythm that was great for the both of us.

      Then those stupid dragons had attacked.

      I was aware that months had passed afterwards, but time was strange to me. It seemed to take forever, and yet I was completely apart from it, so it was nothing at all. But the moment that I was united with my body and my sister, she was ripped away again.

      So many terrible moments in my memories, but I didn’t think I could ever forget the moment I felt Bronn’s strong arm connect with my middle and drag me backward. My eyes went to Davie’s face, wide in terror, but the only expression on her face was one of relief.

      How could she be relieved? Didn’t she know what this meant? That we were going to be separated forever! That she was going to die, and I was going to live! That wasn’t how it was supposed to be. I was the older sister, she was the baby. I was the moon, and she was the bright, beaming sun.

      Then I was through the portal and I felt something die inside of me.

      That was when I knew. She was gone, and I was all alone.

      A gruff voice suddenly buzzed over the intercom, surprising me out of my spiraling thoughts. Prince Bronn, we will be landing in one hour.

      “Thank you,” the prince replied.

      My gaze landed on him, and I felt anger bubble up within me. I knew it was irrational, but if the stupid git of a boy hadn’t run into my sister, none of this would have happened and she would be both safe and sound.

      But no, she had to get swept up in some world of dragons and magic and visions and I wasn’t there to protect her.

      “So, what do we do when we get there?” Mallory asked, coming back from the bathroom. I remembered the first moment she had shown up at our door, holding Davie’s hand and smiling brightly. I didn’t think she had stopped talking for a single sentence that first night, and our foster father ended up kicking her out halfway through dinner.

      But she kept coming around, and eventually, I knew that Davie had a best friend. Which was great, because I knew that although I loved her with all of my might, Davie still needed someone her age to confide in. Plus, Mallory was strong, and smart.

      Just not strong or smart enough to keep my sister from dying.

      That wasn’t fair. I could point my finger at everyone in the room if I wanted, but in the end, it was my responsibility to be her older sister and I had failed. Completely and utterly failed.

      “We find the boy,” I answered as flatly as I could, trying not to let my breath hitch or my throat constrict too much. “And we bring him to the castle.”

      “Well, yeah, I know that.” She flopped back into a chair, her face pallid. The girl was sick, and no doubt should have stayed home, but for some reason, we had let her come along. Maybe we were all just too distracted by Davie’s untimely death. I knew my thoughts never strayed far from it.

      We hadn’t even had time to give her a funeral! But what kind of funeral would it be with no body, or ash, or even a memento of hers to lay in the ground? It was as if my sister had never existed, and it was all my fault.

      “I mean, what… Are we gonna walk off the plane and he’s going to be there waiting for us? Or is there some sort of blinking red path in your head that will lead us to him?”

      I shook my head, the movement allowing my thoughts to escape from my sister for the briefest of moments. “I’ll know it when the time is right.”

      “Really? Your vision didn’t come with any, uh, clearer directions?”

      “No,” I answered simply, closing my eyes. The vision played over again in my head. A young boy with golden skin and long, dark hair. He had a heavy sort of weight to his shoulders, like he was being pulled into the Earth, and a ruthless glint to his eyes. Then, just behind him, was a shadow I knew all too well.

      Davie.

      Had she sent him to us? Or was this just my vision telling me that he was connected to the magic that ran through us, the descendants of the elves? I didn’t know, but I supposed it didn’t matter. All I knew was that I needed to find him and save these dragons so Davie’s sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain.

      “Like I said, I’ll know what to do when we get there.”

      “You sure you can’t just project yourself into his dreams and torment him for weeks like you did me?” Mal asked, looking over at me with a strangely warm expression given her words. Was…was she tipsy off champagne? That would almost be funny if it weren’t for the current situation.

      “I haven’t been able to do that since I woke up from the crystal.” I confessed, turning my eyes back to the window. I had tried, oh boy, had I tried. I figured that maybe Davie had been scattered into whatever energy stream that connected all of us seer folk. I got the impression from my own wanderings that we never really truly vanished from existence, just kinda…got mixed up and dispersed over all of time and space.

      Which, ya know, had been really confusing when I was first outside of my body, but people would be surprised what you can get used to when you have to.

      “Wow, I guess I was just special then. Lucky me.”

      I raised my eyebrow and looked back at the pink-faced girl. She did not weigh nearly enough to drink that whole bottle. Even though she had put on weight since she had arrived, she still had a long way to go before she stopped looking like a tortured waif from a dystopian world.

      “Are you gonna be sober by the time we get there?”

      “What the heck is a sober?”

      I just looked at her blankly, surprised, but it sort of made sense that in her world, it wouldn’t be a thing. I doubt humans had much access to a luxury like alcohol or bubbly liquids.

      “It means you won’t be drunk or otherwise effected by the drink.”

      “Ah, don’t worry about me! I always pull through. You just worry about this magical boy who’s supposed to shoot shields out of his butt or something.”

      The prince let out the weakest laugh I had ever heard. “I don’t believe that is quite how he will do that.”

      “How do you know? So far, we’ve all only ever met two seers, and no offense, but whatever you can do seems a whole lot different from what your sister can do. Could do. I mean—” She shook her head and then laid back. “Is this one of those times where I’m supposed to be all sensitive and not use language like she’s dead?”

      I heard Mallory draw in a huff of air, but I just waved my hand. “No, don’t pretend. Look, I know that you’ve lost people in really horrific ways and we no doubt seem pathetic to you, but we’re all trying.”

      “…no. Not pathetic. Just…different. I almost wish I could care like y’all do, but it seems like far too much work.”

      “It really is.”

      I let out a sigh and turned back to the window. We had a little longer until we landed, and then I would be one step closer to making something of myself. To making Davie’s sacrifice worth it.

      But how could I ever do enough good to possibly match up to my little sister’s life? Nothing imaginable, but I supposed this was a good way to start. Or at least that’s what I hoped.
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      Krisjian

      

      I looked at the looming shadow quickly passing by me. Exactly on cue, Rafjan stepped out in front of the tall man, a blanket draped over his arm as he shouted about his wares.

      That was my cue, and I quickly stepped forward, intending to bump into the man and slide my hand into his well-lined pockets.

      I wouldn’t do that if I were you.

      I jolted, whipping around to the sound of the voice, only to see a woman walking away from me. She disappeared around the corner before I could identify anything about her other than her multicolored hair, and by the time I turned back to my target, he was already getting into a taxi.

      “Krisjian, what happened?” Rafjan asked, jogging up to me. “You just stood there like an idiot!”

      I looked to my fellow street rat and hustler, feeling more than a bit guilty. “I… I do not know. There was a woman, and she made us, but then she ran off.”

      “A woman, you say?” The older boy rubbed his chin. “Think she could be secret police? Or rival gang?”

      I shook my head, recalling what I could of her as she walked away. “She was too well fed to be on the streets, and a little too soft to be secret police.”

      “Huh.” Suddenly, his arm was around my shoulders and he was leaning in conspiratorially. “You sure this is not just you imagining a lady friend that you might like? You are coming of that age, my good friend.”

      I hastily chucked his arm off me, more than a little irritated. I was looking forward to whatever we would lift off the man, so I could buy an actual meal. “I am sixteen, Rafjan, I am not just coming of age. And I didn’t imagine her.”

      “If you say so. But come, I will find a new mark.”

      I shifted nervously from foot to foot. “Rafjan, you know we shouldn’t try hustling after the sun goes down. That’s when the real gangs take over and they don’t like us in their territory.”

      “What are you talking about? We are a real gang!”

      “We are a group of twenty orphans that spreads themselves across the city to steal what supplies we can and find safe houses. We are no real gang.”

      “That’s not what they said when they arrested Martja. She wasn’t shown any mercy in court for being in ‘not a real gang’.”

      “That’s because they’ll do anything to get urchins like us off the street. You know that.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Did anyone ever tell you that you’re far too serious, Krisjian?”

      “Side effect of starving, I’m afraid.”

      “Ah, there is the humor I know and love.”

      “That wasn’t a joke.”

      “Of course it wasn’t, you funny man. Well, I’m gonna go out. You can join me or play it safe and go home with an empty belly.”

      “It’s not worth the risk, Rafjan. Please don’t go out, it’s too risky.”

      “And that is where you’re wrong. Nothing is too risky when it comes to a full belly.”

      “You are wrong, my friend.”

      “I think you mean full.” He ruffled my hair then jogged off. How he had the energy for that, I wasn’t sure, but I guessed that he had been moonlighting enough to eat far more than I had. The last time I’d had meat and bread together was well over two weeks.

      But it was better to be safe, so I turned around and headed back to where I was staying.

      Other than the whole starving thing, I had been incredibly lucky of late. I’d found an abandoned utility shed within an old, condemned factory and had been able to stay there without incident for nearly two months now. There was a set of dirty windows, so I could get air when I needed, but be insulated enough so I didn’t freeze in the cold night. And I had managed to find thick, woolen blankets for both Rafjan and I, which were practically invaluable.

      Now, if only the food thing could fall in line.

      I walked the streets back to my home, sticking to the main roads as best I could and only ducking into alleys in areas where I knew gung-ho police officers liked to patrol. As much as the others were prone to cutting between the backroads as a way to get around faster, it was too dangerous for my taste. There was Varjana, who was snatched up by traffickers and never heard from again, Celio, who got forcibly recruited by one of the gangs as a runner, and countless others who I hadn’t heard about, no doubt.

      The world was a dangerous place for the rejects of society, and I was going to do my best to blend in. I just wanted to live my life until I was old enough to work legally, and then I would save up enough to get out of my godawful country.

      I reached my home without incident, crawling under fallen rafters and scuttling over dirty floors. I knew that if one of those real gangs found the factory I was in, they would be all over it in minutes and I’d have to head out. Granted, I was pretty sure the reason it had remained empty was because the prison wasn’t very far from the location.

      Thankfully, I never had much of a problem with the police. Apparently, I was just innocuous enough to slip by their notice. Maybe it was because I had only been an orphan for two years. Maybe it was because I was lucky. Either way, I slid into bed, ready to have a healthy serving of sleep for dinner.

      But as I drifted off, I couldn’t help of think of the life I’d had before. Sure, my parents had been struggling to make ends meet, but I would take that a million times over rather than my current situation.

      More than anything, I just wanted to get out of the situation I was in. I felt like there was so much more for me out there, but I was stuck in this place where no one cared because caring was too difficult, and everyone was always exhausted by just trying to survive.

      I just wanted to get out.
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            The Persistent Specter

          

        

      

    

    
      Krisjian

      

      Krisjiiiiaaan… Oh, Krisjian!

      I groaned and rolled over on my little pile of scraps and plastic bags. I normally wasn’t a huge sleeper, but unconsciousness meant that I wouldn’t feel hunger or pain for a little while longer. Besides, I could tell even with my eyes closed that the sun wasn’t up yet, which meant it was too early to take advantage of the sleep-deprived commuters trudging to work every morning.

      Ay, Krisjian, I know you need your beauty sleep and all, but if you wake up, I’ll make sure you get some food in you, alright?

      Wait… If I was in my little hideaway, how was someone talking to me? I shot up like a rocket, my head whipping toward the sound of the voice to see none other than the same woman from earlier.

      “Y-you!” I sputtered, eyes wide. “Who are you? How did you get in here?”

      Whoa, hold your horses there. One question at a time. She laughed as she walked away from me to sit herself down on an old crate. Man, you sound like me, not too long ago. I suppose it’s a common enough reaction.

      Now that she was right in front of me, I looked her over once more. She was tall, around the size of a man, with broad shoulders and broader hips. She looked like the type of woman who appeared all soft and weak from some angles, but then would kick you down the stairs for angering her.

      Her face was kind and warm, a rarity around these parts, and it came down to a little point to make it almost heart-shaped. Her eyes were hazel, but her hair had completely changed from when I last saw her. If it weren’t for her voice, I would almost assume that she was someone else entirely.

      “What do you want?” I repeated, still staring at her with wide eyes. Was she secret police? Why was she here?!

      Well, your help, frankly.

      My stomach growled, my anger demanding energy that it didn’t have any means to supply. “Why should I help you? Because of you, I lost my dinner and food for today too.”

      Yeah, about that, you wouldn’t want to pickpocket that guy anyway.

      “Oh really, and why is that?”

      Mostly because his brother is one of the sergeants of those police you’re so afraid of.

      My heart practically leapt out of my throat and I just sat there a moment, unable to speak. For some reason, she waited patiently, allowing me to collect my thoughts.

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      She shrugged with a wan smile.

      What can I say? I know things. Side effect of my condition, I suppose.

      “Your condition?”

      It’s a long story. But point being, there’s a group of people coming here that are my friends. They’re a bit strange, but they need you for something, and I can promise once you help them, you’re never going to have to worry about going to bed hungry again.

      Her look was so genuine, and her smile was so comforting, but those were trafficker words if I ever heard them, and if she was a trafficker, there was no way she had come alone, which meant I needed to get out of there ASAP before her henchmen came running in.

      I summoned up as much energy as I could and surged up onto my feet, throwing my blanket over her head to give myself a chance. I was loath to lose my prize possession, but I would do whatever it took to make sure that—

      Oh, this is a nice blanket.

      I skidded to a stop on my mad dash to my window, all oxygen leaving my body in a rush. The woman was just sitting there, completely nonplussed by my action, but maybe that was because the blanket was sitting in a messy pile on the crate right through the middle of her.

      “Y-y-you’re not real,” I sputtered, my brain refusing to believe what was happening in front of it.

      Oh, I am very real. Now, you’re hungry, right? How about I prove it to you?

      “This is insane. I must be insane! I’ve heard of hunger delusions, but this is…insane!”

      Nah, just some sort of freaky, ancient magic that both of us are caught up in.

      I didn’t know what to do. None of my life on the street had prepared me for ghosts. So, I just ran. I tucked my arms back and launched myself out of the cracked window, clattering to the roof below.

      From there, I shimmied down the drainpipe and down to the broken, untended tar that had once been the employee parking lot. I took off, sprinting as hard as I could.

      Only to have her pop up again as I rounded a corner.

      You know, you’re burning through precious calories.

      I spun on my heel, darting the other way. There was an old canal that I could get up and cut across to a landfill then skip right over to the upper-class side of the city where I doubted she could follow me. It was risky, but it was the only way—

      Suddenly, she was right in front of me again, and I backpedaled so hard I landed right on my bum. Scrambling to my feet, I took off, but I could still hear her words. I know I probably should have gone with a more subtle introduction, but is all this really necessary?

      I kept running and running, but every time I thought I might have gotten away, she popped right back up again. I couldn’t fathom what she wanted from me, or why she was so intent on preventing my escape. I just knew that she was incredibly dangerous, and I needed to get away.

      Fast.

      But there was only so far that adrenaline could take me with so little fuel. I felt my body give out, and when she finally appeared at the end of a street, I kind of melted into a heaving puddle of sweaty flesh.

      You’re gonna want to stand up.

      “What do you want from me? Why won’t you leave me alone?!”

      I want you to stand up!

      Something in her voice scared me, and I stumbled onto my feet. Just as I was upright, I heard a terrible boom, followed by a crunching sound, and the next thing I knew, something was hurtling toward me.

      I flinched, throwing my arms up to protect me, but whatever it was landed with a loud thunk in front of me. After a moment, when nothing else happened, I uncurled and looked at whatever missile had been sent my way.

      Except it wasn’t a missile at all. No. It was a box, bent and scuffed, but with a familiar logo on it.

      “T-this is from the butchery!” I cried, in a complete state of shock.

      I know. You’ll find some good stuff in there, but we better get back to your place before someone else snipes it.

      “Did you cause this?”

      Nope, just saw it, and I know a thing or two about taking advantage of certain opportunities when they present themselves. Oh, there’s some jerky in there. You should probably eat that first so you don’t pass out on the way back.

      I stared at her dumbly, my brain refusing to output any directions, and she sighed.

      If you’re expecting me to be able to open it, you’re going to be sorely disappointed. You’ve got about five minutes before someone comes back here, and I don’t think you want to be caught with a couple hundred dollars’ worth of food.

      That, however, seemed to get through to my brain and suddenly I was moving, grabbing the heavy box and hauling it around the corner, where I set it down and opened it up.

      I could almost cry at the sight. There were misshapen packages wrapped in white paper and tied with brown twine, a container of what I assumed was the jerky the ghost woman had mentioned, a jar of pigs’ ears, sausages, the whole works really. And the smell! Oh goodness, the smell. I wasn’t sure how a waterfall didn’t pour out of my mouth right then and there.

      Like a man possessed, I grabbed the container and ripped the top off. Pulling out a strip of one of the smaller bundles on top, I tore into it with relish.

      Meat! Glorious food! When was the last time that I had something so lavish? The Malchev butchery was on the edge of the upper part of town and far above what I could ever hope to afford. Their farm was somewhere off in the country, and supposedly, no one knew how to raise pigs like they did.

      It was so hard not to keep on digging and try to shove everything I could into my mouth, but I knew that I could cause myself a stomach ache or worse with that.

      No, I needed to take my time. I got just enough in me to feel that surge of energy that came with sudden nutrients, then closed it up and started back toward the factory.

      It wasn’t until I was nearly halfway there that I noticed the ghost woman was gone. Had she really just been a hallucination brought on by my extreme hunger? If she was, she was a hallucination that knew exactly when and where I needed to be in order to get more food than I’d had in years.

      Could that be a coincidence? How much was I willing to believe? Maybe my subconscious had picked up information on the butchery’s delivery route and had led me there out of pure desperation? That seemed pretty impossible, but what did I care? The important thing was that I had food!

      I made it back without any more hallucinations or apparitions, and wiggled back into my shed, ready to allow myself another jerky piece.

      I had just barely bitten into one when abruptly the woman was sitting in front of me.

      So, how is it?

      I nearly choked and scuttled backward, but she just rolled her eyes.

      Oh, come on, now you’re just being dramatic. I think I’ve earned you far more than you would have gotten otherwise, even if you don’t believe me about your mark.

      I shook my head, as if I could rattle her out of existence. “Why are you doing this?”

      Maybe we got off on the wrong foot. Look, I just want what’s best for you, and right now, what’s best for you is doing a favor for me.

      “You’re not even real!”

      Well, no, I suppose not in a lot of ways, but that doesn’t really matter. I’m here now, and I need you to help me.

      “Why would I do that when I don’t even know who or what you are?”

      A surprised expression crossed her face. Oh geez, did I skip over the introductions? Let’s try that again then. She stuck out her hand and smiled broadly. What I am is a seer. As for who, the name Davie has worked just fine so far.
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      “What the heck is a seer?”

      Complicated, that’s what.

      I took another bite of jerky, my mind finally seeming to understand that this woman, if she was actually there and not a figment of my starving mind, couldn’t touch me if she wanted to. That definitely gave me some level of comfort, although not much considering the situation.

      “And these friends you want me to help, why don’t you just talk to them yourself?”

      Oh boy, have I tried that. But for some reason I can’t reach them like I’m reaching you.

      “A likely story.”

      She turned her head to the side, giving me an impatient look. What reason would I have to lie to you? I’m already dead. It’s not like monetary or physical gain is on my list of priorities right now.

      The frankness of her words gave me a start, but I managed to hold it in. “You’re dead?”

      As a doornail. Or rather a mystical doornail that’s tied to this inexplicable energy stream that’s connected to everyone and everything throughout all time. I’ve been here for what feels like years and I’m still trying to figure out the basics.

      “Okay, let’s say I believe what you’re saying, and that it actually makes sense. Why on earth would you need someone like me?”

      Oh, well, that part’s simple. You’re a seer too.

      I couldn’t help it. After everything I’d already been through, the chase and the magical box of food and the talking ghost, I just laughed. I laughed for an embarrassingly long time, jerky spittle landing on the ground in front of me.

      To her credit, this ghost lady waited until I was done. Granted, I didn’t know if she could even do anything about it considering that she couldn’t touch anything on my plane of existence.

      “There’s only one problem with that. I’m not a seer.”

      Oh, you’re most definitely a seer.

      “I most definitely am not.”

      Nope. Trust me, I’m not wrong about these kinds of things. Kind of impossible for me to be wrong, in fact.

      “Well, you are, because if I was some mystical seer connected to this energy you talk about, I think I’d know about it.”

      But she just rested her head in her hands, looking more than a bit amused. That’s not necessarily the case. I was in my twenties when I found out. Suddenly, her expression turned more serious. Let me guess, you were raised in a fairly standard, loving house. One might even say that you had a lot of luck as a child, but then something terrible happened one night and your parents died, and you barely made it out alive.

      I stopped chewing, the food in my mouth seeming to turn to dust. Cold licked up my spine and spread to both my neck and shoulders, making my very breath icy.

      “How could you know that?”

      Because it happened to me, and apparently several others. Look, there’s a…a force, I guess you could say, that wants seers like us to be alone and abandoned. To be bitter and full of hate. It often can’t hurt us directly, but it can influence certain events when it comes to our kind.

      You see, people like me and you are pretty powerful when it comes down to it, and we’re worth quite a bit to a lot of people. Any time you have too little commodity and a whole lot of demand, things get violent.

      So, I’m asking you, please go with my friends and help the cycle. I promise you’ll be happier for it.

      I looked at the woman, taking in all of her expression. She certainly looked earnest, and I felt like I could feel her sincerity from where I was sitting.

      But no, it was all too strange! Bizarre! Impossible! Shaking my head, I picked two hunks of the packaged meat out and headed back toward my wormy little exit.

      Wait, what are you doing?

      “I thought you knew everything,” I said, sliding under a fallen chunk of rebar.

      It doesn’t work like that. I don’t see everything, but what I do see, I know everything about.

      “Sounds pretty lame to me.”

      It’s not all peaches and cream.

      “Yeah, I bet not. So, if you don’t mind me, I’ll be going.”

      You know I’m not going to just give up. There’s a whole lot of time in the afterlife and I’ve got that ADD, ya know?

      “Whatever you say. I have friends who are hungry and real, so I’ll be going to them now.”

      I wouldn’t do that if I were you.

      “Why, because some great and terrible beast is going to leap out of the ground and swallow me whole?”

      No. You’ll just see a side of your friends that you wish you didn’t see.

      “Pffft, how typical of a trafficker. Eliminate trust in established relationships to alienate a target.”

      Ah yes, the infamous ghost trafficker. Curses, you saw through my ruse. She stood, and her form started to waver, shifting in the light like dust until she almost wasn’t visible at all. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. When you want me to come save your rear end, just let me know.

      I huffed and finally, the woman disappeared. I stood still a moment, waiting for her to reappear, but I remained alone.

      I needed to get the meat hung up to dry before it spoiled, but first things first, I was going to share my bounty with my friends.

      It was really the least I could do. They had done so much for me since I had been ejected from the hospital, my parent’s estate used up for my care, and I would owe them for the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

      It was harder than I expected to hustle through the streets with two large packages of meat hidden on my person. Every step I took, I felt like the secret police were going to pop out and tell me that I was under arrest for stealing. I swore their breath was against my back and their whispers were playing about my ears.

      I felt far too noticeable, as if my hair was dyed as brightly as the ghost that had been turning my life upside-down. Not that I believed in ghosts, but I didn’t really want to be delusional either.

      Perhaps it was a little stereotypical, but we did have a place where all of us tended to meet. It was never hit by the police just because of the sheer grossness of it, but its inherent grossness was what stopped us all from staying there permanently.

      I reached the river that basically cut the lower income parts of the city from the higher ones and slid down the muddy bank, the noxious, muck-like soil clinging to the side of my leg. When I landed, I felt the stuff fill my shoes and quickly regretted not taking them off beforehand.

      But discomfort or not, I headed toward the large sewage pipe that was spilling out into the water. Well, perhaps once it had been active enough to constitute spilling, but lately, it was more like a faint trickle.

      I would like to say that was because the wealthy suddenly took issue with our water supply, but in reality, the toxicity of our river was beginning to affect the soil and air quality on the good side of the city, so they had simply taken to dumping elsewhere in the countryside.

      Clambering in, the smell of it really hit me. I hadn’t visited the rat hole, as we called it, in quite some time. Breathing through my mouth, I barely made it down the long length of tunnel into the nearly empty reservoir.

      That is, nearly empty of sewage, but quite full of many other things. Hammocks, grills, bedding, clothes, a few toys, some weapons, and more importantly, about five or so of my friends.

      But no Rafjan. I hoped he was alright.

      Odd, why would that thought come to mind? Sure, he’d been doing a little moonlighting after dark, but that was no reason to get paranoid.

      “Look who it is! Little Krisjian. It’s been a while since we’ve seen you. If it weren’t for Rafjan, we’d think you dead.”

      I looked to the owner of the voice to see Varista. She was a bit shorter than me, but she was the type of person who looked like they were cut out of pure muscle. The girl had been weathered and cured by the streets until there was nothing left of her but sinew and a whole bunch of spite.

      I liked her, and had once fancied her, but we had spent enough time together to know that she wasn’t even remotely interested. Which made sense, of course, given she was at least three years older than me and saw me as some sort of orphan newborn since I had only been on my own for a couple years.

      “I have been laying low. Don’t want to become familiar anywhere.”

      “Ah, see, that is why I have always called you the smart one. You will outlive us all.”

      “Not if he does not put some meat on his bones.”

      That was Parscej that practically slithered out of his hammock, limping over to us. He had lost his leg when he was young, and was blind in one of his eyes, but he made quite a bit by begging. Varista, Marja, and Halstaf all had a deal to help him around and keep him safe in exchange for a cut of his funds.

      Now, there was only Varista left. I did not want to think about what would happen if they took her too. I was not strong or savvy enough to tend to his needs like she did.

      “You are one to talk,” I countered.

      “But that is all a part of the appeal. Who wants to give money to a beggar who is fat? Only a fool, that’s who.”

      “Well, hopefully, this isn’t foolish then,” I said, producing the two packages with a flourish. The other three, orphans I wasn’t as familiar with but knew well enough, perked up and I felt all eyes on me.

      “What’s this?” Varista asked, opening one up. I was pleased when the top of several steaks were revealed, looking both beautiful and delicious even from where I was standing. “No, this can’t be real.”

      “But it is!” I assured as Parscej hastily opened his own, revealing cured flanks. “Believe it or not, I had a great fortune today where one of the butchery trucks had an accident as I passed by. Of course, I had to share it with my friends.”

      “This… I cannot recall the last time I had such meat,” Varista murmured, and I could tell she was just as near drooling as I had been.

      “You said share,” one of the others—Fjalin, if I remembered correctly—said. “That means that this is just a part?”

      Something in his tone caught my attention, and I shrugged noncommittedly. “There was jerky too, but I helped myself to that. I fear if I didn’t, there was no way I’d have the energy to come here.”

      “Bull.”

      I was surprised by the adamancy of his refusal and the hair on the back of my neck went up. Danger.

      “There’s no way you just gave us these two things and only kept some jerky for yourself. The way I see it, you should bring the whole thing here and we’ll split it up evenly.”

      He walked closer with every step and my body started to go into flight or fight mode. Fjalin was ridiculously tall, with long, long legs that could take him much further than my own. I wasn’t strong enough to fight him, and I wasn’t fast enough to get away.

      Told you so.

      As if that weren’t enough, I saw the woman, Davie, back again. She was laying in a hammock, her hair again different colors as she swung back and forth.

      “That’s not helpful,” I hissed.

      “What? I think sharing would be very helpful, don’t you?”

      I wanted to snap that I wasn’t talking to him, but of course I knew better. So instead, I tensed and spread my legs slightly, lowering myself so I had more power for whatever move I chose next.

      But before Fjalin could reach me, Varista stepped in front of him, a knife at the ready. Where she had pulled it from, I didn’t know, but I appreciated her preparedness.

      When she kicks his legs out from under him, you need to go.

      What? I wasn’t going to abandon my friend here, especially one who stood up for me. But of course, I couldn’t say that, lest everyone in the room think me mad, so I just shook my head.

      Dude, you’re only going to make it worse by sticking around.

      I shook my head again. I didn’t know what the ghost woman thought of me, but I certainly wasn’t a coward. I would defend my friend or go down trying. I could never do something so ungrateful as—

      Oh, for crying out loud.

      Suddenly, she dove out of the hammock, her body stretching out and thinning until it was practically a bolt of light.

      That happened to hit me right in the chest.

      I stumbled, gasping, and the whole world seemed to just float away as a new, slightly more shimmery world replaced it.

      Fjalin lunged suddenly, trying to knock Varista’s knife to the side and go for her throat. She countered him, but he now had a grip on her neck with one hand while the other wrestled with her for the knife.

      I didn’t even think, I just rushed forward in a tackle. But I was too loud, and Fjalin must have heard me coming, because he twisted so that I collided with Varista’s legs, not his own.

      I heard the sound of bone snapping as we both tumbled to the floor. I hit my head, hard, and when my vision cleared, I could see Varista rolling on the ground beside me, screaming as she held her leg.

      “I had it!” she cried. “All you had to do was run!”

      Suddenly, I was being jerked up by the front of my shirt. It was Fjalin, and he held a knife up to my face.

      “Now, about that food…”

      Just as abruptly as the whole scene had played, it suddenly vanished, and I had to fight not to lose my lunch as everything fell back into place. Davie was standing beside me now, but she looked…different.

      Sorry. Didn’t want to do that, but you are ridiculously stubborn.

      I panted hard, looking up at her transparent face.

      She now had deep circles under bloodshot eyes, her lips both pale and chapped. Her hair hung limply on either side of her head, a faded blond toward the bottom but with several inches of dark roots. Blood trailed from her nose in a brown, old scab that led down to her lips and chin. Her body was thinner, more broken in and used up.

      Oh, and there was a gaping hole in her chest.

      Oh, geez. I guess I expended myself a little more than I thought I did. I’m going to have to go back to the…wherever it is I am, but I’m gonna need you to run, kid. Can you do that for me?

      “Krisjian, run! You will only get in the way!”

      I didn’t need any more confirmation than that. I gave a quick nod to Davie, who shot me a relieved look before fading into nothing, then spun on my heel and dashed out.

      Almost all of my mind was caught up in the need to run, run, run, but the tiniest portion couldn’t help but marvel at what had just happened. Somehow, I had a ghost who could see the future in my life and they needed my help.

      Stranger things had happened, I supposed, although I couldn’t think of any, but what I thought didn’t matter. The only thing that was important was getting to safety, so I could find out what this ghost lady wanted and get her out of my life. Nothing good ever came of a ghost story, and I was anxious to quickly end my own.
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      I didn’t sleep well. Every single creak and groan caused me to jerk away, sure it was Fjalin or his friends come to finish the job. But when I did rise to consciousness, I was completely alone, with not even my ghost-friend to greet me.

      “Davie?” I asked, sitting up. “Davie?”

      There was a small glimmer of light in the corner of the room, then Davie slowly wavered into existence. She still looked just as haggard as when I had last seen her, but with more bruising around her face.

      “Why do you look like that?” I asked before I could think better of it.

      Because I’m dead, doofus. You see how good you look after being expired for a few months.

      “You certainly talk more than any dead person I know.”

      Where was this sparkling wit when we first met? Or was it just hidden under all those ridiculously inconvenient layers of denial?

      “I mean, did you believe all this seer stuff when you first heard it?”

      Aw. It’s cute that you think seers are the big thing you’re gonna learn about. You’re in for a world of strange, my good man.

      “What do you mean?”

      Normally in movies and books, I hate when someone cryptically says, ‘you’ll see,’ but I don’t have time to go into all of that now, so…you’ll see. And soon. But first there’s a whole lot I have to tell you.

      “You never answered my question.”

      Hmm? She tilted her head to the side. She looked weary, and her skin was even paler than before. Had showing me that scene hurt her? The thought made me feel a bit guilty. I’d gone my entire life without hurting someone on purpose, and I was pretty proud of that. I also wanted to keep it that way.

      “Did you believe all this seer stuff when you were first told about it?”

      Well, yes and no.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      But it’s the truth.

      I crossed my legs and arms, affixing her with my most serious stare. “Why should I do anything for you if you can’t even answer simple questions about yourself?”

      That’s the thing. It’s not simple. In fact, you could pretty much call it complicated.

      If she wanted to be stubborn, then I would give her stubborn. I sat there, hardly blinking, and just held her gaze until she sighed.

      You know, I’m usually the one who does that technique. If I wasn’t so tired, I’d show you how it’s really done.

      “Uh-huh.”

      But anyway, did I believe? Kinda. That scene I showed you with your friends? I had those as soon as I woke up from the fire. They were terrifying, and at the time, I had no idea what they were. I would panic so badly that often, I would need to be sedated.

      Eventually, it was ruled as PTSD. I was treated, seemed to recover well enough, and sent to a foster home with my sister for special needs children. After a while, the visions started to come back. They were vivid, but not all of them were scary. Some of them were quite fun, even. But I made the mistake of telling everyone about what I saw. That, combined with the zoning out for minutes at a time, landed me right back in the shrink’s office.

      So, they threw some diagnoses at me, medicated me, and that pretty much stopped most of it. My abilities were sealed away under a haze of drugs and fear.

      “What changed then?”

      Well, that, my friend, is the best part. I was just floating through life, listless, when I met a dragon. All it took was one t—

      “Whoa, wait, what!? A dragon?”

      Oh, right. That was one of those ‘you’ll see’ things. Yeah, there are dragons. They can shapeshift between their reptilian form and humans, and for some reason, an unusual number of them are, like, incredibly attractive. I don’t know if it’s genetic, or magic, but yeah.

      I blinked at her, wondering all over again if I was delusional, but there was no way I could make up something like dragons who could turn into humans. It was just far too absurd!

      To top it off, he was a dragon prince. Not sure if the royal part matters on the whole ‘waking a seer up from her drug-induced repression,’ but whatever. Suddenly, I was knee deep in visions and being chased this way and that by guys who wanted to use me and guys who wanted to save me.

      She cocked her head to the side, staring off into the distance like there was something incredibly fascinating there. I guessed it was one of her so-called ‘visions’ and waited for her to come back to reality.

      Speaking of the guys who wanted to use me, I owe you an apology.

      “What? Why?” Sure, maybe her and I hadn’t gotten off on the right foot, but I couldn’t think of anything she had to apologize to me for.

      Well, you see, there are good dragons and there are not-so-good dragons out there. I happened to get wrapped up with the good ones, and the not-so-good ones were so mad about it that they declared war.

      Unfortunately, they don’t know I’m dead, so they’ve been using what little grasp of the old magic they had to try and find me. My little display set off some alarms for them, and they’ve already sent some of their knights this way.

      I jolted at that. “What? Are you kidding me? Then we need to go!”

      No. You need to sleep. Believe it or not, you have until morning, and trust me, you’re going to need to get every bit of sleep you can, because I need you to take a message to my friends.

      “Why can’t you just have me relay it for you once I meet them? That sounds much more streamlined.”

      Because I’m afraid whatever’s stopping me from communicating with them will also force me to leave you. Besides… She sent me a wry grin. I’m sure you noticed I’m not looking so great lately. Instilling a vision in you seemed to have broken a lot of rules, and believe me, I’m suffering the consequences.

      Ugh, that didn’t help me feel any less guilty. “How am I supposed to sleep knowing that a horde of evil dragons is coming after me?”

      Oh, not a horde. As someone who’s had a whole horde after me, this is more like a cadre. A little mini-gettogether of ne’er do wells, and as for sleep, there’s a small, broken barrel under that pile of aluminum siding in the corner. If you pull that out, I can walk you through making a fire and you can cook yourself up a nice meal that’ll put you right into a food coma.

      “Food coma? That sounds dangerous.”

      To my surprise, she laughed at that. Don’t worry, that’s just an American phrase. Just eat up. Trust me when I say you’re going to want to give your body some fuel for tomorrow.

      That was ominous, but I did as she said, indeed finding a barrel. My mind was so full of everything that had happened that I was questioning things that happened hours ago and still slowly making my way to the present.

      One thing was for certain, I didn’t think I was going to be Krisjian the orphan anymore. One way or the other, I was involved in something so much greater than myself.
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      Krisjian, you gotta wake up.

      I groaned and threw my blanket over my head, trying to stay immersed in the dream world I was in. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so contented and full, my body feeling restored instead of aching from neglect, and I just wanted to hold onto that.

      Oy! We don’t have much time! Get up!

      The declaration ended in a shout and my eyes snapped open to see Davie sitting beside me. For being a ghost, she didn’t float or hover, or do anything you’d expect an apparition to do. Did we have spirits wrong all this time, or was she just something different?

      “Good morning,” I groaned, yawning and stretching, feeling my back pop all the way up my spine.

      Yeah, totally. Hold onto that optimism. She stood up and began to pace, which was particularly unlike her.

      Although I had only really known her for a day, I felt like I understood a bit about the woman, and pacing didn’t quite seem to be her thing. So, I sat up and listened, intent on her words.

      Look, it’s not going to be easy to convince them, so I need you to remember what I say.

      “Why wouldn’t they believe me? I assume that just telling them about you, including what you look like, would be enough.”

      Yeah, that’s what I thought at first, but then I had a vision where that really, really doesn’t work out. Maybe it’s whatever is running interference with them, maybe there’s stuff behind the scenes that I don’t know, but I know if you just tell them outright, that they won’t listen.

      She looked off again for several seconds, and when her gaze turned to me, she groaned.

      Alright, we’ve got one hour before you need to get out of here and get out fast.

      “Why don’t I just leave now and talk’n’walk at a more leisurely pace while you explain things calmly?”

      She looked as if she was considering that, but then shook her head. Nope. Won’t work. I need you to leave at a certain time.

      “Alright then, what do you need me to say?”

      I figured we would start with Mallory, something only her and I could know. Not even Mickey would understand it.

      I nodded, settling in to listen intently, although I couldn’t help but wonder—who the heck was Mickey?
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        * * *

      

      Alright, you got all that?

      I nodded, already getting that cotton-stuffed feeling from whenever I got a little overwhelmed, but I pushed through it. “I’m pretty sure I do.”

      Good, because I’m going to need you to dive out the window again right about…now.

      That wasn’t much of a warning, but I jumped to my feet and dashed out, grabbing onto the top of the window so I could jump up and send myself flying into the open feet-first.

      Just like before, I landed on the roof of a shed and then skittered to the ground. This time, however, I wasn’t surprised when Davie met me there.

      You know, that’s just downright impressive. When this is all over, you should try gymnastics.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I panted. “Where next?”

      Oh, right. I had been planning to just show you the way, but after that little incident with your fellow runaways, I don’t have the juice. Go left and run straight until you’re in an alley. There’s a fence at the end that it looks like you can’t get over, but the piece of wood in one corner is just old cardboard that was painted for a school play. Run at it at full speed and power slide through.

      Those were…surprisingly detailed instructions, but I nodded and took off.

      Davie was right, I did need every bit of fuel my body could get. Already I could feel my muscles complaining and my brain demanding more nutrients, but I ignored that. My head was now full of all the insane and amazing things Davie had told me about her world and her friends, and I found myself wanting to live long enough to see everything she mentioned.

      The world was strangely quiet as I ran, almost peaceful, but then a shadow passed over me out of nowhere. At first, I thought it maybe a cloud, or a flock of birds, but it moved far too fast and my stomach flipped out of nowhere. If there was one thing that Davie taught me in our long talk that morning, it was to trust my seer instincts.

      But when I looked, nothing was there. I wasn’t quite sure what I had been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t empty skies and a cheery-looking sun.

      I kept running nonetheless, and as I did, a growing dread began to fill my belly. It was a cold, slithering sort of feeling that made my heart sink into the earth itself, and I wasn’t surprised when I heard the sound of something hitting the ground behind me.

      Against my better judgement, I looked back and instantly regretted it. Barreling toward me was the strangest, most horrifying combination of giant reptile and human that I had ever seen.

      Parts of it were rapidly shrinking down while other parts were turning a fleshy, human color, creating an uncomfortable mix of skin texture on reptile pattern. Before I could lose my lunch, another one landed right beside it.

      They were fast, ridiculously fast, and they were gaining on me quickly. I wasn’t sure why they didn’t just swoop down and take me in their dragon forms, but Davie had mentioned that many of them didn’t have wings, so maybe they had sent some like that after me?

      I didn’t know, and I certainly wasn’t going to turn around and ask them. I put my everything into reaching that fence.

      I could feel them closing in on me, breath ragged as they turned more and more human. I could almost envision their hands behind me, reaching for me, as I dove for the piece of wood that was right where Davie said it would be.

      Sure enough, I went right through it while the dragons collided with the fence, buying me precious seconds.

      Ahhh, this reminds me of old times, Davie said, appearing in front of me as I pelted down the street. Except my run was much more cinematic.

      As if on cue, a wall of one of the abandoned buildings down the street exploded outward, sending dust and debris everywhere, and out of that building came pouring about a dozen or so four-legged dragons that shifted to human in waves.

      Welp, never mind. That was just outright cool. But come on, we need to get you to the airport. Run several paces then duck into your first empty window to the right. Then up to the second floor and into another building.

      “Why are they shifting to humans?” I asked as I sprinted, using up precious air. “Why not just take me as a dragon?”

      The dragons are leery about exposing themselves to humans. Right now, they’re busy waging a war with humans. It wouldn’t do them well to try to fight all of us at once.

      Even though I couldn’t physically see her, I could still hear her voice, which was an altogether uncanny sensation

      “Are humans really that big a deal?”

      We’ve got a lot of numbers, and nuclear bombs too.

      “Wait, we? I thought you were a seer, not human.”

      …you may have a point there. Now jump down and cut across to the alley. There’s a taxi about to open a door for its fare. Jump in and tell him I say hello.

      “Another guy you know?” I gasped, running to the edge of a balcony and leaping down to the ground just like she told me.

      Nah. Just someone whose dreams I’ve been walking for a while. I learned that from my sister.

      “Dream walking? What?”

      It’s not important. This is the alley! Come on, turn, you’re passing it!

      I banked to the right, my legs feeling like gelatin. Sure enough, I saw a street at the very edge, and a woman walk by, waving down a ride.

      I allowed myself one last burst of energy and pelted forward, heart beating itself to pieces. Then, just when the woman opened the door, I dove in head-first and crashed into the other side.

      “What the hell!?” she cried, rearing back.

      But I just looked to the cabby with wide eyes. “Davie says drive, now!”

      For the tiniest of breaths, I didn’t think it would work, but then all the color drained from the man’s face and he nodded.

      “Close the door! I’ll take you to the airport!”

      “Sorry, ma’am,” I said, giving the woman an apologetic look as I slammed the door. The cabby certainly put the pedal to the metal, and I was pressed back against the seat, but I didn’t mind. Glancing through the back window, I saw at least a dozen men in nice suits come pouring out of the alley I had just been in. How did they keep their clothes through their transformation, and how were they so clean? I was going to have to ask Davie—

      Tell him his daughter is going to be fine. Thanks to his quick thinking, the doctor will be able to diagnose the cancer this week and she’ll have a full recovery.

      “Wait, what?”

      Say it! Oh, and tell him to lay off her boyfriend when she’s fifteen. He’s a nice kid under those terrible clothes, and she’s the only person who really listens to him. Knowing her for even a few years will change both of their lives for the better.

      “She is here, isn’t she? You are talking to her?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, looking back to the cabby. “How did you know?”

      “She told me this day would come and offered me information in exchange for my help. At first, I thought it just a bad dream, but then the things she said began to come true and I realized that I needed to listen to…whatever she is.”

      “Yeah, I know that feeling.”

      “Does…does she have anything else to say to me? She told me she wouldn’t visit my dreams anymore, but in truth, I think I will miss being a part of something so much bigger than myself.”

      “Uh, yeah. She says thanks to you, the doctor’s going to catch the cancer this week and your daughter will have a full recovery. She also said that you shouldn’t be mean to your daughter’s boyfriend when she’s fifteen. He’s a nice kid who just needs a good friend.”

      “What?! My daughter will not date until she is at least twenty!”

      Yeah, that’s what they all say. And oh, one last thing. Tell him to check his medical diary. Last night, he wrote something in his sleep. Consider it reparations.

      “Uh, she also says you wrote something important in your journal. It’s to say sorry.”

      “Sorry, for what?”

      By the way, you’re going to want to duck and roll to the left as hard as you can once the car stops.

      “Wha—”

      I never got the word out, because suddenly, something crashed into us with the force of a truck and we were spun through the street, glass flying everywhere.

      Just as she had told me, once we stopped spinning, I rolled hard to the side. I felt myself collide with the door, but it quickly popped off its hinges, allowing me to fall to the street. I rolled a bit farther, going under some kind of construction wagon. I stood when I finally reached the sidewalk and looked back at the wreck.

      Oh. We had literally been hit by a truck. Well, that made sense then.

      No time to stare! The cabby is fine! You see that highway exit down the road? You need to get there as fast as you can.

      “What happens when I do get there?”

      My friends.

      Oh.

      Good, they’re close. I can feel whatever is blocking them pushing me away. This is the last time we’re gonna talk for a bit.

      Wait, I wasn’t ready for that! Literally just yesterday, I had found out that there was a world of magic and fortune telling and dragons and who knew what else!? She couldn’t leave yet!

      “Hey, Davie!” I heaved, my lungs feeling like they were being steamrolled.

      What? Are we doing some sort of dramatic parting words?

      “Hardly. I just wanted to know what you made that cabby write down.”

      Oh, just some lottery numbers for some radio thing. He’s going to be a very happy man. Not, like, rich for life, but pleasantly content.

      “So, he gets money and ease for his whole life and I get a highway chase with a dozen men chasing me?”

      Nah, it’s like two dozen now. I’d pick up the pace, because they’re gaining on you…

      I tilted my head slightly to tell her what I thought of that needlessly ominous statement, only to see the last of her fade from existence. I guess she had warned me, but I couldn’t help but feel a strong sense of foreboding at that.

      I turned my attention back to my running, my body on the verge of giving out. I was getting close to the highway exit, where the sidewalk suddenly cut off and the sign said no pedestrians beyond this point, but I didn’t see anyone slowing, stopping, or otherwise seeming like they were sent by a benevolent ghost who had a mission for me.

      But I guessed I just had to trust her.

      I risked another glance over my shoulder, paling when I saw there were indeed men chasing me, but there were also several cars that were violently cutting through traffic to try to get to me. I had seconds, if that, before they would all converge on me. I didn’t know exactly what would happen then, but I was sure it wouldn’t be good.

      Just then, I heard a honk in front of me. Looking back to the exit, I saw a van speeding through lanes and running through the intersection to get to me. Suddenly, I knew without a doubt that this was my ride and I needed to get to them no matter what.

      I bit down and pushed myself harder, harder than I’d done in years. The van started to slow, swinging in a wide arc through traffic so that its side door was facing me. Someone slid it open with a considerable amount of force, but I didn’t have the wherewithal to look at their features. All I knew was I needed in.

      Not for the first, or even second time today, I found myself launching head-first into a space, my feet lifting from the ground as I sailed through the air. Just like the cab, I slammed into the opposite side of the van, but at least I was safe.

      “He’s in! Close the door and get us out of here!”

      The voice was feminine, but I was face-down, so I could not see the speaker. I tried to roll over, but my muscles were all locking up from having me push them so far on so little. I guessed I could just stay panting into the thinly-carpeted van floor for a while…

      A hand slipped under me, gently rolling me over, and I looked up to see four concerned faces looking down at me. In less than a second, I knew who each of them was.

      There was the dragon prince, Bronn, who really was as unrealistically handsome as the ghost had described him, a thinner, older, and more burned version of her that had to be her sister, Mickey, a short, cherubic face connected to a body that looked like it could break my skull in several different ways had to be Mallory, although she was a lot more sickly than Davie had mentioned, and then finally, a thinner, more scarred version of Mallory, which had to be Mal.

      “Oh, hey,” I managed to heave between breaths. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Davie’s Message

          

        

      

    

    
      Krisjian

      

      I’d like to say that I stayed conscious and proceeded to have an elegant and impressive opening conversation with these magical beings I was surrounded by, but it didn’t quite happen that way. As soon as I said those words, a wave of lightheadedness washed over me, and I had to close my eyes. The next thing I knew, I was being roused awake somewhere completely different.

      “Hey, you okay, kid?”

      I found myself looking up at the concerned face of what had to be Mal. She wasn’t quite as thin as Davie had recounted, but Davie had been dead for at least a month, three months max. It made sense that the girl would have gained some weight now that she was away from her home dimension.

      Perhaps it was selfish of me, but I was looking forward to that as well. I could already see myself with a double chin, and a little bit of stomach that dripped over my pants, and the thought was incredibly exciting.

      “Yeah,” I groaned, trying to sit up but feeling my entire body throb. “Where are we?”

      “Pulling into our private hangar now. We need to get out of here before those dragons catch up.”

      “I just want to know how they found him. It’s not like they have seers on their side,” Mickey said, tossing over a water bottle that Mal easily caught.

      I wanted to confess and tell them that it was my fault, but then Mal was unscrewing the top and propping my upper body into a sitting position so that I could hastily gulp it down.

      “Careful there, you don’t want to make yourself sick. I know it’s tempting, but small, slow drinks.”

      If anyone knew about starvation and overexertion, it was this girl. Although Davie hadn’t been able to tell me everything, she had explained that Mal had been a runaway slave of sorts, living on the edge of civilization with all the other free folk, where supplies were limited, and danger was around every corner.

      So, I tried to slow myself down, and succeeded somewhat, but before I could finish the bottle, we stopped. Everyone hopped out of the vehicle, and I tried to follow, but my muscles cramped up. I had barely made it onto my knees before cramps shot up my entire leg and I fell into one of the bench seats.

      “I’ve got him,” I heard the prince say before I felt strong hands on me. “Apologies, normally I would ask for permission, but there’s no time.”

      And with that, he picked me up like I weighed nothing.

      I mean, I knew that I was not a weighty fellow and hadn’t been in years, but it was a bit embarrassing to be swept up by a man like some helpless damsel. Then again, it wasn’t like I could walk into wherever we were myself, so I supposed him carrying me was better than throwing me over his back like a sack of inconvenient potatoes.

      Oh… A roasted potato sounded delicious. Maybe they would have those wherever we were going. Davie had told me that if I helped her friends, there would be basically unlimited, quality food at their castle. The kind of stuff I could only dream about then wake up feeling guilty for even thinking of.

      It was only then that I noticed that we were going up a very narrow set of stairs. Turning my head away from the prince’s surprisingly hard chest, I saw none other than a plane!

      “You have your own plane?” I asked in shock, feeling my eyes go as wide as physically possible and then some.

      “It belongs to the kingdom, not us specifically, but yes, we have a plane.”

      “And I’m going on that plane?”

      “Well, it’d be pretty impossible for you to walk that far,” Mickey said from behind us.

      “I’ve never been on a plane before,” I breathed, for the first time realizing that everything Davie said had been one hundred percent true. Sure, after she had saved my life, I didn’t think her a liar or anything like that, but I had assumed that at least some of her wild claims had to be slight exaggerations. It appeared now that I was incorrect.

      “You’re in for a treat then,” Mallory said, also from behind us. “Because flying on a private jet is way better than any other coach experience I’ve ever had.”

      “What is a coach?” Bronn asked curiously, saving me from voicing the question myself.

      “Oh my gosh, are you kidding?”

      “I see. Another time then.”

      We stepped through a relatively small door and I was hit by a blast of cold air. Was this…air conditioning?! I had heard of it before, but I had never experienced it myself.

      The wonders continued from there as the prince carried me down a short aisle before placing me in one of the most luxurious chairs I had ever rested on.

      “Here,” he said, pulling what looked like a remote from the arm of the chair. “This button is to recline, this is to raise your feet, this is for massage, and this is for seat warming.”

      “This chair can do all that?”

      “Yes, but for now, it is best to stay upright. We are going to have a…hasty takeoff.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” Mickey said, sitting across from me and next to the prince, strapping herself in. I guessed that was like a seatbelt in a car, and I repeated her motions with my own restraints.

      In less than five minutes, all of us were inside, and I could feel the rumble of the engines as we rolled forward.

      Strange, I had never known that planes could drive along like cars. I had sort of assumed that they just took to the air like birds. There was so much about the world that I was soon to learn! Despite all of the danger Davie had made sure I was aware of, I found myself quite excited. My life was now permanently changing, and I realized it was better than any radio lottery.

      The rumbling below us changed and I felt a strange sort of pressure all over my body. It was difficult to breathe, and I felt my ears begin to hear strange things. No one else was acting like anything was amiss, so I looked out the window to see that we were beginning to rise off the ground.

      My jaw dropped, and I wasn’t sure if I even kept breathing while I watched us take to the air. It seemed impossible, magical, fantastical even, but after a few minutes, we were off the ground and sailing through the clouds.

      “Wow…” was all I could breathe, no words, idioms or explicative able to convey what I felt.

      “It’s pretty cool, isn’t it?” Mal asked from beside me, an almost-empty bottle in her hand. Where had she even gotten that from? “Coming here was my first flight, and it was something else.” She paused, as if thinking. “Well, first flight not on the back of a dragon.”

      “You’ve ridden a dragon?” I asked incredulously.

      “Yup, that guy over there,” she said, pointing to Prince Bronn. I tried to imagine it, but I just couldn’t.

      “You don’t sound surprised that dragons exist,” Mickey pointed out shrewdly. “Normally, there’s a whole lot more disbelief and ‘I don’t buy it’.”

      “That’s pretty much exactly how I was when I first found out,” I said. “I think the word ‘stubborn’ was used a lot.”

      “Who told you of us?” Bronn asked, leaning forward, his intense eyes on me. Yup, Davie hadn’t been kidding about them too. They were so bright and reflective, there was something inherently supernatural about them. “Did some of the men who were chasing you try to proposition you?”

      “No, that’s not it,” Mickey said, regarding me with just as much scrutiny. “You said you’ve been waiting for us, and you were in just the right place and time to meet up with us. That has seer written all over it. Did you have a vision about us? About dragons?”

      “Well, no, not exactly…”

      “Come on, out with it before I have to go lose my lunch again.” Mallory wheezed from her chair. “How’d you find out about our whacky world if not through a few conveniently-delivered visions?”

      “Well… Davie told me.”

      It was as if lightning bolted through the entire room that we were in, everyone jolting to upright attention. Suddenly, they were all talking at once, and I wondered if I had gone about this entirely the wrong way.

      “Davie? You saw Davie?!”

      “Do you mean like a dream? Or a vision?”

      “That is nothing to joke about!”

      “Huh, really?”

      I held up my hands, which I noticed were still shaking and covered with a dozen or so small cuts from my mad dash through the city.

      “One at a time, please. I speak your language, but you all have very thick American accents!”

      That seemed to give at least a few of them pause, and Mickey breathed deeply before addressing me with quite the stern voice.

      “Explain. Now.”

      “Your sister came to me like a ghost. She just appeared a few days ago and told me that you all would need my help. At first, I tried to get away, but she was…persistent.”

      I didn’t miss her sharp intake of breath and the tears that came to the corners of her eyes. “That sounds like Davie.”

      Bronn leaned forward, and it felt like he was staring right through me. “How do we know this is so? This entire thing seems too convenient. How did a mere boy run away from a horde of dragons?”

      “I dunno, Davie and I managed,” Mallory interjected.

      “The prince is right to be suspicious,” I said, surprising all of them, “and Davie told me you all would be.”

      “A convenient enough excuse.”

      “It’s not an excuse,” I countered. “Just a statement of fact. Davie told me how you were betrayed by your closest cousin and would no doubt have some issues trusting. So, she also gave me information to assure you that I could only have learned all of this from her.”

      “Oh really?” Mickey asked, sounding like she so desperately wanted to believe me but was forcing herself to be practical. “Like what?”

      “For you, she wanted me to remind you of that time where you both had the flu soon after you moved into your new place. You were both so sick that you just laid in bed with a, what do you call it, an upchuck bucket?

      “Eventually, Davie began to feel better and she went to take care of the bucket in the bathroom, but as she was doing that, you felt so sick that you had to rush in. You were in such a desperate rush that you knocked the bucket out of her hands and…well, the two of you promised to never speak of it ever again as long as you both lived.

      “She also said she was sorry for blabbing, but since she’s dead, she technically didn’t break your oath.”

      Everyone looked to Mickey, and suddenly, I wondered if I should have told the story a little more delicately, because her head was in her hands and she was crying loudly.

      I didn’t know what to do, so I just stared at her, fearing I had done something terrible. Mallory reached for her, patting her leg, but it was still several moments before she sat up and heaved a great breath.

      “That’s real,” she gasped. “That’s exactly how it happened.”

      “But how do we know that he didn’t just have a vision of it? I apologize if I’m being difficult, but it just seems so odd to me that you were able to outrun actual dragons. I don’t mean to offend, but they are trained soldiers and you are—”

      “A starving orphan? Yeah, I get that. But you all are the ones who came looking for me. If it weren’t for you and Davie, they’d never even know I existed.”

      “What do you mean?” Mallory asked.

      “I got involved in a…an altercation, I guess you could say, and I was ignoring Davie because I thought that she was a hallucination brought on by hunger. So she, uh, jumped into me, I guess you could say. Apparently, that was enough to tip off your enemies that she was around.

      “You see, they do not know that she is dead, so Davie says they’ve been using what little understanding they have of the ‘old magics’ to find her, whatever those are.”

      “If Davie knew that we were coming, and told you all these things to convince us, why not just talk to us?” Mal asked. “Mickey is a seer and her sister. You’d figure she’d make the connection with her own blood instead of some stranger across the world that Mickey just so happened to have a vision of.”

      “That’s the thing,” I answered, starting to feel a bit exhausted from the interrogation. “She says she can’t reach you. That something’s blocking you all from her, and once I got close to you, it was like she was just erased from my sight.”

      “Well, that’s…certainly foreboding,” Mickey murmured.

      “It is,” Bronn agreed. “But forgive me—”

      “Yeah, yeah, we get it, you’re suspicious,” Mallory said, cutting the man off as she leaned forward. “What I wanna know is, you said Davie sent you to help us. Are you really going to raise the shields for us? Or was that whole thing more of a metaphor?”

      “About that,” I said, taking a deep breath. Davie had said that this was the most important part and I certainly didn’t want to misspeak. “She says that those shields are done. There’s no way to repair them. You’d need someone to generate the spells for entirely new shielding, and that’s not what my gifts are.”

      I could feel the energy deflate out of the group and it took several moments for anyone to speak.

      “Then it’s useless? This whole plan was a bust?” Mickey whispered, looking like she was holding back tears once again.

      “But if there’s no way to repair the shields, then how in the hell are you going to help us?” Mallory said, her irritation with the situation clearly rising.

      “Well, it’s like Mickey’s vision said. I’m connected to the old magics. I can’t do things like raise shields, or see the future like all of you do, but apparently, I can be a…a… What is the word she used?” It was so hard to concentrate with all of their eyes on me, staring me down like a cadre of disapproving hawks. “Conduit, I think.”

      “A conduit? A conduit for what?”

      I looked the sister square in the eye and tried to steel my voice as best I could. “To bring her back to this dimension. Alive, of course, and significantly less impaled.”
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      I had heard the word cacophony once in my life, back when I was in school and learning vocabulary for a test. But I’d never seen a reaction that so fit the word until I told these strange folks that I could possibly be a part of bringing Davie back to them.

      Mickey just burst into tears again, holding her face in her burned and unburned hands. Davie told me not to stare at her intense scarring, but it was difficult at first glance. Her skin read like a pink, topographical map, and I kinda just wanted to touch it. Thankfully, even in my exhausted state, I knew that wasn’t appropriate.

      Meanwhile, Bronn shot up to his feet, instantly questioning if I was serious, if that was possible, and if I knew what he would do to me if he found out that I was lying. I sensed that he didn’t really want an answer, but rather needed to get out every single doubt crossing his mind.

      Mallory, well, she was the most surprising of all. She just let out a loud howl, followed by deep, deep peels of laughter. Bordering on manic in sound, her mirth filled the space, until my ears were ringing between the three of them.

      That was about when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Looking over, I saw Mal handing me her almost empty bottle.

      “Oh no,” I said politely. “I’m not old enough.”

      “Since when does a homeless kid turn down free calories? Drink it, it’s practically all sugar.”

      Who was I to argue with that? I reached for the bottle, anxious for anything to take away some of the stress of the situation, but before my fingers could wrap around it, it was snatched away.

      “Let’s put a halt on that underage drinking there,” Mickey said, voice hitching. “And why don’t you tell us how the two of you are supposed to bring her back. Last I knew, death was a pretty permanent thing.”

      “She’ll have to explain the specifics of it to you. She told me she didn’t have time to explain it all. What she told me is that there’s this ritual detailed in one of the books she found in Mal’s world that should be able to pull her from that dimension to yours without reopening the portal. It won’t be like we’re bringing her physically here, but more like we are destroying her form wherever she is now and reconstituting her on this plane.”

      “Destroying her?” Mickey repeated, sounding horrified. “What if we make a mistake bringing her back, or something goes wrong? I don’t know about you, young man, but I’ve never performed a ritual of any kind.”

      “If we mess up, the Davie that I interacted with will be no more. She will cease to exist in entirety, and the form that she’s in now will be absorbed by whatever the energy is that connects all these worlds.”

      “I… That’s an awful lot of responsibility,” Mallory said, seeming to come down from her high. “Are you sure this is what Davie wants?”

      “She’s scared too,” I answered honestly. “The risks are high, but she said if she wants everyone she loves to survive, this is what we all have to do.”

      “Does that mean my cousin wins if we don’t resurrect our shields?” Bronn said, sitting down for the first time since he had gone on his questioning rant in the background.

      “I don’t know. She didn’t give me a detailed list of what she was afraid of. She only said that things were coming that you wouldn’t survive without her. I think… I think she worried about scaring me off.”

      “Alright then. Let’s say we believe you. How do we perform this ritual?”

      “It has to be done on the night of the next new moon, when the sky is practically all stars. There are several ingredients we will need, some easy, and some difficult, but we must have them all before that night.”

      “The next new moon? That’s less than a week away once we land. Can we really do all of that in such a short amount of time?” Mallory asked.

      “I am more concerned on if we can hold off the dragon supremacists until then,” Bronn muttered.

      “Oh, is the situation that bad?” I asked with wide eyes.

      “Did Davie not tell you?”

      “She alluded that things were not the best they could be and that you needed me, but she didn’t go into detail.”

      “Sounds about right.” I didn’t think it possible, but Bronn’s face sobered even more as he looked at me. “We’re barely holding onto our ability to keep the enemy forces at bay. Right now, we assume that the only reason they haven’t swept in and crushed us all is because they’ve heard we no longer have custody of Davie and they’re searching for her.

      “If they find out that she has passed, I doubt that we will survive.”

      “That sounds quite grim. No, she didn’t communicate that to me.”

      “I’m sure she has her reasons. Now, let us get you some food for the rest of the flight. It is a long one, and we will need you at your best when you land.”

      He pressed a button on his chair and a voice came from nowhere to politely ask how they could help him. I stared at the entire process, baffled, but soon a woman came from the front, dressed in a sharp suit, and gently placed a tray of steaming food in front of me.

      “I apologize for my reaction earlier,” Bronn said, although he didn’t sound any kinder than before. “I’m sure you can understand that what you’re telling us is quite an…emotional revelation, I guess you could say.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good.” He nodded, and I could see the practical maelstrom of emotions behind his eyes.

      “It must be difficult to see the woman you were in love with die, only to then learn that there’s a chance she could come back to you.”

      Perhaps that wasn’t the best thing to say. He sat bolt upright, looking at me with an expression that was even worse than before. “Who told you that? Did Davie say something? Does she think I’m in love with her?”

      “No! I mean, I don’t know.” He looked more confused by my answer, so I tried to straighten out my words before I made an even worse mess of things. “She never said anything directly, but I always got the impression from how she talked about you. And hearing you talk about her, it’s much of the same.”

      “I see…” he said, sitting back and seeming to consider my words. “But like I said, eat up and get some rest. When we land, you’re going to need it.”

      I nodded and hastily dug in. At first, I thought it might be difficult to eat with all of them staring me down, but the moment the rich, creamy potatoes touched my tongue, I was in love. It was delicious, and flavorful, and full of fat. I could feel it coating my stomach and making my brain feel more protected with every second. I just needed to make sure I didn’t eat too much, as it would be too much of a shock to my system.

      Like the prince had said, I had a lot to do once we landed, and I couldn’t afford to waste time with an upset stomach.
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        * * *

      

      The prince had not been kidding when he said the flight was long. It went overnight and well into the next day before I saw my first American city sprawled out below, but I didn’t mind. I couldn’t remember the last time that I had slept in such comfort. Mal told me that I was out for nearly ten hours, and I honestly wasn’t surprised. I felt like I had been living in a terrible, exhausting nightmare for years and had finally woken up to the dawn. It was amazing what a comfortable chair with massage functions and a full meal could do for an orphan.

      But as amazing as the plane was, and the concrete jungles we were passing over, and all of the rest of the finery, none of that compared to when we landed.

      As soon as the engines quieted down, I could hear a low thrum of sound. It was strange, and I couldn’t quite place it even as we walked into the large, open hangar. It wasn’t until the metal doors opened at the end for us that I was treated to the full rush of what I was hearing.

      It was city sounds, but a thousand times louder than my home. There were cars rushing, people yelling, honking, construction. It was a maelstrom of stimuli on my ears, and I just stood there a moment in total awe.

      I’m not sure how long I would have stayed there if Mal hadn’t grabbed my hand and pulled me along.

      “Don’t worry. I was that way at first too. It really is a trip, isn’t it?”

      I nodded as I piled into the long, long car that was there for us, and immediately turned down the window. Almost everyone else was talking about the ingredients for the ritual and where to get them, but I was enraptured by this massive city of the future.

      “Wait until you find out about the internet.”

      “The what?” I asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      I just nodded, letting myself soak up this opulent world that I had been dragged into.

      I expected myself to be able to begin to cope with some of the grandeur, but the more we drove, the fancier and fancier things got. There were no abandoned buildings, no bomb craters. There were new and shiny traffic lights, and even billboards that were illuminated with moving pictures. I had heard that America was such a hard land to survive in, and that they didn’t take care of their poor either, but how could I believe that when confronted with all this prosperity? It was a strange land, that was for sure.

      After a while, however, the city began to pass and then we were in the countryside. At least that was not so different from my home. Just as green and just as open, with plenty of trees. But then, through those towering arbors, I caught sight of a massive castle.

      “Is that…” I asked, leaning over to Mal.

      She nodded, seemingly amused by my reaction. “Yup, welcome to your new home, kiddo. Not a bad place to stay while you try to save the world, right?”

      “No, not at all,” I murmured.

      Whatever happened, I certainly owed Davie my thanks. Even if the ritual went terribly wrong and we all died in some sort of backfire explosion, I would have nearly a week of living like actual royalty.

      But I didn’t want to get it wrong. In fact, I found myself wanting to get it right more than anything else. Goodness knew I owed Davie at least that much.

      Strange to think that I knew a ghost who was so incredibly vital to the fate of the world. It was a bit hard to see her pale, pained face and know that so many were in incredible pain because she was gone. Maybe that was why I was put on the path I was. I may not be the grand hero come to save the day, but I could try to save the hero that everyone needed.

      Yeah, that didn’t seem like a bad fate at all.
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      “Alright, so this list is gonna seem real weird to you, but the others should get this. Hopefully. I mean, fingers crossed.”

      Davie looked at me with a hopeful expression, although sweat was trickling down her brow. Apparently, ghosts could sweat. Who knew?

      “First of all, they’re gonna need a scale of the oldest dragon they can get their hands on. The older they are, the better a chance they have of things working out.

      “Secondly, they need the blood of the betrayed. Pretty easy considering everyone in that castle was done in by Baelfyre.

      “Now, this one gets harder. They need water of the light of the moon. From what I can tell, this is from any pond or stream that is reflecting the full moon. But it has to be a natural body of water, not like, a birdbath or something.”

      “This ritual is very specific,” I murmured, putting everything that she said to memory.

      “Well, yeah, it’s a magical ritual that can theoretically bring me back from the dead. I don’t know about you, but I expected a certain level of complexity there.”

      “You have a point.”

      “Thank you. And then you need the tears of a maiden. Probably awkward going around asking who’s a virgin and who isn’t, but deal with it.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes. The final ingredient is a secret, and the heavier, the longer it’s been held, and the less people know of it, the better.”

      “How does one contain a secret?”

      “I don’t know. Have them write it down, or speak it aloud, or both. It’s not like these directions are super clear.”

      “I’m sorry. This is the ritual that may possibly bring you to life or banish you from existence forever. I’d like to know whether it needs to be spoken, written, or what.”

      “Tough cookies. Do whatever your gut tells you is best.”

      I let out a groan of frustration, but she just laughed. “If you’re annoyed now, imagine how I felt collecting all this information over the span of all of time and magic without being able to interact with anything, and also…” She trailed off, leaving me waiting in the lurch for her to finish her sentence, except she never did.

      “And also…?”

      “Nevermind. We’re getting off track. So, once you have the ingredients, you must wait for the next night of the new moon. Then, exactly at the witching hour, you find an open field and place a metal fire bowl down. It must be smelted metal, made of ore and fire, or it won’t work.

      “You put the dragon scale at the bottom then place kindling of white birch bark. Then you can have Bronn light it with his dragon’s breath.

      “You say the words I told you earlier, and you say them exactly. If you mess up, you have to start again with a new dragon scale and new kindling.

      “Then, once the words are gone, the secret must be spoken. No one can say a word after the secret is spoken except for you. Then at that point, you declare the power of the words and how they belong to me and tie me to your plane. Then, you add the tears of the maiden to the water of the moon, then the blood of the betrayed, and pour it over the fire until every flame is out.

      “This parts kinda gross, but I need you to breathe the smoke in deep then exhale it out. Once you do that, reach in and grab the dragon scale. I promise you won’t burn. Then, you crack it in half and order me to the field. Badabing, badaboom, Davie’s back in action.”

      I gulped as I tried to remember each and every step.

      “How about we go over it again?”

      I recounted the ritual to Davie’s friends for what had to be the fourth time. Only on this occasion, we weren’t alone. There were several advisors with us as well. Or at least that’s what Bronn told me they were. To me, they looked like the wealthy, crusty men who would make rules that made it harder for poor people back home, but I kept those thoughts to myself.

      “Braunigan would be the oldest dragon we have in the family. Even older than your grandfather,” one of the men said. “The only thing is that we would have to go to him, he could not come to us.”

      “Why is that?” Bronn asked, looking curiously to him. “I am not familiar with this Braunigan. Is he in poor health?

      “No, his health is fine, all things considered. The issue is that, in his old age, he has lost his ability to hold his human form. He spends his time as a dragon in one of the caves of the wild.”

      “Right then. Send a team to him immediately. We need them there and back within days.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “But what of the secret?” another asked. “I know recent history would like to prove otherwise, but we don’t have many between us, and certainly none that would carry the weight needed to perform such an intricate spell.”

      No one said anything for a moment, but there was an air of expectation, like everyone was looking to their neighbor to confess to some great secret. The silence dragged on uncomfortably before Mallory cleared her throat.

      “I have one,” she said quietly. “One that the persons involved don’t even know I know. In fact, they’ve tried to keep it a secret for me since I was young.”

      “It’s not that you’re adopted, is it?” Mickey asked.

      “No,” Mallory said, looking her with an incredibly serious and guilty expression. “Nothing like that.”

      “Then it’ll do,” I said, cutting everything off before something could get revealed before it was time. “And tear of the maiden?”

      “Does it have to be a woman?” Bronn asked, his face completely serious.

      “Why?” Mallory taunted. “Are you saying that you qualify otherwise?”

      “Yes,” he answered with a shrug. “Why, is that so strange?”

      “What? Really? I mean, uh…nope. Not at all. Good for you, man.”

      “I suppose there could be some wiggle room,” I said. “But I would prefer to play it safe and stick to a woman’s tears.”

      “Fair enough. It wasn’t like equality was on the mind of these old spell writers.”

      “What about you, Mallory?” Bronn asked. “I notice that as of late, your eyes are often quite watery. As is your nose. Are you sure you don’t want to see a doctor?”

      “No can do, bucko, I do not fit the bill, and I’m fine. It’s just allergies.”

      “If you say so…”

      “I can do it,” Mickey said quietly. “I guess for me, crying comes easily nowadays.”

      It was hard for me not to be surprised. Despite her scarring, Mickey was a beautiful woman and I could feel warmth and caring emanating from her core. Were Americans wholly blind for missing out on her, or had she chosen to dedicate her life to her sister and her sister only? It was hard to say but going off of how Davie had spoken of her with such respect and love, I was going to hazard a guess that it was the latter rather than the former.

      “Alright. The water and the fire bowl are easy enough. We’ll order one online and have it overnighted. One of our staff can pick it up from our false house in the city.”

      “Wait, you’re going to order it online?” Mallory asked, as if that was shocking.

      “Yes. How else did you expect us to procure it?”

      “I don’t know. Don’t you guys have some old-fashioned forge with some shirtless guy who swings a hammer and, like, breathes fire or something?”

      One of the advisors gave her an incredulous look. “What century do you think we’re in, miss?”

      “Alright then, point taken. So, if y’all don’t mind, we’d like to gather the easy stuff while you all handle the dragon scale and the bowl. Sound good?”

      The prince nodded. “This sounds agreeable to me. Everyone has their orders.” He stood and faced his men. “We need the why of all these errands to never leave this room. Somehow, the other side hasn’t learned of Davie’s death, and I’d like to keep it that way. I fear, should they find out, we won’t have time to perform the ritual before they mount an attack, and that wouldn’t be good at all. Do we have an understanding?”

      There was a chorus of affirmative answers and then everyone was heading out. I was still a bit unsettled by the whole thing. Less than four days ago, I had just been another orphan struggling to make it on the streets. Now I was embroiled in a world of magic and dragons and a lone girl who could apparently save the world. Could we really just be a few steps away from concluding my part in the story? It all seemed to be going so fast!

      “Hey, you okay?” Mal asked.

      I grinned at her appreciatively. Ever since we had arrived late in the afternoon the previous day, she had been beside me explaining how things worked and where I could do what. I had the feeling that she took on the responsibility herself, not that anyone ordered her.

      “Yeah, just trying to wrap my head around everything that’s happening.”

      “That’s fair. It’s been a bit wild here, hasn’t it?”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      She offered her hand to me and I took it, allowing her to pull me to her side where she slung an arm over my shoulders. “Look, I know how it feels to get dumped from one world into another, but believe me when I say these are good people. I’m not of any use to them, and if anything, I make it more awkward, but they’re still kind to me and treat me as one of their own.”

      “How do you make it more awkward?”

      “Well, I’m from another reality, alright, but I’m here. And Davie, who apparently is the patron saint of being loved by everybody around here and is from this reality, didn’t make it. It’s almost like I took her spot. If I was in their position, I don’t know that I would be nearly as welcoming as they are.”

      “Oh… I never even thought of it that way.”

      “No, you’re still a bit young, aren’t you? You’ve got enough on your mind with finding food, puberty, and all of that other fun stuff. Once we get some solid meals in you, then you can try to experiment with empathy.”

      “I know that this is what Davie promised me, and it’s largely why I agreed, but it is so difficult to imagine having a meal each day and living in a place like this.”

      “I know exactly what you mean. But don’t worry, if we don’t accidentally smite ourselves with this whole resurrection ritual thing, you’ll have plenty of time to get used to it.”

      “Thank you,” I said as she walked me back to the room that we shared with Mickey.

      “No problem.” She saw my expression and ruffled my matted hair. “Don’t go and get sentimental on me. I guess you just kinda remind me a little of my baby brother. Not that I need a familiar connection to treat someone nicely, I just— Uh…”

      “It’s alright. I get it.”

      “Good. Now, I’m going to introduce you to something truly magical.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, wondering what could possibly top dragons and spells and castles.

      “It’s called a dual-headed shower and a whirlpool tub along with a boat-load of hygiene supplies. It’s time to get you washed up.”
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      I looked out at the setting sun nervously, watching it bed itself in a rush of brilliant corals drifting down into a velvety blue. Mal was right, I was starting to acclimate to castle life, and I didn’t think that I could ever go back to my previous life.

      I woke up each morning without gnashing hunger in my belly and I went to sleep each night just as sated. I no longer had to sleep with the bugs and the dirt, and my prized possession was no longer just a thick blanket. I truly was living a fairy tale life.

      I didn’t forget where I came from, though. Once everything was settled, I was going to go back and bring all of my friends over. I knew we couldn’t all live in the castle, but I was confident that the dragons would have places where we could work for them and earn our keep.

      Granted, all of that was if we survived the ritual that we were supposed to perform. Bronn’s workers had scoped out the field we were supposed to use, and sure enough, we had all of the ingredients too.

      “Are you ready?” Mal asked, coming up behind me with a steaming cup of tea that she handed to me.

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “Is anyone ever ready to resurrect a woman they’ve never met from the dead?”

      “Yeah, I imagine that’s not a common occurrence in anybody’s life. Or at least I hope not.”

      “Given the strange world I’ve fallen into, I’m not sure what is commonplace or not.”

      “You and me both. You know they don’t even have public burnings in this place?”

      “…you say that as if that’s a commonplace thing where you come from.”

      She shrugged and sipped from her own mug. “We are getting sidetracked. Just focus on the ritual.”

      “Oh, I am,” I said, drinking from my mug as well. It was tasty, in an earthy sort of way, and warmed me down to my feet. It wasn’t lacking in spice and made my tongue tingle pleasantly. “Believe me, it’s been haunting all of my dreams of late.”

      “Huh. I imagine it would. Sometimes I envy all of you with your greater purposes and grand tasks. All I really do is hang around. But when I see how much stress it puts on all of you, and the pain it brings, I can’t help but think I’m lucky my part in the story is over.”

      “I don’t think it is,” I said, taking another drink. “You’re playing a part now, and I’m sure you’ll play a part to come.”

      “Provided that we don’t die tonight.”

      “Yes, provided we all don’t die a horrible death tonight.”

      “The two of you ready to head out?” Mickey asked, coming up behind us with a heavy pack on her back.

      “Just finishing up a warming drink,” Mal said. “What are you carrying there?”

      “Supplies. Nothing in the ritual says we know what condition Davie will be arriving to us in, so I prefer to be prepared.”

      “Good thinking,” Mallory said, coming up behind her with her own pack. “All I did was grab some of her old outfits. Do you think they’ll fit? Or do people lose weight if they’re dead?”

      “I… I’m not sure.”

      Mallory shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out one way or another. I’m not going to stress over what we can’t control and choose to concentrate on what we are able to do.”

      “Which is perform a great ritual and drop an intense secret?”

      Mallory’s face darkened. “Yeah, that.”

      I took a few more sips of my drink before Bronn joined us as well, a whole group of his well-suited workers behind him. It was strange walking around with bodyguards whenever any of us strayed too far from our rooms, but I appreciated that they were just trying to keep us safe. After all, us seers were a valuable commodity.

      It was still uncanny to think that. I didn’t feel like some sort of magical being, just like a more well-fed version of myself. Maybe after tonight that would change. Or maybe I would ruin everything.

      I guessed we’d have to see.

      “Let’s head out,” Bronn said. “If we walk at a crisp pace, we should arrive a bit after dark.”

      “Perfect,” I said, setting my mug to the side. “Let’s go bring Davie back, shall we?”

      “Let’s.”

      We headed out together, our footfalls cutting through the soft earth. I was still surprised at the sheer amount of guards and security that they had set up all over the castle. Whoever this Baelfyre was, he had certainly done a number on these people and their ability to trust.

      It was a quiet walk, all of us stuck in our own thoughts. Just a week ago, I would have been both sore and winded by such a stroll, my body eating itself in an effort just to have some fuel. But now, well, a whole new world of physical activity was open to me, and it was a little mind-boggling.

      We reached a wide open field, the sky laying over it like a heavy, ebony blanket complete with little pinpricks of starlight. The bodyguards all set up a perimeter, while Bronn, Mickey, Mallory, Mal, and I all stood in a circle.

      The dragon prince set down the fire bowl first, and once it was settled, I placed the dragon scale in the bottom. It was a brilliant, glistening red, with a sort of iridescent sheen to it that reflected the stars above us in a shifting pattern.

      Then there was the kindling, which one of the guards handed me in a clear bag. I set it atop the scale in a generous pile, then stepped back for Bronn to set it alight.

      I hadn’t seen a dragon transform since my mad chase through the city, and it was strange to see him do so partially. His jaw elongated, and his eyes lengthened while becoming more reptilian. Just when he was in the uncanny spot between human and reptilian, he stopped shifting and blew a stream of fire into the bowl.

      The kindling went up instantly, and I could feel the heat even from where I was standing. Approaching it, I raised my hands and spoke the words that Davie had told me.

      “Through time and ages, our souls have spun, woven by past and futures as one.

      We call upon one we have lost to the stream, who walks in moonlight and speaks in dreams.

      Gather yourself, heed our call, feel our offering, and find us all.”

      It felt a little silly to stand there and speak in rhyme, but Davie was insistent that was how all the old incantations worked. So I said the words exactly as she told me, remembering her inflections and vocal stresses.

      When I finished, nothing happened. Not that Davie told me that something would, but it kind of seemed like something should…

      After a moment’s hesitation, I looked to Mallory. It was her turn to speak her secret, and I motioned her to come to the fire. She approached it, looking even paler than usual, and cleared her throat before she spoke.

      “Davie, you often said the fire was the worst moment of your entire life,” she said softly, barely above a whisper. “One of the only things you would ever try to change. I know you think it’s just some weird curse that seers have, but the truth is that my parents were part of a group paid to perform several acts of arson throughout the city that night.”

      Mickey took a step forward, craning to hear everything Mallory was saying. Davie had been absolutely clear that only I could speak after the secret was revealed so I raised my hand motioning her back.

      “I don’t know if they hit up your house specifically, or if they were a decoy that was meant to distract and scatter firemen, but either way, they’re a part of what stole away so much of what you loved.

      “I didn’t find out until we graduated high school, when I was looking for my birth certificate for college. I guess my mother had some incredible medical bills from her spine issues before I was born, and they needed the money. They didn’t have any idea they would be hurting someone. They thought it was corporate espionage or something.

      “That still doesn’t make it right, but I was so scared that if I told you, you’d never talk to me again. So, I’m sorry, Davie. I’m sorry for keeping that from you. You deserve so much better than I can ever give you. That is my secret.”

      She stepped back and suddenly, the fire shot up like a wide and narrow stick, almost as high as my shoulders. Careful not to say a word until I was ready, I took the vial that contained the moon water and handed it to Mickey.

      She was still standing rooted to her spot, but she was shaking with pure rage as she stared down Mallory, who was staring at the ground. Angry tears were already pouring down her cheeks, so it was not difficult for her to scoop one up in the vial and hand it to Bronn.

      The prince held it a moment, considering the two women but not saying anything. Good. If any of them uttered a word now, I might uppercut them myself.

      Striking a finger across his still-sharp teeth, he succeeded in a tiny cut that he held over the bottle. I expected the drop to splash in and maybe tinge the water the tiniest bit, but the moment the brilliant red landed, the entire vial began to glow a bright silver.

      Thankfully, Bronn didn’t drop it in surprise, and I took it from him, holding it over the top of the fire. Just like Davie had said, I poured it over the flames, allowing myself to slowly lower my hand as they diminished, until the blaze was completely out.

      We were so close. My heart was thundering in my chest, and my stomach was doing its own trapeze act. I took a couple steps until I was right over the wispy, purple smoke, and breathed in deep.

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, maybe an ashy sort of smell or slight burn, but surprisingly, the smoke smelled almost like incense in fancy shops. I didn’t let that distract me, however, and exhaled long and low.

      Reaching down into the bowl, I grabbed the scale. Sure enough, it didn’t burn me, although smoke did rise from my hands. I paid it no mind, instead gripping it with all I had and cracking it right in two.

      The rush of energy that burst from it electrified me, and I found myself shouting words that I hadn’t planned.

      “Daniella Masters, I summon you to this realm, to this life!” The ground began to shake, and the stars above seemed to wink in and out of existence, but I didn’t even let that give me pause. I could feel that something great was happening. Something that would completely change the course this world, and even all worlds.

      “Daniella Masters, I summon you now! Break your chains and come home!”

      A crack of lightning shot down from the sky, striking the bowl right in the center. Debris went flying everywhere and I was thrown across the field, but as I flew, I could only wonder one thing:

      Had it worked?
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            Ain’t No Rest for the Wicked

          

        

      

    

    
      Davie

      

      Whoever said they would go on vacation when they were dead was having a heck of a lot easier afterlife than I was.

      I remembered the last moments of my life with sparkling clarity, as if the memory was recorded in slow motion so I could see every single detail. The hurt, shocked, and betrayed look on my sister’s face as Bronn grabbed her slight form and pulled her backward. The utter guilt on the prince’s face as he looked over his shoulder at me for what would be the last time. The thrum of the dragons surging up behind me. The pounding of my heart. The feeling of crystal climbing up my body, eating away at the life energy within me.

      And then there was nothing. I was floating in oblivion with no time, thought, or sensation. It was a strange form of non-existence, and restful, but I had no idea how long it lasted.

      Not long enough.

      The next thing I knew, I was hurtling up toward light and color, but the world I emerged in was like none other I had ever experienced.

      Everything was swirling light, colors, and vibrating energy. The best I could describe it was as some sort of pastel-rainbow-neon miasma that swirled and moved constantly, arching off away from me in a steady rush of motion.

      I sat on that island for a while. Although I say ‘sat’ metaphorically. I didn’t really have a body, so to speak. I wasn’t even sure if I was really seeing everything around me, or just feeling it. All I knew was that anything and everything was kaleidoscopic swirls around me.

      After a while, I began to hear things, taste things, feel things. It started off as the whisper of a sound rising from the energy churning by. It almost sounded like a wish…or even a prayer. Sometime later, there was a tantalizing cool breeze that danced over my mind. Then, even later, I thought I saw the wobbly, impressionistic interpretation of a face’s reflection float by.

      That was when I knew that there were stories in the miasma, and I wanted to know them.

      I couldn’t tell you how long I stayed there, stranded on that tiny island of whatever it was, trying to move, trying to do anything, but I was locked into a spectator’s position, doomed to see all but never experience.

      As the time passed, I got a whole lot better at seeing, or whatever it was that I was doing. Those whispers turned into mumbles, and then words, and then full sentences that I could hear from beginning to end. Those faces clarified, and stilled, allowing me to watch the toll of the years as it marched across their features. The breezes turned into full-on sensations, hot and cold, satisfaction and loss.

      It seemed like an age until I was finally able to move forward. Step by tenuous step, or maybe I was crawling? It wasn’t like I could tell, but somehow, I managed to bring myself to the precipice of my dark little chunk of land, my face bathing in the light of the energy flow.

      It swirled blue, then purple, then pink, then to the deepest, darkest navy I had ever seen before flashing through all of them. It beckoned me, like a stupid fly to a bug zapper, and I knew that I needed to get in no matter what I did.

      So, I mustered up whatever I had left in myself and pushed myself over the edge.

      There were no words for what I experienced. It was like lightning coursing through every single part of every cell in my body while simultaneously being dunked in cold water. It was like I was getting tickled all over, but also a full body massage. It was everything amazing I had ever felt when I was alive, but also each and every terrible thing I had endured.

      My mind went blank, overwhelmed by the sensations, and once again, I couldn’t say how long I stayed like that, swept up in the violent, perfect rush of whatever I was in.

      But just like before, clarity came with time, and I found myself looking out of the slipstream as I shot through it.

      What I saw there… I could try to explain it for hundreds of years and never get there. I saw world after world, all in different times. I saw the birth of new seers, arriving into the world crying and cursed, and I saw them die, their energy returning to the same stream I was slipping through.

      That was right about when I finally realized exactly where I was. This was the energy that had been mentioned so many times. The way my ancestors from all those millennia ago had cut through dimensions and made new paradises in the hope of an escape from the terrible, malevolent beast that had to ruin everything.

      It was like that revelation fully opened my eyes, and suddenly, I found myself able to control the situation. I could change how I moved and where I looked. I was no longer a floating stowaway in the interdimensional rush I was swept up in. No, I was the conductor.

      The first thing I did was try to look for my friends, because of course, who would get the gift of near-omnipotent knowledge and not check on their loved ones? But when I searched for them, I could only see the faintest glimmer of them. The rest of their forms were almost completely obscured by a large, thick shadow.

      I thought perhaps it was just because I was still learning, so I decided to try to go back and learn more about the people who started it all. The only thing about that was that it was a whole lot more difficult to search for things that weren’t connected to my time.

      It’s difficult to describe, but the best I can manage was that in the stream, there were certain strands of energy that glowed brighter than the others and were easier to grasp. These threads always turned out to be somewhat related to me, and when I did grip them, they would drag me to a scene from my past, or what might have been my future.

      The future was always the most difficult. I saw scene after scene, all of them stolen by me from the greed for more power.

      I saw Bronn and I, kissing in the moonlight, clear stream water up to our laps as we danced. I saw Mickey in a wedding dress, looking absolutely stunning. I saw Mallory winning championships and making a name for herself.

      At first, these moments made me happy, seeing all the wonderous things that had been a possibility for me, but then they made me incredibly depressed.

      I could have had so much. There was such joy and learning to be had, but it had all been snatched from my hands in the blink of an eye. I didn’t regret my decision for a minute, and I’d do it again if my friends needed it, but it made me angry that I even had to face that choice in the first place.

      I wish I could say that the happy moments kept playing and I overcame the issue to feel contentment, but that’s not what happened. I was reaching for one of those luminous threads when suddenly, it stabbed through me like a spear. I was right out of the beautiful energy vortex and right back on that hill, my body suspended above the ground, hanging limply by the crystals impaling my chest.

      I didn’t think I’d ever experienced as pure a terror as I did in that moment. I tried to scream, but my mouth wouldn’t open. In fact, I wasn’t even breathing. I was truly afraid that this was my afterlife and the energy had only been an enjoyable purgatory.

      But then the dark, onyx sky lit up in a series of sparkling lights and began to play a scene like it was a giant screen at the theater.

      I saw a world, my world, my city, set aflame. There was crumbling ruins everywhere, and noxious fumes blocking out entire chunks of the scene. I wanted to gasp, or turn away, but I couldn’t.

      Because I was dead.

      So, I just watched the utter chaos and destruction across the sky. I saw places I had grown up reduced to ashes, I saw bodies and carnage. I saw sadness, loss, and misery.

      But I didn’t lose it until the castle came into view, the image coming closer and closer until I could see everything in disturbing detail.

      I saw the half-charred body of the maid who always gave me attitude as she held the quiet maid who never said anything. I saw the quiet librarian with one of his arms ripped from his body. I saw faces I remembered, but didn’t have names for, all of them pale with death.

      Terror gripped me as it took me to the upper floors, where I knew those I loved stay.

      What had been Mallory’s parents’ room was just a blackened floor with no walls. For the briefest of seconds, I hoped that maybe they had gotten away, but then everything changed.

      I was no longer watching some strange, voyeuristic display of the scene. Instead, I was walking through it, ash under my bare and bloody feet.

      I was tempted to just stand there and close my eyes so that I couldn’t see or feel anything else, but something forced me forward. So, I turned, and I saw two forms huddled together in the bathroom, little more than ash held together by who knew what.

      I gasped and this time, it worked, allowing oxygen to fill my deflated lungs. That itself jolted me, and I was able to run out of the room.

      But two forms was good, right? That meant that Mallory had been able to get away. I mean, it was sad, alright, but I had survived without my parents.

      I couldn’t wait for the response anymore and I rushed to my old room. I hoped and prayed they would be there, hiding in some sort of cubby or having escaped out of a window.

      After all, they were a seer, a dwarf, and a long-term survivor of a dragon apocalypse. That had to be a recipe for survival. It had to be!

      I almost reached the top of the stairs when I saw the doors. Or at least what was left of the doors. One was hanging off its hinges, the top half broken off. The other was completely missing. It felt like I was dying all over again as I rushed forward.

      Absolutely nothing could have prepared me for what awaited. I saw damage everywhere, clothes on the ground, the bed tipped over, books strewn this way and that. It was clear whatever fight had happened had been against bipedal, humanoid forms.

      I took a step in, glass crunching, and the sharp smell of blood filled my nose. I almost turned right then and there, but I had to know.

      I took another step only for my shoe to hit something soft. Looking down, I screamed with everything I had, my mind going blank as I kicked away the arm that I had stepped on.

      I couldn’t do anything for several moments, only stand there and breathe raggedly. There was only one person I knew who was that skinny and that scarred. It had to be Mal.

      A few more steps and a lone shoe was in front of me. This time, I didn’t scream, but I wanted to. Mostly because the shoe wasn’t empty.

      What had they done to her?! What could she have done to deserve being ripped apart?!

      My dead heart was throbbing violently, and every second, I was asking myself to just turn around and go back, but I couldn’t. I had to know. A force was pushing me around the bed, past body parts of a girl I had gotten to know over our imprisonment together.

      I wish I had listened to myself.

      I rounded the corner of the bed and tears burst from my eyes. Laying there on the floor, her head bent at an unnatural angle, was Mallory. I saw blood and cuts on her knuckles, and even up her forearms. She had put up one heck of a fight. Of course she did.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      I knelt down, smoothing her hair out of her sunken face and folding her battered hands over her chest. This wasn’t the future I saw for her in the stream. Why was this happening?

      I just sat there and cried for several minutes, overwhelmed with feelings. It wasn’t until I was able to catch my breath that I noticed two people were missing.

      “Mickey!” I cried, jumping to my feet. “Bronn!”

      I bolted out of the room, hoping and praying that somehow, they had escaped. I ran everywhere, never stopping, never slowing, but I couldn’t find them at all.

      It wasn’t until I was out on the landing, collapsing to my knees, that I heard steps approaching me.

      I shot to my feet, fists ready, but I quickly froze.

      “You’re not going to find them here.”

      “W-w-what the hell are you?” I sputtered, staring with wide eyes.

      I had seen a lot of things in my life and un-life, but never had I met another me. That was exactly who was standing in front of me, however, from head to toes an exact copy of me.

      Well, maybe not exact. Her eyes were cold and the smile on her face was a sickly, predatory one that I didn’t think I would ever be able to emulate.

      “What? Are you saying you do not recognize me?”

      “I-I…”

      “Anyway, in case you want some context to this beautiful scene I’ve set up for you, this is what happens when those determined dragons take over this castle from your blood-traitor boyfriend.

      “You’ll find that pretty much everyone is dead, but not your precious sister. Even with all the trouble your little lot gave them, a seer is a precious tool. I expect she’s locked up in some cage at their headquarters, telling them the best ways to defeat the last of the scourges. In time, she will tell them how to break down the barrier between the dimensions. You’re really not going like that part. Shall we both take a step into the future?”

      “No!” I shot forward, and the two of us went tumbling backward. Suddenly, it was like time was rewinding in fast motion, moving backward through the mansion until I was just hanging on my crystalline deathbed once again.

      But then that disappeared too, and I was falling again until I landed once more in the land between realms.

      I groaned, but honestly, the pain felt pretty nice compared to not experiencing anything for so long, but as I scrambled to my feet, I heard those same calm footsteps approaching me.

      “Ah, home again.”

      I looked up to see that it was me standing there, looking just as superior as before. That was when it clicked exactly who this doppelgänger was.

      “You’re the rotted dragon!” I exclaimed, stumbling backward.

      “Aw, come now, I have a name, you know.”

      ‘No… Actually, I didn’t.”

      “Well then, let me introduce myself, Miss Davie Masters. I am Mana’akua, once known as the great conqueror, uniter, and father to all. I’m so glad you found it in you to join me again. I have great plans for you.”

      He reached for me, his hand, my hand, beginning to rot away at the tips, and I threw my arms up.

      “No!” I cried, stumbling backward and back into the slipstream. It took me far, far away from that place, but I knew it was worrisome that it could find me at all. The central hub, the one that all worlds had once been connected to but had long since been sealed off, was becoming far too easy to find.

      And I got the feeling that was exactly what Mana’akua wanted.

      It looked like my peaceful afterlife vacation was on hold. I needed to stop him.
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      Davie

      

      Right about then was when I realized there was a whole lot about the universe and all of the worlds that I needed to learn, and I needed to learn it fast. I wasn’t sure how time worked where I was, whether it was slower or faster, or if it even moved at a constant rate, but I did get the feeling that it was running out.

      So, I started gripping more and more of those threads that were harder to hold. Having them wriggle through my fingers like wily snakes that had been lubricated right up. I lost many, I ended up flung across the expanse, but eventually, I managed to grab one in my hold, and then another, and then another, until I was collecting so many possibilities, may-haves, and could-have-beens that a plan finally began to form.

      I kept working at it, picking up threads that were dimmer and dimmer and dimmer until finally I stumbled across an old, old, old scene lingering in the stream. It was strangely back in the same library that I had spent so much time in while in Mal’s world.

      But this time, it was still being curated and the world wasn’t alight with despair. I was able to watch and learn and absorb until finally, I saw one of the workers reading the book of spells that I suddenly knew I needed.

      I remembered focusing on him, wishing that he would turn the pages as I needed, but he just seemed to be perusing. I tried concentrating as hard as I could, willing him and willing him, but in this case, we were both dead and this time had already long passed. I was just watching. If only I could just reach out and—

      It happened within seconds. One moment, I was floating inside the stream. Then the next, I was still inside the stream, but I was also standing right next to the man.

      Whoa, this is a trip.

      He nearly jumped out of his skin, and I realized that he could see me. He looked at me with petrified eyes.

      I didn’t know how, or what kind of strange time laws I was breaking, but I could tell that he could hear me.

      Hey, buddy, I said. I’m not here to hurt you, but could you be a doll and turn that page for me?

      He was shaking but did what I asked, and the next thing I knew, I was learning about all of the ancient magics, spells, and energies that I’d only had a hint of while in captivity.

      From there, I visited him often, although maintaining my state was incredibly exhausting. I had to build up my stamina bit by bit, and once I learned everything I could, I moved on to more threads.

      Finally, I had a full and ready plan, and that was when I went after Krisjian. At first, I was afraid that somehow my friends wouldn’t get the memo, but I managed to manipulate time enough so that Mickey managed to get a dream.

      So did any other awakened seers, I guessed, but I didn’t see any others in the endless stream I was in.

      It was bizarre being able to watch Mickey have her vision but not be able to go into it. It was like there was a clear but impenetrable wall between us, but it was only one way.

      She looked so sad. It really made me feel quite guilty. Yeah, she was alive because of me, but she was also torturing herself because of me. Maybe if I had just planned a little better, she would have both her life and her sister.

      Well, I was doing my best to fix it.

      And finally, Krisjian was off with my friends and all I could do was wait and float around in the aether, learning everything I could before I was sucked back out into real life.

      Or, ya know, destroyed forever. I was hoping that one wouldn’t happen, though.

      So much had happened since my death. I had accomplished so much and manipulated so much more. It was strange to just sit back and wait for things to pan out or fall apart forever, but there wasn’t much else to do.

      There was something terrible coming on the horizon, something dangerous, and I needed to be there to stop it. But I also needed to make sure that I didn’t lose my connection to this stream. I was more in touch with what it meant to be a seer than I had ever been, and now I was connected to everything that had been and everything that would be.

      I didn’t mean that in an egocentric way. As best I could figure, all seers were like that. This strange interconnected stream I was in was what we returned to whenever we passed, and what we left whenever we were born. Now, why I wasn’t being properly absorbed like everyone else was beyond me, especially since I hadn’t run into any other seers floating around and riding the waves like I was.

      That would be nice, wouldn’t it? It would be a regular seer party up in the kaleidoscope. Just like—

      Out of nowhere, I was yanked forward in the stream, flying through colors completely out of its natural flow. The movement shocked me, and for a moment, I was breathless, but it stopped just as suddenly as it happened.

      “What the heck was th—”

      And then I was rushing off again, like a human that had been accidentally strapped to a rocket. Colors flew past me fast enough to be nauseating, except for that whole thing about not being alive enough to have a stomach, or any other part of my digestive system for that matter.

      I felt the edge of the energy hurtling toward me just a second before I was ripped out of it, and then I was surrounded by nothingness. But that lasted for only a moment before I was right back in my body.

      I gasped, which only caused pain to rush through every single part of me. Pain? Did that mean I was alive? Was the ritual working?!

      The crystal holding me began to crack then chip before it finally shattered, and I found myself falling to the ground, my body healing as I plummeted.

      Except I didn’t stop falling when I hit the top of the hill. I passed through it, then images began moving so quickly that I couldn’t tell where I was. I toppled through layers and realities, rushing in incomprehensible blurs, until I slowed enough to recognize that I was rushing through the central hub.

      We were doing it! I was going home! I was—

      Not so fast!

      I stopped short, and the stress made all of my joints pop, but the pain faded just as quickly, making me wonder where I was between human and specter. Looking down, I saw claws wrapped around my legs.

      How about we make the trip together?

      Get off! I cried, kicking at him. But the pull dragging me along started up again, and the two of us were yanked through the vast, empty, mangled expanse of the central hub.

      The faster we went, the more the illusion of it began to crumble. Instead of being the ruined remains of the city I loved, or at least tolerated, it turned in a gray wasteland filled with only rot and carrion.

      Do you see now? Mana’akua roared. The prison I’ve been locked into?

      His other front leg came up, gripping my hip. Panic began to rise within me in earnest. I knew that I couldn’t let him out of his prison. His lust for power and penchant for destruction was going to ruin everything I loved.

      So, I kicked at him with all of my might, swinging my fists down to slam against the scaled rim of his nose. He was just so big. His head was the size of my body and his relatively small fingers easily wound around my thick thighs.

      Come now, this will be so much easier if you stop fighting it. It’s not like I’ll kill you or your sister. Imagine worlds populated only by our allies, and your people treated as the leaders they deserve to be.

      It’s not as if you can do anything, after all. It took all of your ancestors to put me away, and you’re just one girl.

      He had a point. He was so strong, so massive, and I was just a chubby high-school graduate with not a lot going for me beyond my recent vacation into the energy stream that connected all of us seers.

      Wait a minute. I was still thinking too much about being alive Davie, and I wasn’t quite there yet. I could tell that by the lack of blood from my wounds and the fact that my pain lasted less than a second. Since I wasn’t alive Davie anymore, or yet, that meant I could be anything I could pick up in the energy stream.

      We burst through the other edge of the central hub and then were rushing through a vibrant blue tunnel that wasn’t at all like the energy stream.

      It was a portal. It had to be. No matter what happened, I couldn’t let this go any further.

      I looked around for something, anything to slow me or get free, but there was nothing but blinding light all around us.

      And then I saw it, the tiniest thread of something. I didn’t know if the portal was passing through the energy stream, or if I just had unlimited access to it now, but I didn’t question it. I reached out and grabbed it with all of my mind.

      Suddenly, our direction changed, and we were yanked down, down, down, through the blinding blue wall of the portal-tunnel and out into the nothingness of…well, nothing.

      No! What are you doing?!

      Stopping you. I answered, feeling more alive than I had since I was a child.

      Energy rushed through me, making every single cell in my body light up. I felt strength drench my being and I pulled my fist back before letting it collide right with his snout.

      He roared, and we went spinning uncontrollably into the blackness. Deeper into the nothing. He glared up at me, incensed, and breathed a stream of fire so mighty that it quickly engulfed the two of us in a massive tornado of flames.

      But it didn’t burn. It didn’t even singe my overly-processed hair. No, it only emboldened me, and I pulled back my fist again.

      Let. Go.

      I let loose with all the anger of all the seers he had cursed, with the pent-up revenge of the ancestors that had worked so hard to put him away. Every seer that had ever died by his hand, or his manipulations, found a root in me and slammed my fist right against one of his massive, yellowed teeth.

      The fire stopped, and I felt his front legs jerking in separate directions, trying to rend my very legs from my body. But I had one up on that. I grabbed the very tooth that I had just punched and yanked with all of my might.

      The howl that left his mouth was music to my ears. He reared back, one of his hands losing its grip on me, but I hardly paid that any mind. All of my attention was on the sharp, decrepit tooth in my hand, bloody bits of rotted flesh stuck to its root.

      Whipping it around to face the other direction, I allowed the now-enraged dragon the best smile I could muster.

      Mana’akua, I’m not arrogant enough to think that I could do anything that would possibly pay for all of your crimes. Without another moment’s hesitation, I whipped my arm back and stabbed that tooth right into one of his malevolent, hateful eyes. But I think that’s a good start!

      The sound he let out was one of absolute anguish, trumpeting my victory. Bringing my free leg up onto his carapace, I kicked off with all of my might, watching as he tumbled, screaming, into the abyss.

      I had done it.

      He was gone.

      But at what cost?

      Looking up, I saw the portal beginning to flicker. With no way to get up there, and no idea how to move through the void, I realized that I was doomed to wander through the nothingness without even my energy stream to accompany me. It truly was a fate worse than death.

      “Take my hand!”

      What? I knew that voice!

      Looking up, I saw a glimmering rope of pure white illumination hurtling toward me.

      “I swear on every dragon god that has ever been, you take my hand right now, Davie!”

      Gasping, I reached up for the silvery lifeline, and when my fingers wrapped around it, it felt like I was grabbing onto the sun.

      Take me home, I whispered, closing my eyes and wishing with all of my heart that the voice belonged to exactly who I thought it did.

      I rocketed upwards, faster and harder than before. I could still see the portal flickering and beginning to collapse above me, but the closer I got, the more I could hear the voices of those I loved.

      “Davie, don’t you dare give up!”

      “Come on! Davie, I know you can do this!”

      “Take my hand, Davie! Just take it!”

      I reached up for it, fighting with everything I had to make it to the light before the darkness swallowed everything. I was almost there. I just needed a few more seconds!

      Just as the last of the light was about to fade, a glowing hand reached out of the very end of the tunnel and grabbed me. The next thing I knew, I was yanked through a wall of pure energy, and in that moment, I was born for the second time.

      I guessed that vacation would have to wait.
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            A Very Happy New-Birthday

          

        

      

    

    
      Davie

      

      I tumbled out of the void unable to see, or hear, or smell, but I could feel it as I toppled down to the ground only to land on something slightly softer than the earth. Strong arms wrapped around me, and I felt whatever I was laying on shake with what I guessed—or hoped—were happy sobs.

      Pain.

      That was what came through first. Everything from my scalp to my soles were throbbing like one giant bee sting. Goodness, was this how babies felt? No wonder they were so cranky at first.

      Small drops of water landed on my face, and I felt someone grab my hands. Just like in the energy stream, my senses came back slowly.

      First, I saw royal regalia under me, and when I craned my neck upwards, I saw the bottom of Bronn’s chin. He was the one holding me, and it was his tears landing on the upturned side of my face.

      To my left was Mickey, kneeling beside me and holding my hand as she openly sobbed. The sight of the two of them made me want to cry too, but it seemed my body was figuring everything out still.

      “Davie!” Wow. The first words I heard with my real, physical ears in what seemed like an eternity. Was Mickey’s voice always that reedy? I never thought so before… “Oh my God, Davie, you’re alive! You’re really, really alive?”

      I tried to nod, but Bronn was holding onto me so tightly that it was hard to move my stiff neck about. Geez, death could really do a number on ya, it seemed.

      Looking around where I could, I saw Mal and Mallory standing just a bit behind Mickey, the latter crying into her hands while Mal patted her back, and finally, just a bit behind them, was little Krisjian looking both utterly shocked and pleased at the same time.

      It was a happy moment in so many of fear and panic, so I let myself just sink into it. I didn’t fight Bronn’s hold, or force myself to push through because sentimentality could wait until later. If there was one thing I had learned, it was to do things while I had a chance.

      But as nice as it was, there was something looming on the horizon and there was only so long we could celebrate. I tried to open my mouth to speak, but my tongue just lolled about, and my lips wouldn’t move how I needed them to.

      It was Mickey who noticed it and she bent close. “Can you speak, Davie?”

      I managed the tiniest shake of my head and she nodded calmly. “That makes sense. It’s been a while since you used those. How about we take you home and let you rest? Technically, I guess today is your birthday.”

      I tried to at least chuckle at that, but all that came out was a puff of air. But Mickey knew what I meant and smiled gently, stoking my hair out of my face.

      “Bronn, can you carry her?”

      “You’re mad if you think I wouldn’t,” he responded. “But I’d appreciate help not jostling her too much while I get up.”

      A second later, everyone was around me, helping to pull my limp, heavy form off the prince. It seemed that death hadn’t had any effect on my soft waistline, which made me wonder if this was my old body reconstituted from another dimension, or an entirely new body that was just made to emulate my old body.

      Magic, it certainly didn’t make things simple.

      A few moments later, Bronn was off of the ground and dusting himself off. I expected him to turn around so that he could carry me piggyback style, but instead, he swept me up just like a bride and started walking, my friends falling in line.

      Surprisingly, no one said much on our trek to the castle. I assumed everyone was caught up in their own thoughts, going over the insane thing we had just accomplished.

      I was alive.

      I had died, became a ghost-ish kinda thing, and now I was alive.

      There were so many people who never got a second chance at life, and I was going to make sure that I did it right.

      We reached my old room and my tears decided to start working right as we walked through the door. Warm and surprisingly soothing to my eyes, I wept silently from the rush of emotion.

      I had missed all of them so terribly much. They knew that, right? Sure, I was always better at being sarcastic and snarky rather than open with my emotions, but I loved each of them dearly. Being separated from them for all eternity had been more than my heart could bear, and now that we were back together, I could admit to myself that I had been incredibly terrified of that possibility.

      “Mallory, could you get one of the staff to fetch some cool water?” Mickey asked, using the bottom of her shirt to wipe my face. “And, Mal, a cool, damp washcloth?”

      The two of them nodded and dashed off, leaving me with just Bronn, my sister, and dear little Krisjian.

      The prince still said nothing, his eyes red and puffy as he stroked my hair. It was like he was afraid to break contact with me and, honestly, I didn’t blame him. Meanwhile, Mickey held my hand and I could hear her uttering prayers of gratitude and relief under her breath.

      It was Krisjian who approached me first, looking nervous but relieved.

      “It’s nice to meet you after all this time,” he murmured, barely daring to look up at me.

      I couldn’t return the greeting, but I could shakily reach out my free hand to him. He stared at it a moment, seeming a bit surprised, before hesitantly taking it. With an approving wink, I gave him the best handshake I could, willing him to know that he did a great job.

      “…thank you,” he murmured, pride running across his features before he stepped back and allowed both Mallory and Mal to come closer with their items.

      I spent the next half-hour or so being tended to by the group. It was quiet, it was full of a lot of tears, but it was utterly perfect. After so much struggle, I was back home.

      I would allow myself a small bit of rest, but I knew that as soon as I had all of my body function back, I had some serious work to do.

      I just hoped that, for once, I didn’t dream.
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        * * *

      

      Wow. After being dead for so long, I had completely forgotten how awesome sleep was. It was different from being a corpse. It was a blissful sort of restorative rest that made my whole body feel renewed.

      When my eyes fluttered open I wanted to sing, dance, or even do an entire conga line down the hall. It was incredible to just sit up and look around with a real, physical body.

      It seemed that my friends had been serious about not leaving me alone, and I didn’t mind one bit. Bronn was sitting on the mattress, leaning up against the headboard as he dozed. His head was resting on his chest, and I wondered how long he had stayed up, watching me as I slept.

      Mickey was still holding my hand, but she had pulled up a chair to the side of the bed and she was sitting in that while her arms rested on the mattress and her head was nestled safely in the crook of her elbow.

      Mal and Mallory had pulled up a couch to the baseboard and they were snuggled on it, while Krisjian was curled on a pile of cushions just to the side of the bed.

      It was nice to see us all together, everyone’s face contented for once instead of twisted in horror or stress or worry.

      Stretching my mouth out, I decided to try the whole talking thing again.

      “Good morning, everyone,” I murmured, seeing who would wake up and who was really out.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that they all shot up, eyes on me like I was the second coming. Even though we had certainly been through some whacky things, I wasn’t that important.

      “Whoops, sorry. I probably should have let all of you sleep in.”

      It seemed like a dozen things happened at once. Mallory fell off of the couch trying to finagle herself onto the floor so she could get to me, Mickey burst into happy tears, and Bronn threw his arms around me in a hug, kissing the top of my head repeatedly.

      “Don’t you ever do that again,” he said between kisses. I could hear the pain in his voice as he spoke, and I wondered how many sleepless nights he spent blaming himself.

      “I won’t,” I said. “I promise.”

      I had known that my last request of him would weigh on his conscience, and I could sense that there was a lot of healing that we were going to have to go through with that, but like everything else, it could wait.

      “Good.” Another kiss before he looked to the rest of the room. “Well, now that we have you back, how about we celebrate? Mallory, fetch one of my staff. I think it’s time for a feast in bed. I imagine being a near-omnipotent spirit can really work up the appetite.”

      “You have no idea…” I murmured, feeling my stomach growl with a surprising ferocity.

      “Good. We have quite a few missed meals to account for.”

      I didn’t know who ran for the staff, but by the time he finished his sentence, there was a maid at the door with a notepad. I watched in amusement as Bronn quickly listed off everything he wanted. While he was talking, Mickey gently gripped my arm and whispered to me.

      “Do you think you’d like to wash up and change clothes?” she asked. “We went and got some clothes from back home, and they’re all washed and waiting for you.”

      “Why?” I asked, looking at her curiously.

      “I just thought it might be refreshing—”

      “No, I mean, why did you go get clothes? I was dead and as far as you knew, I wasn’t coming back.”

      “…well…I felt like I needed something to bury if I was ever going to be able to accept that you were gone.”

      Oh.

      I was going to have to be more considerate with my questions from now on. Quickly, I changed the subject.

      “You know what, a quick washup and change of outfit sounds nice.”

      “Hah, I’m glad.”

      She offered her other hand and helped me slide out of bed, my body still a bit disconnected from itself and wobbly. I didn’t even get to scoot my butt of the edge of the mattress before Bronn caught my arm, though.

      “Where are you going?” His tone was more alarmed than demanding, and I could see the fear across his features.

      “Just over to the next room,” I answered gently. “I’ll be back in a bit. You just finish up your preparations.”

      “It’s fine, I can come with you.”

      “Not unless you wanna see me get naked and shower.” His face flushed red from his neck all the way up to his white hair, and I chuckled. “That’s what I thought.”

      Mickey laughed too and finished pulling me to my feet while Mallory came up on my other side. Together, the three of us managed to get to the bathroom.

      It wasn’t like I couldn’t walk, but I definitely felt like some sort of newborn fawn trying to figure out how to put one leg in front of the other. Having one of them on either side helped steady me, and I ended up safely seated on the edge of the tub while they helped me out of my old, dirty clothes.

      Normally, I was a fairly modest person, but these two women had been with me through anything. In fact, I’d known them both long enough to know that while they were both being loving, caring, and supportive of me, they were basically ignoring each other. Had something happened while I was dead?

      I didn’t ask. I had a limited amount of energy and I wasn’t going to waste it on anything but enjoying this small calm before the storm.

      Besides, getting into the bath required a whole lot of concentration, and it ended up taking close to an hour before I was dressed and hobbling back to the bed.

      It seemed almost as soon as I was seated, treats were coming in. First was a tray with passion fruit-guava juice and a pitcher of icy-cold water, then a huge platter with all sorts of assorted sandwiches.

      I would have been contented if it ended there, but then there were all sorts of finger foods, which I loved, and I spotted a platter that was just seafood, and if that wasn’t enough, then came the custards, cakes, and ice cream fixings. By the time everything was said and done, all of the free space in my room was pretty much entirely taken over by the smorgasbord.

      I wasn’t complaining. I dug in like…well, like a woman who hadn’t eaten in a couple months. Krisjian was definitely a champ too, downing what had to be at least a good percentage of his bodyweight. It seemed that even after a little over a week in the first world, he was still making up for all of his years of hunger.

      Of course, Mallory was never a chump when it came to eating, neither was Mal, and Bronn had the caloric need of a whole dragon, so pretty much, it was only Mickey who ate what a normal human might expect to.

      She didn’t mind, though, and gently teased us about chewing before swallowing. The celebration was surreal in its simplicity. Just the group of us, enjoying each other’s company and learning more about each other.

      It was as I listened to us laugh, and eventually fall quiet, then pick up the conversation again, that a picture began to form in the back of my mind. I could see us all in the future, older, grizzled, and more scarred, but still all friends.

      Still all family.

      It was a good feeling and I swore to myself there would be no more noble sacrifices. I would find a way to get all of us through the coming maelstrom.

      It seemed almost exactly as I concluded that thought that a soldier came running in.

      “Your Highness! They’re mounting an attack! It’ll be here in minutes!”

      The soldier didn’t have to clarify who they were, and Bronn was on his feet instantly.

      “Order all of our soldiers to get ready! I want them fully armed and in form within ten minutes!”

      Suddenly, he whipped around and pressed a kiss to my mouth. “I am sorry I must leave you so fast, but now that I have you again, I cannot let any harm come to you.”

      I nodded, letting him run off, and the entire castle seemed to burst to life. It looked like my little celebration was over.

      It was time.
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            Put Your Guard Up

          

        

      

    

    
      Davie

      

      I let the fervor go on for several minutes, the rest of my company nervously trying to comfort me, and I saw Mal eying the room for various ways to barricade it. The vision of their mangled, battered bodies played through my head, but I held onto the fact that one thing was very different.

      “Krisjian,” I said once I was ready to finish this.

      “Yes, Miss Davie?”

      I snorted. “Please, since when did ‘miss’ get added on? I’ve always been Davie.”

      “That was before they told me how you died to make sure that everyone else got home safe, and that those dragons could never come here and hurt a single person. If I had known that you were a hero…”

      “What, you would have listened to me without all that paranoid insistence that I was a hallucination?”

      He seemed to think about it, then smiled sheepishly. “…probably not.”

      “That’s right,” I said, ruffling his hair. “Because it’s been drilled into you like a second nature so you can survive, and that’s why I’m willing to bet that you’ll be able to help me.”

      “Anything. What can I do?”

      “I know you’ve scoped this place out for places to run or hide. In your squirreling around, did you happen to find a way onto the flat part of the roof where the dragons land?”

      “Davie, why would you possibly—”

      “Shush,” I said, holding up a hand. “I’m asking the paranoid orphan.” He nodded, his big, dark eyes wide. “Think you could take me up there?”

      “Yeah, o-of course.”

      I smiled and looked to Mallory and Mickey. “Wanna help me get up there?”

      But Mickey wasn’t feeling it. “Why do you need to get up to the roof?”

      “Don’t worry,” I answered with a laugh. “I’m not gonna fling myself off as some sort of sacrifice.”

      “…fine.”

      “I guess I’ll follow along for the heck of it,” Mal said, getting to her feet.

      A couple of minutes later, Mallory and Mickey had me up and shambling while Krisjian led us out into the hall.

      The castle really was alight with activity, everyone running everywhere and not necessarily with the right number of legs. I even saw a couple wyrms and wyverns barreling out of windows only to soar into the sky.

      It felt like we were moving in slow motion compared to how everyone else was rushing, but it was the best I could do. I limped along, my body feeling a bit like a rubber band that had been stretched for too long and still hadn’t returned to proper form.

      I was afraid that at any moment, some well-meaning staff member would stop us and try to usher us back to our room for safekeeping, or worse, Bronn would somehow run into us. I knew what I needed to do, but I highly doubted he would be happy about almost any of it. I had been serious about the whole never sacrificing myself thing, but that didn’t mean that I was never going to experience a little bit of pain or discomfort for the cause.

      Or a lot of pain or discomfort.

      It seemed to take an age before Krisjian finally led us up a small staircase to a stone hatch. It took him, Mal, and Mallory to lift it, but eventually they did, and I walked onto the roof.

      The view was absolutely breathtaking, the sprawling green hill of the countryside with the coral, pink, and orange backdrop of an early sunset. The only thing detracting from the whole scene was a hazy line of dark figures moving toward us.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Mallory asked, coming up beside me.

      I put a palm on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. Wow, it felt good to be able to physically comfort my friends again. I was pretty sure that I could spend a lifetime making up my absence to them and it still wouldn’t feel like enough.

      “Davie, right about now is a good time to know why you hauled us up here.”

      “I thought you would have guessed it by now,” I said, offering my hand to her. She took it hesitantly, one of her patented patient looks on her face. “It’s the whole reason you guys brought me back after all.” Then I extended my hand to Krisjian, who also took it hesitantly.

      “To love and protect you for the rest of your life and never allow anything to truly hurt you again?” Mickey asked with an almost stern voice.

      “Awww,” I murmured. “That’s sweet, but no. By the way, you guys don’t mind lending me some of your energy, right?”

      “Take whatever you need,” Krisjian said, squeezing my hand.

      “Thanks.”

      “Do you even need to ask,” Mickey said, pressing a kiss to my cheek.

      “Well, it’s only polite.”

      We both chuckled weakly at that, but we quickly fell quiet. Looking at the approaching horde, I let my body relax and my energy spread outside of my body.

      Remembering what it was like in the stream, I tried to connect myself to everything. The feeling of the breeze as it rushed by, the grass crunching under dragons’ feet, the thrumming of hundreds of hearts as they all pounded before battle.

      Once I felt truly connected, I rushed along the estate, roiling through earth and stone alike, until I reached the faint edge of what was left of those ancient shields.

      “I hope you guys are ready,” I heard my mouth say.

      I didn’t give them a chance to response. Instead, I let myself pour my entire being into the border of the shield.

      Up, up, up, I felt my soul surge until I reached the jagged edge of what had once been a near-impenetrable shield. Reaching deep within myself, I found that bit of me that was still connected to everything I had experienced in death, and I called upon every bit of it that I had.

      Brilliant, blinding energy rushed through me, and I faintly heard cries from both Mickey and Krisjian beside me. I felt a bit guilty, but I needed their power too in order to pull this off.

      Because if there was one thing that I had learned while floating through the ether, it was that every seer was connected to each other, and we did a whole lot better together than we ever did apart.

      With what felt like lightning coursing through my veins, I focused everything I had on the shields. I envisioned them healing, building, thickening, growing hotter and stronger, until they were nearly the sun to my eyes.

      “Davie, it hurts!” I heard Mickey cry.

      “I know,” I gasped. “But push through. We can do this. We can all do this!”

      “It feels like I’m on fire!” Krisjian yelped.

      I heard faint movement, but I couldn’t turn my head. But in my peripheral vision, I saw Mallory take Mickey’s hand and Mel take Krisjian’s.

      “I don’t know if we can do anything,” Mallory said. “But we’re here for you. None of us are in this alone.”

      Her words stirred something in me, and I might have started crying if I could. But my grip on my body was still tenuous, while my understanding of the way we were all interconnected and wrapped around each other and our destinies was crisp. I let my grip spread into all of us. Even if Mal and Mallory were different from seers, we were all still woven together in the complex tapestry of what was and what could be.

      In that moment, something clicked within me, and it was as if my soul exploded outwards. I felt the shield rapidly expanding, building on itself in incredible waves that I never thought possible.

      It seemed it only took seconds before it was fully repaired, but I wasn’t done. I let go of the hands of those next to me and stepped forward, projecting myself through all of the ties that bound us as living beings.

      Baelfyre, I said, feeling my thoughts reach out to every mind. Enemies, allies, Bronn, the librarian, I was communicating with all of them. You think you’ve won, but you could not be more wrong.

      This is an invitation for surrender. Give up now, and you will live to see your fair trial and just punishment. I will make sure you live to a ripe, old age, where you can think of how greed made you lose everything you had.

      I could feel fire in my gut, boiling my blood and making me feel like some powerful, malevolent goddess of justice. I had been running and hiding and escaping for too long. I was ready to go on the offensive and play hardball to make sure that what I saw never came true.

      Resist, and I will take you down. I will make you pay tenfold for each and every drop of suffering you have brought to every soul here. And as for that prince of yours that’s been cowering in his keep? I will show you the true powers of the seer and rain down on him with all of it.

      Because there are three of us here now, and three of us are more than enough for all of you.

      There was no response, of course. If it was a two-way connection between the hundreds of people I was reaching, I’d probably go mad from the cacophony, but I didn’t need a verbal response, because the approaching horde picked up speed.

      Shame, I murmured before grabbing my friends’ hands once more.

      With the last of the energy I had within me, I pushed everything outward in a blast of power. The shield thickened and shot out again, expanding at least thirty yards, and that was just enough to slam into the oncoming wall of dragons.

      It was as amusing as it was glorious, watching the massive, winged beasts crash into the invisible barrier while the drakes on the ground frantically dug their claws in to slow down. Within less than a minute, the entire assault was thwarted, and five minutes later, they were all fleeing in a hasty retreat.

      I had done it. The war was avoided for now.

      I let go of my friends’ hands and turned to them, intent on congratulating them for doing what couldn’t be done, but my mouth couldn’t quite form the words. I felt my knees buckling as I crumpled to the ground.

      Geez, this fainting when exerting myself thing was getting old, but at least I wasn’t alone. I saw Krisjian go down, then felt Mickey land beside me, while Mal was swaying from side to side. My eyes were too heavy to see where Mallory was, but I thought I heard her heavy breathing close by.

      Well, we had saved the day. I guess a little bit of a nap was understandable.

      But, you know, a pillow would be nice.
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            The Start of the Not-so-Great War

          

        

      

    

    
      Davie

      

      I was still getting used to waking up. I guessed after months of being a noncorporeal spirit, there were still some things I needed to get a handle on, but slowly, ever-so-slowly, I felt the call of consciousness and allowed myself to float upwards.

      I felt warm and a bit fuzzy as I opened my eyes, and the first thing I realized was that I wasn’t in my room anymore, but guessing by the pristine white all around us, some sort of infirmary.

      The second thing I noticed was Bronn sitting by my bedside, looking quite stern.

      “Oh, hey there,” I rasped, mouth dry. “Good morning.”

      “It’s afternoon,” he said flatly, stretching out his hand to take mine.

      “Ah. How long have I been out?”

      “Two days.”

      “And everybody else?”

      “Still sleeping, but fine.”

      “Huh, I guess I really wore them out.” He didn’t crack a smile at that, so I sighed a bit guiltily. “You’re mad at me.”

      “Yes. And no.”

      I wanted to ask a million and one questions, but I could tell that he was trying to put together his words. I didn’t think that Bronn had ever openly told me he was unhappy with something I did, so this was new territory for the both of us.

      When he finally spoke, his voice was cautious. “I heard you in my head.”

      “Yeah. I think a lot of people did if that worked right.” Ugh, maybe humor wasn’t the way to go, but it was like I had a switch in me that I couldn’t turn off.

      “Why didn’t you tell me what you were planning?”

      “Because you would have wanted to help me, and I needed you to lead your people in case I failed, or the shield didn’t hold.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      I could have just given him a look and told him that I did, but that wasn’t fair. Instead, I squeezed his hand and looked him right in the eye. “If I told you that I was going to go up on the roof and fix your shields myself and then declare war, would you have stayed with your troops or gone with me?”

      “…I see your point.” I didn’t think it was possible, but his expression grew even more serious. “But I need you to stop making these decisions for me, Davie. I know that you can see the future, and you can read people like nobody’s business, but I need you to let me decide what I will or will not do in these cases.”

      Another gentle squeeze of my hand, but I heard his voice quiver and saw the slightest bit of tears gather in the corner of his eyes. “I did what you asked of me last time, and it nearly broke me. I don’t know if I can do that again.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured, sitting up slowly so that I could rest my forehead against his. “I hurt you, and I know that. Please don’t blame yourself for what I did to save you all.”

      “How can I not? If I was stronger, or had just planned better, I cou—”

      I cut him off as best I could, pressing my lips to his. Just like before, I felt my heart throb and a bubbling, rushing sort of happiness drench my soul. He was all of the good, happy things in life, and I couldn’t understand why he would possibly want to kiss me, but I certainly wasn’t complaining.

      When we parted, he had the tiniest of grins on his face. “You know I love you, right, Miss Davie Masters?” he asked, completely serious.

      I laughed lightly and rested my forehead against him. “How about you decide if you feel that way after the shock of me coming back from the dead wears off.”

      “I don’t need that to know how I feel. Do you?”

      “Well…no,” I answered, blushing. “I’m not sure I know exactly what love is, but I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about you. You make me feel happy and content. Safe.”

      “That’s something, considering in my presence you’ve been in endless danger and even died.”

      “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

      “What? Dying? You seem to be doing a good job of doing that so far.”

      I laughed. “I see what you did there.”

      That seemed to break the last of the solemn mood and we just sat there for a good while, holding each other.

      For the first time since I was dead, I felt hope. I felt joy. I felt warmth. I knew that tomorrow was going to come with its own host of issues, but those were for tomorrow.

      Surprisingly, it was Bronn who broke the comfortable silence first. “So, did you plan on declaring total war on Baelfyre specifically, or were you caught up in the moment?”

      “You know, I’m still not quite sure on that.”

      “You were pretty frightening, you know that?”

      “Good. Maybe they’ll think twice about attacking us.”

      “I doubt that. If anything, you’ve made them angrier.”

      “Do you disapprove?”

      “Not at all. It will most likely make them sloppier. Baelfyre loses his edge when he’s angry, and if we’re taking the war to them, then we’re going to need every advantage we can get.”

      I nodded, feeling determination rise up to mix with all of the pleasant feelings within me. We were going to have one hell of a fight on our hands, but I was ready for it.

      It was time to make them pay.
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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 a seer is able to summon the spirits of the 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. 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 were 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 seers 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 by 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 of 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 seers 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 a seer 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 a seer 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 seer 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 in my place 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 sorts 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 a seer. 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 from smoke inhalation just before our freedom.

      …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 a seer! 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 bear.

      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. Seers 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 seers. 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 a seer 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 a seer?”

      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 seers 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, a seer 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Jumping the Starting Line

          

        

      

    

    
      “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. 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 of 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 a seer.

      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 seers. 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 seers 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 seers, 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 seer. 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-humanists 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 seers with me.

      Worse come to worst, 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 a seer 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. They 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 seer 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 it, which he used to rattle it 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 ruined 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 a seer! 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 seer 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 seer 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 a seer 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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      I sighed as I looked at the television, which was running on some sort of emergency network. The signal couldn’t get out of the city, not with the shield that I had put up, but it was concerning enough.

      It made me wish I could slip back into sleep and pretend like the world wasn’t turning upside-down and inside-out. After the battle in the city, I had pretty much slept for almost three days straight, only waking up to use the restroom and eat and make sure that my shield hadn’t suddenly disappeared in a flash of light while I was unconscious.

      It hadn’t, luckily, but that didn’t stop the nightmares from creeping into my mind.

      And boy, did they creep.

      It was a strange thing, to need sleep so badly, to feel it wearing at my brain, body, and soul until I felt like I was just going to melt into an under-caffeinated, over-exhausted pile of sludge, but also to be incredibly afraid of what might happen every time I closed my eyes.

      Would it be a nightmare? A vision? Would I return to the land of the rotted dragon and end up in his grip? Would it be the Grim Reaper again in the coffee shop?

      Or would it be faces of the oracles that had been murdered while they were still children? None of the visions had told me what they looked like, and yet I had images in my head all the same. Sometimes they filled my dreams, asking for revenge. Sometimes, they begged for help. Other times, they just asked why I got to live and they didn’t.

      I never had answers for them. I could rarely even speak. I would just stare into their doleful, sunken eyes and wonder the same thing. Why? Why me and not them? I wasn’t anything particularly spectacular. I wasn’t a genius. I wasn’t some fighting expert. I was just stubborn and highly protective of my friends.

      So many people died, all day, every day. In violent ways. Terrible ways. Ways that I would wipe clean if given half the chance. And yet I was alive. I’d died. I’d literally felt the last of my life drain from my body as I spiraled into nothingness. I’d been stuck in the miasma of time and space and dimensions for what felt like centuries until I’d been able to make heads or tails of all of it.

      I had learned so much, but I felt like I barely had most of that information where I could reach it. I knew how to access the oracle magic that was in me much more than before. I had a sort of…sensitivity to the energies that were swirling around more and more.

      But it was nothing like how it had been when I was orchestrating my resurrection. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realized there were whole chunks that I couldn’t remember. Apparently, I’d lead Krisjian around and set up steps to make sure they all met, but I could only recall bits and pieces, and even that grew less and less every time I woke up.

      “Hey, how are we doing in here?”

      I blinked, looking to Mickey as she leaned against the door. It wasn’t anything like my room in the dragon palace, but we weren’t in that bad of a place either.

      It was still incredibly dangerous to travel between the city and the castle, with only covert dragon parties making emergency runs whenever the situation absolutely called for it. I was pretty sure that I could have made a run, but Bronn wouldn’t allow it.

      It made me bristle that he told me what to do, but I also couldn’t blame him. He had left me alone for all of three minutes and I’d rushed to the city and almost gotten myself killed. It didn’t matter to him that I had saved the day, he was just so scared of losing me again.

      Yet even though I knew he only did it because he cared and was worried, it still grated my every last nerve. It seemed the more into his world I got, the less I liked being told what to do.

      Then again, I’d never been very good at following the rules.

      “Just watching the news. They’re still trying to speculate what the flying creatures were and what the strange forcefield is surrounding the city.”

      “Yeah, the theories are pretty funny considering it all literally happened right in front of their faces. Dragons. Magic. It’s really that simple.”

      I nodded as Mickey came to sit next to me. “I’m worried about supplies. We’re cut off from a lot of things. Soon the rest of the world is gonna know what happened here.”

      “But if you drop the shields, the anti-humanists are going to come pouring in.”

      I groaned. “Yeah, that’s the crux. You’d think that modern amenities would help with siege warfare, but there’s just not enough farms within my shield or flying range to support everyone once the stores are picked clean.”

      “It’s probably only a matter of time until riots start. Then all out destruction. The strong taking advantage of the week. Hording supplies. You know.”

      I rested my head against my sister’s shoulder, feeling so exhausted even though I’d slept for nearly twenty-four hours. “I feel like we’re sitting on a powder keg and it can go off at any minute.”

      “Yeah, that’s a pretty accurate statement.”

      We were quiet for a long moment as we both watched the news. Maybe it was a bit ridiculous for two seers to rely on television for our updates, but Mickey’s abilities rarely laid within precognition, and my visions were scattered at best. Ever since dying, they really hadn’t been around unless directly prompted by something else. Maybe it was to balance out the swell in my protective abilities.

      Who knew? There wasn’t exactly a manual I could read. And if there were, it would have been at the castle, and Bronn was decidedly not letting me travel there.

      So instead, we were stuck with the news in the very first building that I had ever met him in. It seemed like a lifetime ago, and in a way, I guessed it was. Was I even that girl anymore? Technically, I was just a reanimated golem. But also not? It was complicated, like much of the magical world.

      “Do you think he’ll be back soon?”

      “Who?” Mickey asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

      “You know exactly who.”

      “The prince?”

      “Bronn.”

      I could feel her shrug under where my head rested against her shoulder. “I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

      “…I think he’s too important to be risking his life making trips back and forth.”

      “He’s the war leader of his people now. He needs to be there for them.”

      “I guess so.” I sighed. I didn’t like the feeling of anxiety that built in my stomach. I just wanted everything to be over. I wanted to go back to my old life, but still have all my friends with me.

      “We made breakfast. You losers want some?”

      I looked back over the couch to see that Mal was standing in the doorway. As usual lately, every time I looked at her, I got a slight shock thinking it was Mallory standing there. I hadn’t seen Mallory since all of…that had happened, and I didn’t really want to.

      I understood, in a way, needing a moment to gather thoughts. I even understood her needing a day or two to digest the fact that her parents were murderers. But it’d been days since the attempted battle in the city, and as far as I knew, she’d made absolutely zero effort to contact us. To apologize. Anything. It was just…silence.

      I knew I could reach out to her. But I also couldn’t. Her parents had killed my parents. They’d killed other people. Children. Babies. So many lives gone, because they were weak. Cowards. They purchased their daughter’s health with the blood of oracles and found that an appropriate price.

      There was a weird bundle of emotions inside of me that I didn’t know what to do with. I couldn’t conflate the memories I had of Mallory defending me, of her going to bat for me, with the girl who pushed me back from her parents and defended them.

      “Since when do you cook?” Mickey asked, standing up from the couch and pulling me with her.

      “Since we’ve got nothing else to do around here. Apparently, death’s not coming after you for a bit, and Krisjian an’ I are trying to figure out where we fit in things now that your merry little core group is all, uh, screwy.”

      “Core group? What?”

      “You know, you two, the prince, and the other me.”

      “That’s…” I sputtered a bit. “There’s no core group. You’re just as important to me as—”

      “Pfft, save it. It’s not an insult, Davie. Just how things are. You never planned on having me come over from a different dimension, and now that Krisjian did everything you found him for, he’s a free agent too. It’s just how it is.”

      Her tone was casual, flippant, but I couldn’t help but feel guilty. I hated feeling like I didn’t belong. Like I was some unwelcome part of a whole. Had I been doing that to people who were supposed to be my closest friends?

      Yikes.

      “That’s… That’s not how it is.”

      “Whatever you say, oracle lady. You hungry or what?”

      My stomach grumbled, and I headed downstairs with the others. There weren’t any servants around, all of them at the castle, but there were still a few soldiers who would occasionally check in with me like either doting uncles or suspicious worrywarts. Thankfully, we didn’t run into any of them until we hit the kitchen.

      It wasn’t as nice or as impressive as the facilities at the castle, but that wasn’t exactly surprising. It was just a mansion, after all.

      I rolled my eyes at myself. Since when was I ever in a position to think of something as just a mansion?

      “Oh good, you are here!” Krisjian said as they stepped into the room. “I worried you were still sleeping.”

      “I’m getting better about that. I feel like I’m almost back to normal. You know, whatever normal is.”

      “I, uh, I do not know what is considered normal in your world in this day and age, but I am glad to hear you are returning to it.”

      “Thanks, Krisjian.”

      “Of course. Come on, sit down. Eat before it gets cold.”

      I nodded, and soon we were all settled with plates of our own. It was a quiet sort of mood that fell over us, forks scraping against plates and appreciative sounds at the delicious fare. For being pretty new to cooking, it certainly wasn’t bad. It wasn’t five-star dining, but good, nonetheless.

      We were almost done when I heard the telltale sound of wings flapping. I knew that noise without a doubt, and I got to my feet, dropping my fork.

      “Go,” Mickey said with a sigh. “Say hi to your boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I retorted automatically, without thinking.

      “He isn’t?” Mal asked in surprise. “You could have fooled me.”

      “I…” I didn’t know what to say to that. Yeah, we had kissed a couple of times. And I couldn’t deny that I felt things toward him I had never really felt before, but we’d never really put a label on things. Made a declaration of a relationship or anything. We were just two people who cared about each other deeply.

      Very deeply.

      “What are you waiting for?” Mickey said, saving me from my own thoughts. “Go to him. I’m sure he’ll be anxious to see you too.”

      I gave her a nod then dashed up to the roof. I wasn’t sure what had made them fly to us—we were trying to be somewhat incognito—but I hoped it wasn’t anything bad…

      Who was I kidding? It was always bad news.
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      I hadn’t even made it to the second floor before I heard a door burst open and someone rush down the stairs. I’d barely made it to the end of the hall when the figure came into sight.

      Of course, it was none other than Bronn, looking tired and concerned and so worn that I just wanted to hold him until everything was alright.

      Except alright was a long way off, so instead I contented myself with walking casually toward him. I didn’t want to overwhelm him or maybe embarrass him in front of his subjects. Although all my friends knew about…whatever was happening between us, that didn’t mean that his people did. Although I was certain that plenty already suspected it.

      But it seemed that being calm was nowhere in Bronn’s agenda, because suddenly he was rushing me, throwing his arms around my body and practically crushing me to him. I let out a short, surprised breath, my cheeks quickly warming at how solid and strong his body felt pressed against my wider, softer one.

      Oh geez, if my heart would just slow its roll, that would be awesome.

      But it didn’t. And that was probably because Bronn picked me up and swung me around before setting me back on the ground. He wasn’t contented with that either, it seemed, because his hands came up to cradle my face and he looked me over.

      “Are you alright? Did anything happen?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve just been sleeping and trying to keep up to date on things. You usually drive the car through the city not to draw attention? What was with the wings?”

      “There’s an intense storm that’s going to hit tonight. We used the thicker cloud cover so I could get here sooner.”

      “Sooner? What’s the rush?”

      He grimaced. “If I say it, I will sound stupid.”

      I reached up and squeezed his arms, the moment between us feeling too tender for me to bear when I was so fragile. “That’s never stopped you before.”

      “Hah, you’re right.” He leaned down and rested his forehead against mine, making my breath quicken. “I just needed to see you again. Hear your voice. Make sure you’re alright.”

      “Geez, you act like I’m gonna go and die on you or something.”

      “It’s not entirely out of your wheelhouse.”

      “No, I suppose it’s not.”

      I closed my eyes, unable to meet his gaze. Somewhere between confiding in him and kissing him and also saving an entire city, the bond between us had grown that much more. It made me feel pretty terrible just as much as it made me feel elated. Death was coming for me—we knew that much. What was I doing to Bronn by letting him think I was ever going to be able to stick around? It wasn’t fair to make him watch me die twice.

      And yet I didn’t pull away from him. I let him press a tender kiss to my forehead before he straightened. “Would you want to go on a walk with me?”

      “Is it safe to go outside?”

      “We can’t leave the estate, no, so most likely just a walk to the gate and back. But…” He took a deep breath. “I just need to get out of this building. I need to think. And breathe.”

      The stress that was so apparent in his tone made my heart ache. He carried so much weight on his shoulders and most of it was because of me.

      “Yeah. I can do a walk. Let’s go.”

      I looped my arm through his and we headed out. We were quiet, Bronn seeming to be in his head, and I was too busy observing his every move and expression to say much.

      His face was still as handsome as ever, strong angles and kind eyes framed by ridiculously long lashes, but some of his boyish charm was gone. His cheeks were less full, his jaw more defined. And darkish circles were definitely forming under his normally bright gaze. The war was weighing on him, of course, because war was heavy, but I wished I could lighten his burden.

      Instead, I always seemed to be adding to it.

      We made it out to the front yard without any disturbances, which was pretty rare for us, and started walking down the long drive. It drenched me in a strange sense of déjà vu, and I found myself marveling again at the difference between who I had been and who I had become.

      “What are you thinking?” Bronn asked when we were about halfway down the drive.

      “A lot of things.”

      “Clarify?”

      I shrugged. “Kinda stream of consciousness at this point. Remembering where I started, what’s happened, who we’ve all become, and what we’ve…discovered.” I sighed and felt my heart squeeze painfully. “I remember when my biggest stress was if we were gonna be able to pay the bills each month, and now it’s…it’s whether or not I’ve accidentally doomed the world.”

      “Whoa, Davie. If anything, you’ve saved it.”

      “Yeah, not so sure about that. I did just reveal magic and dragons to humans, which is supposed to be a big no-no.”

      “What else were you supposed to do? Let them die?”

      I shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

      He stopped, his hands going to my arms again to force me to look at him. “Davie, what’s going on?”

      “Why does anything have to be going on?”

      “Davie.”

      I sighed, and yet the feeling still didn’t alleviate anything within me. “I mean, nothing more than what was wrong a few days ago. I just can’t help but wonder if we’re making things worse or better.”

      “You’ve been to a dimension where the anti-humanists were in control. You told me the horrors that were there. Do you think that we’re doing worse than that?”

      “No,” I admitted slowly. “But… I don’t know if we’ve avoided that path either. We’ve managed to squeak ahead of Baelfyre and his superiors twice, but only because I’m a seer. In every other sense of the word, they’ve always been a step ahead of us.”

      “Yeah… I still can’t believe that he fooled us for so long. I’m such an idiot.”

      I caught his face in my hands and made him look in my eyes. “No, no, no. You don’t get to do that. I can literally see the future, and I couldn’t even figure out he was bad in time to stop anything. He used your kindness and trust against you, so don’t hold that against yourself.”

      “Easier said than done. He was my cousin. My righthand man. I should have noticed something.”

      “Hey, let’s agree on something. If I can’t guilt myself for the sorry state of the world then you can’t either.”

      He chuckled lightly and pulled me to him, his arms wrapping around me. It was startling to feel his firm, muscular form pressed against me, knowing that there was a whole dragon contained just underneath his skin. But after a moment, I managed to relax, melting into his strong form.

      Had we ever hugged in a situation where I wasn’t just recovering from passing out, or some other dramatic battle? Had we ever just…held each other?

      I didn’t know, and I certainly couldn’t remember. Sometimes, my life before my death seemed foggy and out of focus. Sure, certain details were in sharp relief, but others were slippery. Sloughing right out of my fingers at the worst of times.

      I rested my head against his chest, feeling the hard muscle there. For being a relatively slender guy, he certainly was built. It made me feel a flash of self-consciousness, but I quickly dismissed it. I didn’t want to ruin the moment, especially since I felt safe for once. Like nothing could hurt me.

      “This is nice,” Bronn murmured, squeezing me ever-so-slightly. “I wish we could stay like that forever.”

      “No more war, no more fighting. Just standing in a driveway, huggin’ real good?”

      “Oh, I’m real good, am I?”

      “You’re not doing a half-bad job.”

      He chuckled slightly. “You know, eventually, we’ll need to go eat.”

      “Eh, details. I’m sure we could have delivery.”

      “Ah yes, pizza to a driveway. I’m sure that one of the franchises is still going.”

      “Oh yeah. Business is booming. Absolutely.”

      He let out another small laugh, and I felt his breath across the top of my head. Titling my face up, I saw that he was looking right down at me, eyes full of so many things. I let my lids lower slowly, viewing him through my lashes, before pushing up on my toes.

      Our lips touched tentatively at first, barely a whisper. But then whatever hesitation was in me was gone and I pressed us more firmly together. I could feel his fingers tighten their hold on me, not enough to hurt, but enough to ground me through the rush of everything else. Heat. Hormones. Relief. Contentment. It was a heady mix that made my head spin.

      We gripped each other as only two twenty-somethings trying to avoid the apocalypse could, the rest of the world falling away. I wished that I could just keep my eyes closed and stay in that moment forever. Just be a normal girl, with a normal—albeit super-hot—boyfriend, who lived a normal life.

      A throat clearing somewhere nearby us had us jumping apart, Bronn’s eyes flashing and teeth growing while I raised my fist, like that was going to do anything. It had been an age, it seemed, since my relative brawn had been useful for anything. It was certainly weird to have gone from a bruiser to a support position.

      My eyes landed on the source of the noise and I saw one of the dwarves I had met before. Ah… Right.

      Memories and facts came swirling back to me, having fluttered to the floor from our kiss, and my back snapped ramrod straight.

      “Yes?” I heard myself ask tersely.

      The man looked between the two of us impassively before slipping a manila envelope through the gate.

      “The trial of those you reported to us will be starting soon. Our leaders would appreciate your attendance.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked, taking the envelope and clutching it in my fingers. “It’s the middle of a crisis and you guys have time for law and order right now?”

      But Bronn was stepping forward, his expression shocked. “Are you… Is this a meeting of an official Fey Court?”

      The dwarf nodded. “The first in centuries. You may bring your dragon and your charges, Seer, but we ask for no other shapeshifters. After all, it is one of their kind that drove our ancestors from their homelands.”

      “Uh, right. Sure,” I said quickly, glossing over the whole ‘my dragon’ part. Yeah, I had just been kissing the prince, but that didn’t make him mine. “Uh… I didn’t know that, uh, that this was a thing.”

      “Well, now you do. This is your chance for justice, Seer. It would be a shame if you missed it.”

      He gave us a nod, then walked a few steps to what I recognized as some sort of motorcycle. He sped off, leaving me with a concerned Bronn.

      “Your expression tells me that Fey Court isn’t a joke.”

      “I…I wouldn’t quite know,” he answered slowly. “The only dragons who have ever seen it were only able to see it because they were being executed for war crimes.”

      “Oh… Great. Just what we need.”
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      I stared up at the community center, which was still surprisingly fortified after the attack. There were people stationed outside, completing small tasks as if they were still trying to be standard citizens. But I recognized three of them from the confrontation when they gave us weapons and I could just feel…something radiating from the others.

      “Hey, Bronn,” I muttered quietly, keeping my eyes straight ahead as we walked up to the main entrance. “Are there, uh, other kinds of fey besides dragons and dwarves?”

      “I mean… There’s not really supposed to be. Almost all of them have been wiped out. There were once elves, which is where the oracle bloodline comes from, and witches and dryads, which is another type of shifter, but…”

      “But?”

      “Well, dragons haven’t exactly gotten along with fey in the past. Our reunion with them has been relatively recent and is…tenuous.” He grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck, but we both knew that wasn’t going to alleviate the tension we both carried there. “At best.”

      “Great. So, we’re going to the first Fey Court in centuries and they already don’t like us.”

      “Actually, most of them probably like you,” Mal said. “I know I’m not from your world an’ all, but I remember my family praying that a seer would come and somehow save us.”

      “For some reason, that doesn’t make me any less uncomfortable.”

      “Didn’t these people try to kill you?” Krisjian asked quietly.

      “Some of them did,” I answered, chewing on my lip. “And those people are on trial now. That’s why we’re here to, uh…testify? I don’t really know much about their legal system. Maybe we’re just here to cast stones.”

      “Cast stones?” he asked, brows coming together.

      “Nothing. Just a saying.”

      “Okay.”

      We fell quiet, my fingers laced with Bronn’s, and we reached the door. There was already someone waiting for us, a short woman dressed in tactical pants, a green tank, and what looked like some sort of bulletproof vest or other official armor. It was so incongruous to the fantasy world I was used to where men exploded into dragons and spirits of death went flying around to shepherd people to their afterlives.

      “Seers,” the woman said, tilting her head. “I hope you didn’t have trouble getting here.”

      “Not any more than you would expect,” Mickey said, holding her hand out to shake. I didn’t miss that it was her burned one. Ah, she was coming out swinging. Well, that was alright. “And you are?”

      “Lorelei. I’m your guard.”

      “And do we need one?”

      She made an ambivalent gesture. “Who can say? It’s better to have and not need than need and not have. Shall we? They’re already gathering.”

      I licked my lips, looking around the entrance that we were standing in. Technically, we could be walking into a trap. I knew that much. But considering we had three seers, our own dwarf who had an insane streak in survival, and the prince of the local dragon order, it seemed unlikely that they would all try to take us all down at once.

      Then again, I had seen some of the weapons they hoarded, and they certainly weren’t lacking in that aspect.

      I felt both Mickey and Bronn look to me, so I nodded. I wanted justice and this was how we were supposed to get it, so I figured we might as well get a move on.

      We followed Lorelei down the hall and then a set of stairs. Flashes of memories went through my head from the few times my sister and I had gone to the community center when we were in the foster system.

      We hadn’t often, because it had been on the other side of the city and a couple of our foster families forbade it. They hadn’t wanted to look bad by having their charges running off to use ‘poor people services.’ I would never forget the day that Mickey was aged out of the system only to immediately turn around and file for custody of me. We’d gone to the community center a few times after that too, but it never felt very comfortable.

      Funny, in hindsight that was probably our seer-ness telling us that something was up.

      Except there was nothing funny about it, really.

      I shoved all those thoughts and memories out of my head. Hadn’t I just been internally complaining about my lack of recall most days? Maybe I needed to be grateful for my fuzziness. Maybe it was more of a protective measure than anything else.

      I didn’t really have time to examine that hypothesis, however, because we were going through a set of double-doors and into what looked like a gymnasium.

      Except it clearly wasn’t being used for any sort of athletic purposes. No, instead, the bleachers on either side were filled with far more people than I had expected, and there was a circle of twenty or so sitting in folding chairs right in the center.

      My eyes roved over the whole room, a habit I had gotten into, and my breath hitched when my gaze landed on none other than Mallory’s parents, sitting on the other side of the room with a small crowd of their compatriots.

      It was then that the moment really hit me. We were in some sort of strange trial, and my parents were finally going to have justice. All the oracles that never got to draw a breath were going to have justice.

      It also meant that something bad was going to happen to my best friend’s parents.

      Or…my former best friend?

      Ugh. It was all so confusing.

      My sight scuttled away from the lot, some sitting there looking regretful or rageful, and landed on who else but Mallory. She was sitting to the side with others, her face pale, and deep circles under her eyes. She was hugging herself, as if she was cold, and I wondered if she had gotten sick.

      Could dwarves even really get sick from regular human illnesses? Looking back, I couldn’t remember her ever being sick as we grew up. Then again, I had already addressed my shoddy memory just a few moments earlier.

      “This way,” Lorelei said, cutting off my staring and leading us to the opposite wall, where we were arranged in a mirror to Mallory and the folks around her. Were we witnesses? I was trying to figure it out, but law shows had never really been my thing.

      Nevertheless, I knew enough to be quiet as we sat, and just about as soon as we were settled, one of the circle stood to address everyone.

      “Fellow fey and descendants of fey,” the woman said, voice booming. “We have called you here for the Fey Court. A call that has not been sounded in many of our lifetimes, and hopefully will not need to be sounded again.

      “But we have discovered that some of our own flock has carried out egregious acts of violence and malice against our own, working in a concentrated effort to completely eradicate an entire line of fey, a line that has been particularly vulnerable to violence throughout our history in this realm.”

      Oh. Huh. I hadn’t expected them to come right out and believe us. But if they were already phrasing what happened to us as fact, where was the trial part supposed to come in?

      “But we are not our parents. We will not let our fear of others who would hurt us be an excuse for us to hurt others. So today, brothers, sisters and other siblings, we bring this to you.

      “We will present evidence and confessions, so that you know the accusations of the court hold true. We will hear words from the only seers to survive this purposeful genocide. We will hear words from those who would defend the accused. And it is only when no more words are left to speak that we will ask you, our family, to decide where the fate of the accused lies.

      “Do you understand your missive?”

      There was a murmur of affirmative responses, and Mickey shifted next to me to whisper in my ear. “This isn’t a trial at all,” she said, sounding both excited and a little concerned. “It’s a sentencing.”

      I nodded dully, trying to sit still and not let my brain shoot off at warp speed like it was often wont to do. I sure had imagined the trial going every which way but one, but none of those imaginary scenarios involved there being no trial at all.

      Once more, I found myself far too surprised about a situation for being someone who could see the future, and I worried my lip as things began to start.

      “We bring to you first the confessions of the accused, from their mouths to your ears. Their crimes are many, and terrible, but we ask that you listen to all of it, that you do not shy away from the truth. It is only by facing it that we can understand what has happened and begin retribution for those who have been hurt.”

      The woman sat and another nodded to a couple of shorter men who were standing by the accused. There were no ropes or chains or anything that I could see, and yet none of them looked like they were going to bolt. Or fight back. Even the ones simmering with rage still sat patiently.

      Was that the power of the Fey Court? Seemed like it. Even Bronn was ramrod straight beside me, tension radiating from him even as he held himself still.

      It was Mavis that they brought forward first. She walked with her head low and refused to look at me. Refused to look at anyone, really. She just walked dutifully to the center of the circle and stood quietly.

      “Accused, speak your truth.”

      “My…truth?” She took a shaking breath. “I suppose that’s what it is, isn’t it? Truth, that is. I’ve spent these past couple of decades thinking that what my husband and I did didn’t define us. That we were who we were despite what we did. But I think… I think when you do something so horrible, it becomes exactly what defines you.”

      “What were these horrible actions?”

      “My husband and I participated in plots to kill seers before they could come to power, and facilitated in the deaths of at least...eight individuals. Maybe more.”

      “And why did you and your compatriots target seers?”

      “Well, for some of them, it was because they were scared of what would happen if that bloodline suddenly returned. I heard stories about wars over them, and how they were basically priceless. How tyrants had risen to power with just a single one to their name. They thought it was for the greater good, that they were protecting the rest of us, especially since peace with the dragons is still relatively new to us.”

      Another in the circle stood, asking his questions slowly and measuredly. “You say ‘they.’ Did you and your husband not hold these beliefs?”

      “…no. No, we didn’t.”

      “Then why would you commit such violent acts against what were essentially children? The unborn, the sick, and the vulnerable?”

      Mavis was quiet for a long moment, licking her lips and shivering slightly. Part of me automatically felt protective toward the woman. After all, she’d helped me so much as a kid. But that part was small compared to the angry, bitter part that screamed she had no right to look so helpless. No right to stand there and be sympathetic after everything she’d done.

      “We… My husband and I had difficulty having children. The doctors said my uterus was a hostile environment and it wasn’t going to happen. So when we found out that we were pregnant after ten years of trying, and that we had a little girl, it felt like everything was finally falling into place.

      “But then things started to go wrong. The pregnancy was much harder than expected. I had to go on bedrest for the entire last half and bills started to pile up. I went into labor early, and when our little girl was delivered, there were…there were complications.”

      “Such as?”

      “She was small, so small, even for us. And her heart wasn’t inside her body.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head up. Even with her lids shut tight, I could see the anguish on her features as she recalled that day. “It beat on the outside, you know. I can still see it, fluttering almost, it was so quick. There were surgeries that could help, but there would need to be several of them. And they were expensive. We quickly burned through our insurance. Then another mortgage on our house. She wasn’t even two when we were facing homelessness and her being turned down for a surgery that she needed to fully get her heart back inside.”

      “And what would have happened if your daughter didn’t have this surgery?”

      “She would have died.”

      “Are you certain of that? Died how?”

      “Yes, I’m certain. The doctors made it very clear to us that it was something that had to be addressed. As for how, there were too many ways to count. An infection could get into her newly-made chest cavity. Something could touch her heart and damage it. Arrythmia. Torn aortic valves. I can’t even list all the painful and horrifying ways they told me my little girl could die suddenly.

      “And that was when Estelle came to us. She had connections. She knew doctors and lawyers and told us that she could get our little girl’s surgery covered. All we had to do was help them with…something.”

      “And what was that something?”

      Another pause. “She wanted us to spread gasoline at the site of two supposed seers and block all the exit routes.”

      “And you did as such?”

      “Yes. We did. Well, except for…”

      “Except what?”

      “We… We left the garage door open.”

      “And why did you do that?”

      “We… We just couldn’t stand there and let them burn. It seemed so cruel. I… One of my worst fears is being burned alive, and the thought of destroying a whole family that way. It was…just too much.”

      “I see. And so you left this garage door open and then you left?”

      “Yes. We didn’t remain at our posts.”

      “But your daughter lived? That is her, sitting over there, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “How is that possible, if you didn’t hold up your end of the bargain?”

      “Estelle followed through. She paid for everything. She paid for care afterwards. She paid for the physical therapy and follow-ups. She even helped pay off our second mortgage and get us a better insurance plan.”

      “It sounds like she did a lot for your family.”

      “She did. I know that Mallory wouldn’t be here now if it weren’t for Estelle’s intervention.”

      “So what happened after this? You and your husband continued to live with your daughter as she recuperated, and Estelle never came to you again?”

      “No. For a while it seemed that way, but then Mallory needed another surgery and suddenly, Estelle cut everything off. We went to her, begging for help, and she said that we never upheld our end and she had been more than generous with us. She said if we wanted to have things back to how they were, we needed to help her.

      “She said she understood that we were kind people. Soft civilians. That we couldn’t handle something like arson. But since Jacoby was good with cars, she told us to sabotage the car of an oracle. That was it.”

      “And did you?”

      Another long pause, one that made my stomach twist. I couldn’t help it when my eyes flicked right back to Mallory.

      It was hard to tell if she just looked physically sick or sick over what she was hearing. She was leaning forward, her arms wrapped around her waist and a thin sheen of sweat over her forehead. She was even more pale than before and the top of her scar was just visible above the collar of her shirt, stark pink against her otherwise pasty complexion.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know what happened to the owner of that car and the seer after that?”

      “I… Yes. At first, we didn’t, and we were able to forget about it a bit. But then we saw it on the news. The mom and the kid died. Only the father survived. We didn’t need Estelle to call us to know exactly what it was. It fit all the details too perfectly.”

      “But that was the last time you helped Estelle?”

      “…no.”

      “No?”

      “No. We continued to help her on several more…missions.”

      “Such as?”

      Her voice faded to the background of my mind as I felt a cold finger trail down my spine. Turning, I saw the same spirit of death behind me, smirking slightly.

      I blinked at her, stomach dropping, but she just crooked one of her fingers.

      Come. Take a walk with me.

      “Uh, I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

      You won’t miss much, I promise.

      “I think everyone will notice if I just get up in the middle of this trial.”

      You’d be surprised what people will miss. Come on. We don’t have much time before things have to go back to the natural order.

      “And what exactly is the natural order?”

      Me taking you to your afterlife. Now, come on.

      She winked out of existence only to appear a few feet from the door. I gave one last look around then got up to follow her.

      Our footsteps seemed ominously loud as we walked through the empty hall. Dust particles hung in the air, suspended in sun beams. It was different from the visions I was used to. I definitely felt like I was walking through the real world, but like that world had been paused. Forced to come to a full stop just for us.

      Your friend there looks sick.

      “She has a lot to be sick about.”

      Ah, no denial that she’s your friend then?

      I turned to face the spirit, crossing my arms. “Is there something in particular you want? I think I liked it better when you were running around and trying to reap me.”

      Funny you should mention that, because we’re going to have to go back to that soon.

      I swallowed hard. “We are?”

      Yes. I bought quite a bit of time by arguing that you were about to stop a lot of souls perishing when they weren’t supposed to and—surprise, surprise—I was right.

      “You knew I was going to save the city?”

      I had a feeling.

      “Wait, so the people in the city weren’t supposed to die? Were the dark dragons not destined to attack the city?”

      It’s complicated. You see, there’s not exactly a set plan that must be followed no matter what. It’s more that there are…possibilities. But the death of this entire city was not one of the possibilities. Somehow, those dragons are working outside of fate, which is concerning.

      “Wait, if there’s no set plan, then why are you—”

      You died, Seer. Your fate was sealed and set. You were the one who had to play God and reanimate yourself.

      “I wasn’t…playing God. I needed to protect my friends.”

      Look, I don’t care how you say it. Point is, you died and, I don’t know if you know this, you’re supposed to stay dead once that happens. And you didn’t. So that’s why I’m here.

      But as I said, I was able to buy you some time.

      “Yeah, I got that. Is that what you came here for? For me to say thanks?”

      Touchy. Geez.

      “You know, you seem awfully flippant for the supposed grim reaper.”

      Do I? I’m just a reflection of you, really. I haven’t been alive in so long that I suppose I’ve forgotten how to act. Maybe even speak. It wasn’t until we were in the diner that I even remembered how a real conversation went.

      “Wait, so you’re saying you’re just parroting me?”

      Parroting is pretty reductive. I’m not consciously doing it. I suppose it’s just the curse making sure we can communicate. I gotta say, though, it’s a nice change, because communication isn’t normally a part of my experience.

      “You’ve mentioned that curse before. What is that? Is it breakable?”

      Hey. You’re missing the point of why I’m even here.

      “Which is?”

      I’ve already said. I bought you time because you stopped the dragons from going outside of fate and taking a whole bunch of lives that weren’t up for the taking.

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      No, you clearly don’t. Come on now, Davie. I need you to get it. Think.

      “I… I am thinking. You’re giving me a countdown. I get it.”

      The spirit let out a growl. Ugh, for someone who’s supposed to be so selfless, you don’t seem to be able to think outside of yourself.

      “Hey!” I had more to say, but suddenly, I was jolting forward, practically falling out of my seat. I felt Bronn and Mickey’s hands on either side of me, pulling me back into my chair, and far too many eyes on me.

      “Hey, are you alright?” Bronn whispered in my ear.

      “Uh, fine. Yes. I, uh, I think.” I shook my head and looked back at the circle. Mavis was gone and it was Jacoby standing in the center, his face red and tear-tracks down his cheeks. What had he even been saying? How much had I missed?

      Did I even want to know? Seeing it once had been hard enough. Sitting there and listening to them say it all out loud seemed like far too great a punishment.

      “Seer, are you well?” one of the circle asked.

      “I… I don’t know if well is the right word. But I’m not, uh… I’m not harmed, if that’s what you mean. Just got a little swept up in things.”

      They nodded then turned back to the circle. “Proceed.”

      “Accused, that was the last time that you worked with Estelle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? Did you tell her that you would no longer cooperate?”

      “No. Like I said, she threatened to rat us out for what we’d done, and at that point, we’d just learned that the girls had lived. We… We wanted to see if we could hide them. Protect them from her.”

      “So why did the missions stop then?”

      “We didn’t know at first. We always assumed she would come back. But then we heard that their source for finding the seers had dried up.”

      “So there was someone telling her who to target? It wasn’t information she was able to come by on her own?”

      “As far as I know, no. She was getting messages from…someone. Or something. I’m not really clear on that. Those messages either told her about the next seer or gave her a clue. You’ll have to ask her. Mavis and I weren’t high up enough to know the details.”

      “So, after that day, you never interacted with Estelle again?”

      “No. Never again.”

      “And you took care of the two girls?”

      “I don’t know if ‘take care of’ are the right words. They were sent off to different foster homes and sometimes it was difficult to keep track of their whereabouts without alerting anyone to the fact that we were keeping an eye on them. It was easier once they both were allowed to go back to school, because we were able to have our daughter make friends with the younger one.”

      “Did she know why?”

      “We didn’t tell her directly at first. We told her there was a lonely girl in her class that had been through a lot of medical stuff just like she had and needed a good friend. Later, as she got older and they grew closer, we told her that we needed to protect her from people who might hurt her. It wasn’t until they graduated from high school that we told her the part we played in the seer’s family’s death.”

      “And did you tell her all of it?”

      “No.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “Only the parts about the seer sisters. The part where we walked away. Left the garage door open.”

      “And nothing else?”

      “No. Nothing else.”

      “And what was her response to what you did tell her?”

      “She went away for a while. Told Davie— I mean, the seer that she’d been hired for a MMA rookie tour on the west coast and took off. She didn’t return until a month later, and then she stayed in a hotel for a while.

      “When she finally came home, she told us she was moving into her own studio. She said that we had a lot to make up for, probably more than anyone could in a lifetime, and then that was that. If anything, she seemed more dedicated than ever to protecting the seer and making sure she didn’t fall into the wrong hands.”

      “And both she and the seer sisters had no idea of the scope of your actions until recently, when the younger seer discovered the plot?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your confession has been recounted in front of your peers. I only have a single question remaining. Do you realize what you’ve done?”

      There was another pause, and it seemed to grate along my very skin. Maybe it was a good thing the spirit of death had taken me out of the conversation when it did. I felt an overwhelming combination of nausea, rage, and horror as my mind took in everything being said.

      “Yes.”

      “And what is it that you’ve done?”

      “My wife and I were a party to wiping out an entire race. We murdered children and innocent people for gain and because of fear.”

      “Do you believe that you were justified in your actions? That the cost was worth protecting us, your brothers and sisters?”

      “No. No, I don’t. It was easy to tell myself that at the time, and I would never take back saving my daughter, but what we did was wrong. It was murder, out and out. It was something born out of hate and fear, and I will always regret that we were active participants in it.”

      “Thank you. You may return to your seat.”

      Jacoby nodded, and I steeled myself for the next plotter. The several other faces I didn’t recognize, and I didn’t know if that was going to be worse or better. But instead of calling any of them, the speaker turned to look at the other seated folks.

      “I believe there is one who wishes to speak to the character of the first accused. The daughter in question, yes?”

      Mallory stood, her shoulders squared despite how clammy and exhausted she looked. “Yes, I am the daughter, and I am here to speak on my parents’ behalf.”
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      I had thought that I’d pretty much already felt the most intense mix of emotions possible in my short life. After all, hopping dimensions, literally dying, and seeing the near extinction of my people had all been pretty traumatic and heady events. But as my former(?) best friend walked to the center of the circle, I felt a whole new mix burst within my chest.

      Betrayal, anger, hurt, bewilderment, disbelief. They all tangled together, wrapping tightly around my heart and squeezing it so hard I thought I might choke right then and there. It was one thing to stop me from beating the absolute crap out of them when I was in the throes of my rage, it was another entirely to defend them in a Fey Court!

      “You are not accused. You are not seer. State who you are for the court.”

      “I am Mallory, of Jacoby and Mavis. I am your dwarven sister, and I am here to beg mercy for my parents.”

      “And do you believe your parents are deserving of mercy?”

      “No.” Her answer surprised me, and I just blinked at her a moment, confused. She was trying to speak for her parents, right? “Mercy isn’t supposed to be something you can deserve. It isn’t quantifiable in that way. My parents did evil, evil things. Things that give me nightmares at night.

      “But I know they didn’t do them out of malice. They were scared. They were desperate. And the very fact of the matter is that if I hadn’t been born, they would have never agreed to any of Estelle’s offers. In fact, they would have turned her in, had they found out.”

      “Are you saying that you are responsible for what happened?”

      “No. Responsibility implies that I understood what was going on. I was just a baby. A very, very sick baby. If anything, I was the catalyst.”

      “But many people—humans, fey, and dragon alike—have had dying children and have managed not to attempt genocide.”

      “And yet how many parents do you know who say they’d kill someone for their child.” My stomach rolled at that. I felt like I was pitching between rage and understanding. Like her words made sense in the part of my head that interpreted language, but only made my heart shatter that much more.

      “So, you think your being sick excuses their action?”

      “No. It simply explains it. You see, my mother told you that doctors told her she couldn’t ever have kids. But she didn’t tell you why.

      “I’m sure some of you were there, and all of you have heard of the attack on the Baleford Mines in the Old Country almost two hundred years ago.” There was another positive murmur, and Mallory continued. “I’ll explain for anyone who isn’t familiar with our history—” She was talking to me, wasn’t she? “—the Baleford Mines was the largest community of us left in the world. We built schools, meeting grounds, even our own hospitals under the ground where we could share our culture and not worry about blending in with the humans above.

      “My mother was just a teenager then, going to school and just living her life, when the anti-humanists attacked. As you all know, they were upset with our tentative peace with the reformist dragons, afraid that our support would tip the balance. So they tried to kill us all with a blitz attack.

      “Instead of running, my mother was one of the few in the school who stayed to make sure all the children got out. She went back, trip after trip, up through burning levels, until every single child from that school was heading down to the depths.

      “But she and the other rescuers didn’t make it. There was a tunnel collapse. Several of them were crushed and burned, including my mother. When they pulled her out after the attack, her spine was broken as well as both her legs and her pelvis. It took years and years for her to recover, but by then, the damage had already been done.

      “Did you know that burn survivors have a long-documented history of infertility? Something about that trauma just tells the body that it can’t survive carrying a child to term. Add that to the difficulty that comes from having all sorts of pins and screws in your spine and pelvis, and you’ve got a recipe for pretty solid sterility.

      “So when I finally came along, after years and years of my mother hoping and praying for me, you can understand how hard that was for her to give up. My mother, who basically sacrificed her life to save others, had lost something that was so important to her, so who can blame her for being desperate to hold onto her little girl? The only little girl that she would ever have.

      “I know none of this excuses them. I don’t want them to be excused. They did something unforgivable, but I’m asking you to forgive them. Not entirely. But just enough so that I don’t have to lose any more of my family than I already have.

      “Because, despite what they’ve done, I love them. And I know they did it to protect me. And that they’ve dedicated much of their lives to helping behind the scenes. Trying to make up for what you can’t really make up for. Surely that has to account for something. It has to, right?” Her head dropped and she swayed a little.

      “Are you well?” the speaker asked, taking a step toward her and catching her arm.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Just not sleeping very well.”

      “Do you wish to sit down? Do you have anything more to say?”

      “…no. I’m done for now. I’ve said everything I can.”

      “Thank you for your words, sister.” The speaker gestured for one of the guards to come over and help Mallory to her seat. Of course, she pulled away, but I could see her legs shaking even from where I was.

      I couldn’t help but worry if she was alright. I couldn’t imagine being in her shoes, but at the same time, I didn’t have it in me to feel pity for her. And yet… She hadn’t known the true evil of what her parents did. Only the filtered, sugarcoated story. Could I really blame her?

      Well… She knew the full story now, and yet she was still defending them.

      Why was she defending them?

      She wanted to keep her parents around? Too bad! I hadn’t gotten to keep mine around.

      “And now we will hear the words of the seers, the sole survivors of this coordinated attack.”

      I blinked at them, mouth slack. I was supposed to speak? I mean, I had prepared for that, but once I had found out that it wasn’t actually a trial, I had figured I wouldn’t have to be a witness. After all, if everyone already knew they were guilty and we were just figuring out what their punishment should be, they shouldn’t need to hear from me.

      Except…they’d heard from Mallory. They’d heard from the accused. They were going to hear from more of the accused. So it made sense that they needed to understand how I felt, what I thought, in order to come to an appropriate conclusion.

      “You don’t have to—” Mickey started to say, but I just shook my head. I wasn’t going to let my big sister go through that all alone.

      “No, it’s fine. This is what I need to do.” I stood, breathing deeply. “I need the closure.”

      I strode forward into the circle, my skin prickling. All eyes were on me, sharp and alert. I realized that, for all my world-saving shenanigans, I wasn’t actually that used to the spotlight. I was either doing things in different dimensions or busy battlefields or the sky. I wasn’t ever really in the open with all gazes on me.

      But I was now.

      “Seer, we thank you for your presence. Declare yourself for your brothers and sisters and know that you are found.”

      I nodded, still taking a few moments to find my words. “I’m, uh, I’m Davie— I mean, Daniella Masters. It was my parents who were killed in the fire that was meant to end my sister and my life.”

      “Thank you. And should you receive justice on this day, what would that look like to you?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      I shook my head. “Jacoby and Mavis were a part of my life for years. They were a shelter when I needed a night or two away from whatever foster parent we had that year. They were a bright spot that I looked forward to. A sort of ace in my pocket.

      “You can imagine that finding out that they were a part of wiping out my entire race, that they were the reason that my sister and I had been burned, it’s been a lot. To say the least.”

      “So, what do you want?”

      I closed my eyes. “I realize that some people would expect me to say that I want them dead. And in some ways, I suppose I did. But death is also too easy. They won’t get to sit in misery if they’re dead. They wouldn’t be able to sit there and feel the condemnation of everyone, of knowing that everyone else know what they’ve done.”

      “You want them to suffer then?”

      “Yes.” I took a shaking breath. “But also…no? Because I know whatever they experience, it’s just going to feel hollow to me. My parents died in one of the most painful ways possible, and my sister and I almost were killed too. That’s not something that can be made up with an execution or imprisonment or anything. It’s just…done. And I’m never going to be the same.”

      “We understand. Why do you think you and your sister were targeted first?”

      “Hmm?” I asked, thrown off by the question. I hadn’t been expecting to speculate.

      “I think we can agree that the attack on you was the most violent while also being the least hands-on of all of the missions. The leader of the accused received note to take care of you and your sister, and there would never be need for violence again. Obviously, that was not the truth considering the events that unfolded, but do you feel that you were specifically picked out, or was it chance?”

      Chance… Chance…

      We had been picked first. We were the oldest of any of the seers chosen. Estelle had said we were coming…

      I felt like I had little fragments of a puzzle all floating around my head, trying to fit together to form a puzzle, but failing miserably. Someone was giving Estelle notes. Someone knew of us. Stopping us was supposed to stop everything.

      You stopped the dragons from going outside fate.

      I stiffened, my mind seeming to zero in and begin to line things up.

      Someone knew about Mickey and I, knew that we were seers long before we ever did, and they wanted us dead. When we didn’t die, our very presence awakened other seers. One thing that I had learned was that seers begot seers, setting off each other in a sort of chain reaction until a whole population could come back from extinction. It only took one.

      You stopped the dragons from going outside fate.

      Unless…unless that one was held in isolation from everyone else. Not allowed to interact. A seer could probably be able to sense the arrival of another seer. A seer would allow someone to go outside fate.

      And if someone had their hands on a seer, it would make sense that they wanted to make sure that they were the only ones who had their hands on a seer.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, my hand going to my mouth. “They have a seer.” I looked to Bronn, Mickey, Krisjian, and Mal with wide eyes. “They have a seer!”

      “What?”

      I looked back to the speaker, my heart going a mile a minute. “I’m sorry. This has all been very lovely, but I’ve got to go.”

      “You cannot go. The Fey Court—”

      “The Fey Court can do whatever the hell it wants. This is obviously your community deciding whatever punishment will make your community feel better about itself. I need to make sure that all seers who managed to survive this are free and in the clear.”

      I hurried to the door, different words and facts continuing to swirl around in my head as everything slid into place.

      Finally, I understood what was going on. How the anti-humanists always seemed one step ahead, so unbeatable, unless I pulled out the deepest tricks of my seer handbook. Not that I was given a handbook, because that would have made everything so much simpler.

      The anti-humanists had a seer. I was sure of it. And I was going to make sure that I did everything I could to free them.

      And then maybe, just maybe, we could move on with the whole saving the world thing.

      Preferably before the rotted dragon ended up doing whatever he hoped to do.
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      “You want to tell me what all of that was about?” Mickey asked as we walked into the very mansion we had come from, the tone tense and silent. “Because, you know, I might have liked speaking about the death of our parents and being halfway burned to death.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured, guilt flashing through me. I had been so caught up in catching the loose thread that had been eluding me that I had forgotten how my sister might feel. “It’s just I had a realization and knew we needed to get out of there to deal with it immediately.”

      “What’s this revelation?” Mal asked, perching on one of the tables and pulling her legs up. “Some sort of fantastical seer vision?”

      “Not really. Maybe seer-vision-adjacent. But basically, I figured out that the anti-humanists have a seer.”

      “Wait, what?” Bronn asked, straightening up from where he was leaning against the wall. “Baelfyre has a seer?”

      I nodded. “I don’t know how. I just know that they have to have one. That’s how they’ve been able to plan all this elaborate stuff. Able to get a bomb in here and almost take over the city. If it weren’t for us, they would have definitely beaten you three times over.”

      “But wouldn’t a seer be able to sense and account for the presence of another?” Mickey asked, sounding like she was getting caught up in it too.

      “I’m thinking mostly no. I couldn’t tell that you were a seer. I only knew about Krisjian because I was dead. As far as I can tell, there’s just a big, large ‘it depends’ on that.”

      “Okay, so let’s say they do have a seer. What now? Surely they have to have whoever they’re using gunning for all sorts of information about us. They have to know we know… Right?”

      “I… I don’t think so,” Krisjian said quietly.

      “What was that?”

      “Your shield. I’ve noticed that it…muffles a lot of the outside world. Things that a shield shouldn’t be able to muffle.”

      I tried very hard to remain cool and casual, even though I wanted to stride right up to him and ask a million and one questions. “Like what?”

      “Uh, I’m not exactly sure how to say it. Energy, maybe? The air? Life? So, I have this feeling that your shield blocks us as well. Even if they did have a seer, I don’t think they’re able to sense much of anything in this bubble.”

      “Is there any way that we can know that for sure?” Mickey asked, chewing at her thumb.

      “Uh, no. I don’t think so. It’s just a feeling.”

      “Feelings are what will get you killed,” Mal noted absently, having pulled a dagger from somewhere to clean under her nails.

      “Not like we have much else to go on,” Mickey countered. “How are we going to find out who this seer is, or where they are? Or anything?”

      I found myself swallowing yet again, but my mouth was as dry as ever. “I… I think I know a way.” They looked to me and I was pretty sure everyone could sense that something unpleasant was about to come out of my mouth.

      “Your face tells me I’m not going to like it,” Mickey said quietly.

      I gave her the most contrite look I could. “To be perfectly honest, I don’t think any of us will.”
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      “I’m really, really not sure about this,” Mickey muttered as I poured more Epsom salts into the deep bathtub that we were filling with cold water. I was pleased as punch to find that they had lavender ones around in one of the five bathrooms and was looking forward to having at least one bright part to hold onto.

      Ah, who was I kidding. They actually had a huge selection of bath salts and bubbles and everything else under the sun. In the end, it had come down to the lavender and the eucalyptus spearmint, but I had chosen the former for its strong association with sleep.

      “I agree,” Bronn said, looking dubiously at the rising water. “Are you absolutely sure this is necessary? Certainly, there has to be another way.”

      “None of us have sensed this seer so far, and as far as I can tell, they haven’t been able to figure out what we’re doing either. So, if I want to get in touch with her, I’m going to need to tap into the energy stream.”

      “The what?” Mickey asked sharply.

      I waved her concern away as I poured in more salt. “It’s this thing that I found when I was dead. It connects all seers, past and present, and is basically how I found Krisjian and planned my whole resurrection.”

      “Oh, is that all. And you didn’t mention this before because…”

      “Because I’m pretty sure it’s not for mortal people to know about. The only reason I did is because I died in a world that wasn’t mine and everything got all screwed up. It wasn’t like I thought I would ever be going back.”

      “And yet that’s exactly what you’re trying to do now.”

      “Well, yeah. I don’t think any of you would know how to find it.”

      “Davie…” Bronn murmured again, his voice pained. I could hear the slightest groan from the porcelain as his fingers gripped the edge of the bathtub. “You can’t ask us to sit here and let you kill yourself.”

      “Relax. I’m not killing myself. I’m just…slowing down my heart a bit. No harm done.”

      “What a funny way to try to explain away the fact that you’re making lover-boy drown you,” Mal said with a chuckle. “You know I would be happy to do it for you.”

      The edge of her grin was a bit worrisome, but I’d known Mal long enough to identify her nihilistic humor. “Generous, but no. You’re not from this realm and I don’t want your touch inadvertently sending me back to that place. And I can’t have a seer do it either, because you might get pulled in too. So that leaves Bronn and only Bronn.”

      “I… I do not like this, Davie.”

      “Duly noted.”

      I shrugged off the overshirt I had on, a warm and soft flannel that probably cost way more than I’d ever spent on a single piece of clothing. I was in only a tank and some leggings, and I could feel the coldness of the water radiating upwards.

      In truth, I was scared. I was terrified, even.

      I had fought so hard to find life again. To make sure I never crossed over into the realm of the dead again, and yet that was exactly the line I was flirting with. If something went wrong, well then, the spirit of death was going to have a much easier job on her hands than she realized.

      “This is making me quite nervous,” Krisjian said, his accent coming in thick.

      “I know,” I answered, giving him a wan smile. “Me too. But let’s do this before I lose my nerve.”

      I shut off the faucet and slid my feet into the water, hissing at how cold it was. Bronn was at my side instantly, his warm, broad hands holding onto my sides.

      “It’s fine,” I said, wincing as I slid further in. Geez, it was cold. Already I could feel my teeth chattering, my muscles locking up under the sheer temperature drop.

      I was in for a really, really unpleasant experience, but it was the only thing I could think of to find a seer that had been hidden from the rest of the world for goodness knew how long.

      It seemed like an eternity before my butt was flat against the bottom of the tub, my body already shivering. I took a deep breath—or as deep as my lungs would allow, considering how much my chest was constricted—then let all of it out.

      Bronn took that as his cue, his hands moving from my sides to my shoulders. I felt him put pressure on them, and then I was sliding into the cold water.

      I knew it was a cruel thing to do, to make Bronn essentially drown me when he had torn himself apart over and over again about letting me die, but he was the only one who could do it. It wasn’t like we could ask a servant or one of his generals. It wasn’t like I would ever trust any of them.

      And I could have asked Mallory except…well, except everything.

      So, it was the prince who held me under water as I tried to hold my breath for as long as I could. I could feel my blood sloshing in my ears, picking up at first as my heartrate increased before eventually the cold water set in and it started to slow.

      I wasn’t sure how long I lasted before the burning in my lungs was too much and I started to thrash, my body trying to get me up to air. But Bronn held me firm, pressing me down into the bottom of the tub, letting the darkness at the edge of my vision swirl in deeper and deeper until, finally, the world disappeared in a wink.

      I found myself quickly hurtling through nothing and everything all at once, streaking past flashing lights and cosmos until I finally splashed right back into the kaleidoscope of intense color, time, and magic that was the strange place between realms.

      I gasped raggedly, my entire body hurting terribly, but it started to level out as I let myself float along. While the surroundings were familiar, I could tell that I wasn’t seeing all that I was supposed to. That the massive expanse was cut off as if to protect my somewhat-alive brain.

      It was tempting to just stay relaxed and float along, listless to all the responsibilities that kept me tied to the life that was so often painful and stressful. But after a few moments, my responsibilities came back to me, and I realized that the longer I took in the energy stream, the higher the chance I would end up dead again.

      So I concentrated. Biting my tongue of my non-body, I concentrated on what I needed to know. I was looking for a seer. One that no one knew of and had no family. One isolated and scared. One older than me, maybe even older than Mickey, but had never known anything but servitude.

      I slid along rapidly, time rushing around me in violent eddies. Visions, pictures, and worlds flashed through me, until finally, I was spat out onto solid ground.

      But I’d been around the block enough to know that it wasn’t the real world but a vision. I stood, watching carefully as I took in what looked like a neat, cozy office.

      There were two people sitting on a couch, both middle-aged and put-together. I couldn’t place them at first before my mind told me exactly what they were.

      Dragons.

      And if I had to guess, not of the human-loving variety.

      I watched, wondering exactly what I was seeing, when the door behind me opened. A moment later, a portly woman stepped through me, a child holding her hand.

      Stepping back, I looked over the tiny thing. The kid was a girl, with short, dark hair and a plain set of what looked like pajamas. She was so slight that it was clear she had been underfed, and she was practically trembling just from the effort of standing there.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Wolfe, this is Sokhanya. She’s from Cambodia and has traveled an awful long way to see you.”

      The woman slid off the couch onto her knees, her hands moving quickly in time to the words she spoke unevenly. “Hello, Sokhanya! I am your new mama. This is your papa.”

      The girl didn’t say anything in response, simply tucked her face into the side of the plump woman’s skirt.

      “I’m sorry, she doesn’t understand ASL yet. We have a few commands that the orphanage managed to establish between their workers and her, which we are happy to teach you, but it will be a long road toward acclimating her.”

      “And she’s one hundred percent deaf, you said?”

      The woman, who I guessed was a social worker of some kind, nodded. “Deaf and mute. There’s a chance that she might be a candidate for a cochlear implant when she’s older, but she needs a whole series of immunizations and to gain quite a bit of weight before any doctor will want to look into that avenue.

      “Also, there’s the fact that some deaf folks do not agree with implants, as there’s a very strong deaf community in this part of the country. I want to make sure that you’re not assuming this is something that can be magically waved away with medical intervention.”

      “Oh no, we understand. Sokhanya is a very special girl. We have so many exciting plans for her joining our family.”

      “Fantastic. Our in-home interviews and visits went well, but we still have quite a bit of paperwork to go through. So, if you don’t mind…”

      The vision faded, but then I was propelled forward into another. Sokhanya was a bit older, laying on a small cot and sweating terribly, tossing back and forth, before she sat up and screamed.

      What came out of her mouth was gibberish, unending, and made my entire body want to retreat into itself. But someone suddenly strode forward and slapped her before shoving a notebook into her hands.

      “You’ve been taught better. Write what you saw, you dumb, little twit.”

      That voice made me jolt further as I recognized none other than the same prince I had met in Mal’s dimension. His hair was cut shorter and he wasn’t in full, old fashioned armor, but there was no mistaking that kind of malevolence. It had a way of filling a room, thick and cloying and making my mouth taste like ash. I wanted to reach out and punch him or plant my foot right against the small of his back, but I knew that I would have no effect on the vision.

      None at all.

      So I just watched as he gripped her collar and throttled her, shaking her roughly through the tears. He couldn’t be more than fifteen, or at least that was how it looked to me, but it seemed that his type of violence hadn’t come with age.

      “Of all the seers we had to find in the world, why did it have to be a broken one? The first of your kind in generations, and you’re practically useless. How does that feel?”

      The girl lurched forward from the bed, her head snapping to collide with the prince’s. They both recoiled, but before he could strike her again, she held up the notebook for him to see.

      There I saw, in jagged, oversized letters, was a single message.

      NOT. ALONE.

      The vision faded again, and now I was in a cell. There were no windows. There was no light. Only the faint sound of dripping water as I stood there, listening intently.

      My eyes adjusted slowly, and eventually I became aware that I wasn’t alone. There was a lone, tiny figure sitting on the cot, breathing so slowly, so softly, that it was almost impossible to tell that they were even alive.

      The figure looked up and I found myself staring into the pitch-black eyes of none other than Sokhanya.

      She looked right at me, not through me, her eyes seeming to burrow through my very soul. Slowly, her legs unfolded, and she sat upright.

      “Can you see me?” I asked uncertainly.

      She didn’t speak, her mouth didn’t move, and yet I still heard her voice as clear as day within my head.

      Except it wasn’t really a voice. There wasn’t a tone or a pitch. It was just words, but it was entirely hers without a doubt.

      Kill yourself to find me but wastes time trying to speak to a deaf girl? Silly.

      “Oh, I, uh… Wait, can you understand me?”

      Still talking. How boring.

      I frowned, feeling a bit insulted. Furrowing my brow, I tried to project my thoughts toward her, making my words echo in her head like hers were in mine.

      “Can you hear this?”

      Ah! She can learn. Good. You are seer, yes? One who was meant to burn? Caused much trouble for dragons.

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      Good. Why you here?

      She had a stilted way of talking. It wasn’t like she didn’t understand English, but rather as if she was ascribing to a set of grammar rules that were completely different. I vaguely remembered being told once that sign language was a whole lot different from speaking English, so maybe that was going on? Or did the dragons teach her only the barest bones of what they needed in order for her to communicate?

      I didn’t know, and it didn’t exactly seem like the right time to ask.

      “I want to rescue you.”

      The girl looked surprised at that, her dark eyes going wide and her already pale face growing paler.

      Why? If not for me, you would not burned.

      “I know you were forced to tell them about me. I don’t blame you.”

      Generous. No sense.

      I withheld an irritated groan. It certainly wouldn’t help anyone. “It doesn’t have to make sense. Just know that I want to save you. No seer should be a slave. No one at all should be a slave.”

      Dangerous.

      “Believe me. I am well aware.”

      She gave me a skeptical look.

      How I help?

      “I’m not sure, actually. I was hoping you could tell me—”

      I stopped short, my conversation slipping as the ground below me suddenly turned to mush. Jolting forward, I tried to plant my feet on solid ground only to end up sinking to my knees.

      What this? Feels bad!

      “I don’t know!” I answered, reaching desperately toward her. While I hadn’t exactly been in control since I’d dove back into the lifestream, I hadn’t been out of control either. But whatever was sucking me down, pulling at my legs insistently, was absolutely overriding my will.

      Which was out and out terrifying.

      “I will come for you, okay! Be ready. I promise you, we’re going to free you from this.”

      But where you go? What happen? Do not understand!

      “I don’t either. But I promise, okay? Watch out for me!”

      She extended her hand toward me tentatively, seemingly wanting to stop my slipping into the muck, but it was too late. Whatever it was pulled me under, and I was slipping through nothing but black.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised when I landed into the extended palm of the rotted dragon, his massive claws pressing into my back.

      “Of course it’s you,” I hissed, returning to my regular way of speaking. I hadn’t even realized how much my head hurt from communicating with the other seer.

      “Such derision. Didn’t you miss me, young friend?”

      “We’re not friends.”

      “Really, one would think you wouldn’t be so picky considering your shortage of them lately.”

      “Why don’t you go screw yourself?!”

      “Huh, such language from my sweet little Davie. Are things perhaps getting to be a bit much for you?”

      “I don’t know why you keep pulling me here. I’m not going to free you. I’m not going to do whatever it is that you want me to do.”

      “Oh, but my dear, how do you know you’re not doing them already?”

      I bristled at that, but the claws behind me bit in a bit deeper. I could feel warm blood start to trickle out, and I couldn’t repress my wince.

      “You could always just give in. Would that be so bad? I’m sure you’re beginning to put together that you are the leader of your kind. A tenuous position, especially considering how often your kind has been used. Abused. Discarded and mistreated.

      “Why not ensure the survival of your people? Under my rule, I would have all of you flourish. Protected and cherished as you should be. I would punish any that dared to raise their hand against you. Tell me, is that so bad a fate?”

      I rocked forward in his grip, baring my teeth at him. “I understand you’re really, really old, but get this through your thick, dragon skull. I. Will. Never. Join. You.”

      “Pity then. I do so like your charm.”

      His jaw opened right in front of my face, rancid breath washing over me. I instantly felt wet and warm in all the worst ways. My stomach roiled, but that quickly paled once the fear set in.

      His yellow, cracked teeth loomed in my vision, saliva thick and viscous. His maw opened wider, coming closer until I was almost against his rough, barbed tongue.

      “Davie!”

      It felt like a sword was shoved through my chest. Or maybe that a hammer hit my sternum. My breath left my body, and I was thrown from his palm.

      “You cannot escape this, Davie. Seers wiser than you have tried and failed.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but then I was slammed into again, my breath being sucked right out of my lungs. Pain swamped me, and once more, I found myself flying through the light.

      I erupted into my body painfully, violently, blurry vision just catching Mickey raising her hand again to pound into my chest.

      I coughed, feeling like my insides were coming out of my mouth, and someone caught her fist.

      “She’s up! Look, she’s up!”

      Another someone rolled me over, and I spat up what felt like cups and cups of water. Suddenly, I was vaguely aware that my mouth tasted intensely of soap and I realized the lavender salts might not have been the best choice.

      Lesson learned.

      “Davie! Davie, are you alright?”

      My vision was only barely beginning to clear and I tried to answer, but mostly ended up coughing a whole bunch more. When I eventually did stop, I was hauled up into someone’s lap, a hand stroking my hair soothingly.

      “She’s back. Thank the spirits, she’s back.”

      I didn’t need my eyes to tell that the cracked, upset voice came from Bronn. I could guess that it was his thigh I was gripping onto, all boneless and weak from my near death.

      Or maybe it was an actual death. It was getting hard to say.

      I had so much to tell them. They had to know what I had found out, the challenge that laid ahead. But just for a moment, I needed to rest. I wasn’t about to pass out, like what had definitely become my usual, but I absolutely needed new clothes and really hot cup of tea and honey.

      But for the moment, I just wanted to lay still. So, I let my eyelids flutter closed as Bronn held me, my friends and sister beginning to move around me. As far as I knew, it was probably the last chance at peace I would have for a while.
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      “So they really do have another seer,” Mickey said, chewing at her thumb again. The digit was red and raw, but I couldn’t really reprimand her about self-mutilation considering I had just drowned myself in a tub to try to contact the missing woman.

      “Yeah. She’s somewhere around my age, if I had to guess. They got her from some overseas adoption program. She was most likely supposed to cause the rebirth of the seers back in the old country, but when they brought her here and isolated her, they cut all of that off.”

      “Has she really been isolated all this time?” Mal asked, sounding more bitter than I would have expected.

      “As far as I can tell, yes.” I cupped my hands around the steaming mug of tea that Bronn had insisted he make for me. The warmth was nice, pulling me further away from that deadly abyss I had been hanging over. “It’s… It’s really terrible. She has a cell, I think. And a cot. But there are no windows. There’s nothing to do. And she’s so tiny.”

      “Hey,” Mal interjected. “Ain’t nothing wrong with being tiny.”

      I tried to chuckle at her attempt at humor, but the sound came out a little raw and twisted. “Not if it’s natural. But this girl…” I closed my eyes, recalling the details of her face. How she had been so pale that she was almost gray. How her eyes had been so black and lifeless. How her skin seemed to hang from her features even while her bone structure stood out in sharp relief. It all spoke of years of neglect and misery. Of lacking any sort of comfort or love. I’d gone through plenty of that on my own during our time in the foster system, with parents who would prefer to scream or hit instead of help, but it seemed that Sokhanya had it much, much worse.

      “She’s basically been tortured her whole life. It’s her whole world.”

      “And she’s deaf, you say?”

      I nodded. “I don’t think she understands sign language either. They give her a notebook to write her visions on, but that’s the only means of communication she has, I think. I can’t tell if she can read lips or not. I’m thinking no, and maybe she just knows that when a dragon is yelling at her, they want something that has to do with a vision.”

      Krisjian was very still and very tense in his chair, his face nearly as pale as Sokhanya’s had been.

      “In my country, when you found me, we also had to run from these…dark dragons, as you call them. Are these the same ones that hold this girl?”

      I nodded carefully, watching the youngest of my brood as he put together his thoughts.

      “And if they had found me first, they would have done the same to me?”

      “That’s the likely inference, yeah.”

      “And they would do the same to any seer they got their hands on?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then we must save her.”

      “Yeah, that’s kind of what this whole plan is abou—”

      “We must save her and put some sort of system in place so that no seer, young or old or orphan, is preyed on again.” He stood up, pacing on his skinny legs. “What if you had not awakened me and instead I did so on my own, a year or two later? I would be hungry. Helpless. Easy pickings. This girl, from this foreign country you say, she was helpless too.

      “We’re vulnerable. And I understand that you all have had the privilege of protection, of proximity to help. But as more of us are born, or created, or whatever we are, the more of us are at risk.”

      His words sank into me, truer than he knew, and I nodded.

      “You’re right, Krisjian. There are a whole lot of people out there who want to hurt or use us. We do need to set up a way for others like us to find help. But right now, we can’t focus on that. We need to save Sokhanya and make sure that the anti-humanists dragons are never able to take any of us again.”

      “As long as they’re alive, they’re always going to be a risk to you,” Mal said matter-of-factly.

      “I’m well aware.” I clutched my mug a little tighter. “That’s why I’m putting a plan together to kill them.” I took a sip of the drink, soothing my throat as I thought better of my words. “Well, kill a very important selection of them.”

      “And what is your plan exactly?” Bronn asked, the first words he had spoken since the bathroom. I could tell that he was still upset, that his limbs were wound up all tight and his lips were pressed firmly into each other.

      “Well, I’m a bit shaky on a lot of the specifics. That’s where I’m hoping you lot will come in.”

      “By all means,” Mickey said, leaning in. “This is a brainstorming session I can get behind.”
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      It was late into the night before Mickey and I finally returned to our rooms, and I was utterly exhausted in every sense of the word. My throat felt like it had been coated in glass shards, and my eyes were heavy with weariness.

      I was all set to flop against my mattress, tired and worn out, when a knock sounded against my open door.

      Turning, I saw Bronn standing there, leaning against the doorframe and looking just as tired as I felt.

      “Hey, could we talk perhaps for a bit?”

      I sighed wearily, tilting my head as I looked him over. “That depends. Are you going to lecture me about how our plan is completely insane?”

      “No. I just… I just want to be with you. For a moment. Without the war or anything else. Just the two of us.”

      I glanced to Mickey, who had a look on her face that was purely a big-sister expression as she headed toward our shared room. “Yeah, I can do that.”

      It was so sweet how he sagged with relief, his hand extending to me. “Thank you.”

      “No need for thanks,” I said, taking his hand in mine and letting him guide me out. “Even a seer needs a little downtime.”

      He nodded and we left the room, walking down the stairs and out onto the open lawn.

      I was pretty surprised that he thought it was safe enough for us to be outside, but I guessed the guard was pretty high, and it wasn’t like there were going to be any anti-humanist dragons flying around with my shield up.

      Instead of walking down the front path of the estate like we had before, we walked around the side of it, toward the back. It was nothing like the castle out beyond the woods, so it was conceivable to finish a circuit around the building even in my exhausted state.

      “Sometimes I feel like you like danger,” Bronn murmured as we strolled along, the night sky soft and velveteen above us.

      I tried not to take offense at that, breathing in and out before responding. “Why do you say that?”

      “Do I really need to explain? I just watched your sister beat life back into your chest while I tried to force air back into your lungs. I wish I could say this was the first time I watched you die. But it’s not, is it?”

      I grimaced at that. I had known that it probably wasn’t going to be a pretty sight, but I still felt a bit guilty that I had put him through that. “I was just doing what needed to be done.”

      “But did it?”

      I extricated my arm from his and turned to him, taking in his expression. His thick brows were drawn together in concern and those soft lips that I was growing more and more familiar with were pulled down in a frown. “What are you trying to say, Bronn?”

      “I am saying that… Don’t you think perhaps there is a chance that you make decisions that are needlessly dangerous?”

      I licked my lips, trying not to react rashly, but felt myself starting to do so anyway. “Bronn, I don’t recall accusing you of such things when you became the war general for your whole people.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. I understand your life, your position, comes with certain risks. I understand that you can do things that no one else can do. But there is a difference between taking a calculated risk to save the ones you love and being reckless.” His hands came up to slide along my arms, gently squeezing as they traveled upwards until they were cupping my chin. “Can you honestly tell me you’ve calculated all of these recent things you’ve done? That you’ve weighed all the pros and cons until there truly is no option left?”

      “I…” I looked up into his face, into those sharp, bright eyes that were filled with so much emotion it made my heart ache. My heart had been aching far too much lately. If I kept going, it felt like it was going to just give out like an old, abused tire. “…probably not.”

      He smiled softly, but the expression looked pained. “I understand why you can’t listen to me when I tell you to stay in the castle during battle. I understand why you do the things you do, but the more time I have with you, the more times I watch you flirt with the line between life and death, the more I realize that I won’t survive losing you again.”

      He let out a shuddering breath, closing his eyes for a moment as he drew in deeply through his nose then out through his mouth. Without thinking, my hands went to his waist, holding him there, my thumbs stroking along his ribs to hopefully give him some sort of comfort.

      “I know that times are getting more and more dangerous, but I need you to promise me to be careful. Not to be reckless. So often you seem to treat yourself like some sort of acceptable price to pay for our safety, but you’re not. Do you understand that? Your purpose isn’t to be some grand sacrifice.”

      I chewed at my lip, wanting to argue with him but knowing that I had no right considering that I had already literally sacrificed my life for all of them. At that point, I had been so sure that it was the only way, and I was still pretty certain. But maybe…maybe some of the other things I had done had alternate routes. Maybe I didn’t need to drown myself in a tub. Maybe I didn’t need to race ahead of the dragons in a jeep to get to the city.

      Maybe I could tap into my seer-ness a bit more from time to time for visions and guidance rather than just using it as some on-call mega cannon that I used for whatever ridiculous task I wanted of it.

      “Okay,” I whispered eventually. “No more recklessness. I can’t promise I’ll be safe, but I’ll be careful.”

      He let out the faintest of chuckles, tipping my head up toward his. “I look forward to the day when the most exciting thing we have to worry about is if Mal is going to set another toaster on fire.”

      “She really doesn’t seem to understand how they work, does she?” I answered back shakily, my vision full of Bronn’s face.

      And then he was kissing me again. Sweet and gentle and full of so much that it was hard to process. He was scared, that much was clear. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to be him. To have feelings for a girl who he’d had to watch die. For a girl who was at the center of a fight between his people and his cousin’s people. At least the guy I was into could burst into a giant dragon whenever he was in danger.

      I closed my eyes and sank into his hold, letting myself seize the comfort of the moment. The elation that came from physical touch with someone I cherished. With someone who had been through hell and back with me. And when the kiss ended, we still held each other, rocking slightly from foot to foot, bathed in the slight light of a half-moon and all the stars around it.

      The quiet felt like another world, another realm. Like I had whisked us away to somewhere with no war or prejudice or terrible things about to happen.

      If only the feeling could last. But as the minutes ticked by, we both knew we needed to rest. We had an intense, uncomfortable, and most likely painful plan to put into action, and it wasn’t certain that we all would make it through to the other side.

      So, hand in hand, we silently went back inside, to what could be our last night all together. But as he dropped me off at my room, pressing one more kiss to my forehead, I just kept repeating the mantra over and over again.

      Calculated risk, not reckless.
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      Suddenly, hands grabbed me, yanking me out of bed and throwing me over a shoulder before I could so much as blink. I tried to let out a cry, but a thick wad of fabric was shoved into my mouth none-too-gently and then we were already moving.

      I looked around wildly, my vision trying to clear. It was still the dead of night, the lights in the house all turned low and almost everyone silent in their sleep.

      A surge of adrenaline hit me, and finally things started to come into focus in sharp relief. It had been a full day since my promise to Bronn. We had been busy with putting the last steps of our plan into motion and making sure we had dotted all our ‘i’s and crossed all our ‘t’s. I felt like my head had just barely hit the pillow and yet obviously at least a couple of hours had passed.

      I kicked out and tried to shout something into the gag, but all that came out was a muffled whine. I looked around wildly for the guards, only to find that we were taking a narrow way down to the ground floor, one I wasn’t familiar with. A servant’s hall, maybe? Why didn’t we have guards in the servant’s hall?

      I didn’t know, and that felt like something a seer should know. Shifting as wildly as I could, I tried to take in my surroundings, to see if there was someone I could latch onto for help.

      But there weren’t any familiar faces. In fact, aside from the four men that had ripped me from my room, I only saw a couple of the help, who scampered right back into the shadows once I spotted them.

      Why weren’t they helping? Were they too scared? Did they think I was being taken away on orders of the prince? Or were they… Were they infiltrators just like Baelfyre had been?

      “Would you stop wiggling?” the man holding me hissed, his fingers biting into my sides to secure a better grip. Naturally, I didn’t listen, but that didn’t stop me from still getting carted down a set of stairs and out into the night.

      I made another panicked sound, trying to get any sort of volume out, but it was all caught up in my gag. Panic truly started to kick in, so I thrashed with all I had.

      Once more, my weight and solidness worked to my advantage and I was able to buck out of his grip. But unfortunately, that meant I slammed into the ground with considerable force, knocking the air completely out of my lungs.

      I groaned, but the barely audible sound didn’t make it very far, drowned out by all the cursing of the men over me.

      “Would you be careful? He won’t want her all marked up before she even gets there.”

      “She’s heavy! You try holding her!”

      “You’re a dragon. She’s basically a human. Pathetic.”

      I could feel the tension mounting between the two, and I was all ready to use that to my advantage and slip away, but a foot landed on my middle, pinning me to the ground, and I heard the sound of hands hitting something solid above me.

      “Morons. Just open the door and help me get her into the car.”

      The foot let up and I tried to launch myself to my knees, only to have hands grip my arms again, hauling me up and practically throwing me forward.

      I found myself sliding across a seat, definitely giving myself a friction burn on my cheek and belly where my camisole had scrunched up. I tried to reach forward for the door handle in front of me, planning to just tumble out the other side of the car, but then someone grabbed my hand and yanked it behind my back.

      My other hand soon joined it and I felt them being bound behind me, my shoulders pulled tight from the tension. My legs were shoved forward, slamming my head into the other door, and then I heard the one I was shoved through slammed shut behind me.

      I tried to sit up, pushing myself to my knees, but then the front doors were opening and closing, and we were taking off.

      The sheer force of it had me slamming into the back of the front seats and then I slid awkwardly into the footwell, my hands pinned so that one of my legs and hip was in the well while the other half of me was leaning awkwardly into the cushions, barely able to breathe.

      I couldn’t believe it. After everything I had gone through, I was being kidnapped. Regular, old-fashioned kidnapped.

      How embarrassing.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to call a shield around myself, or maybe around the back half of the car. Like I could root it to the earth and make the front half take off on its own. But every time I almost had a hand on the energy within me, we’d hit a pothole or some other road debris, and I would be jolted or slammed into something, so I’d have to start all over again.

      We were going fast. Real fast. Which had to mean highway. But almost all the highways had been damaged in the fight, including the bridge that I had stood on to create the city’s shield.

      I kept my eyes closed, just trying to pay attention to the motions. I wasn’t sure how that could help me, but I needed to do something to be proactive.

      And then it happened. One minute, we were racing along, and the next, we went even faster, until suddenly, I could feel that all four of our wheels were off the ground.

      Oh.

      Oh no.

      I remembered acutely what it was like to get air in a car, and also the corresponding part where we would slam back into the gr—

      We hit and hit hard. I bounced up, definitely getting whiplash, before crashing right back down. I bounced a few times, my entire body protesting, until finally the inertia got a little bit of chill and I came to a stop on the seat.

      At least I wasn’t stuck in the well anymore.

      But I also knew exactly where we were going. If we were leaping over that gap in the bridge, it meant we were leaving the city. And if we left the city…

      I shuddered at the thought, nausea rising. I had never had car sickness before, but I was pretty sure that I was suddenly developing it. Thankfully, I didn’t have time to end up actually ralphing, because we slammed to a stop and then I was being hauled out of the car.

      My head was spinning, and my legs kept on crossing in front of each other, I was so mixed up from being tossed around the back seat like a sack of potatoes. The two people holding me basically had to drag me, I was such a mess, but I didn’t care that I was making it difficult for them.

      Mostly because I could feel exactly how close we were to the edge of the shield, and I knew I did not want to cross that line.

      “Huh, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself. You actually got her.”

      I knew that voice, and it was enough to make me shake the sense back into my head. Vision straightening, I looked up to see Baelfyre and a group of other men all surrounding him just outside of my shield.

      “Do me a favor and take that gag from her mouth. She is so entertaining when she gets a bit mouthy.”

      The piece of cloth was untied from behind my head then ripped from my mouth. Drool dribbled down my chin, my hands still bound and unable to wipe it away. I knew I was a mess, lips swollen, chin slick with spittle and eyes probably red from everything that had happened, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to cower in front of the jerk, no matter how bound or vulnerable I was.

      “Of course it’s you,” I hissed, teeth bared.

      He laughed, and it was that same smarmy sound that made me want to turn him inside out and shake him around in a pile of salt then dunk him in vinegar. “I wish I could take credit for this, but it’s actually your side that reached out to me, wanting to make good on that deal we offered and your little princeling so foolishly refused.”

      “And that deal holds true, right?” the calm one of the kidnappers asked. “We give you this oracle, you give us time to go back to the old country. Rejoin our forces there.”

      “Yes, yes, we will maintain our side of the bargain. After all, everyone knows a promise over a seer is a binding one.” He chuckled again. “You know, I was so certain that this was a trap. That my cousin would suddenly burst from the trees and try to rain chaos down on us for daring to threaten his precious little pet. But it’s really just you here, isn’t it?”

      “He’s going to find me,” I hissed, trying to jerk out of the hands holding me but having no luck. “You have to know that. There’s no way you’re getting away with this.”

      “I don’t know, sweetheart. We’ve gotten you this far, haven’t we? Now, hand her over gentleman, and we can all go about our days and enjoy the temporary peace you have purchased your entire clan.”

      The two holding me shuffled closer to the shield, and I fought them with all I had. I kicked, I threw myself backward, I dug my heels in. I screamed, as long and as loud as my sore throat would let me.

      But it was like being dragged toward the inevitable. Bit by bit, the ground between us faded until finally, with one strong shove, I was through the shield and into the arms of two more dragons—of the anti-humanist variety.

      “Huh, it really seems like I’ll be eating crow when I next see our prince.” Baelfyre approached me. “But I think it’ll be worth it just to see the two of you meet. He has heard so much about you, darling.”

      He winked at me—because of course he would—then snapped his fingers. The next thing I knew, I was shoved to the ground and trussed up like a hog. My ankles were bound together, and my wrists were attached to that same bond. My face was pressed into the dirt, so I couldn’t see a thing, but I could hear the now-familiar sounds of dragons shifting all around me.

      A few moments later, large claws wrapped around my form, not seeming to care if they scratched me as they secured a hold and lifted me from the ground.

      And then we were flying, rising into the cold night air, goosebumps raising along my skin as the chill set into my bones. It bit into me, pinpricks along all my skin, only made that much worse by the knowledge that I was one hundred percent in the hands of the enemy.

      Despite everything we had done, all our precautions, the dark dragons finally had a hold on me. And as we flew through the air, their great wings taking me to their stronghold where their prince was no doubt waiting for me, I couldn’t help but feel like that grip was going to crush me.

      I just had to hold on a little bit.

      After all, I’d survived worse.

      …hadn’t I?

      Actually, once I began to think about it, I realized that the last time I had tangled with this prince and his kin, I had died. Rather violently. Eaten alive by crystal, consumed so I could sever their realm from the chains that connected all that was and would be.

      Yeah, that whole being crushed thing was seeming more and more likely.
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            Unpleasant Introductions

          

        

      

    

    
      I was unceremoniously dropped onto what felt like cobblestone, bouncing several times and rolling forward. I came to a jarring stop as my side connected with a foot, and once more, I had the wind knocked out of me.

      I wheezed and tried to crane my neck to look upwards, but I couldn’t with how I was bound. I could only breathe heavily and stare at the ground my face was pressed into.

      “What’s this, Baelfyre? Did they really manage to get the girl to you?”

      That voice sent chills down my spine. Even though it had been months, maybe even a year, since I had last heard him speak, one didn’t forget the voice of someone who had led you to your death.

      It was the prince. Not the same one I had met in the other realm, but similar enough that I could feel that same cold menace radiating from him.

      “Yes, Your Majesty. It seems I was wrong. Apparently, little Bronn’s hold on his own people is even more tenuous than I thought.”

      “Pathetic. But to our benefit, I suppose. Roll her over. I want to see the face of the girl who’s given us so much trouble.”

      I felt more hands roughly grip me—I was so tired of being manhandled!—and rolled over as he asked. I had to blink at the illumination all around me, and it took several moments for me to realize I was on the roof of a building. A very tall building judging by how cold it was and how the wind whipped around us.

      I blinked rapidly, my eyes tearing up at the assault, before they cleared to land on the man standing over me.

      He was startlingly similar to the other one I had met, except his golden hair was cut relatively short and he was dressed in stylish, modern clothes. A pair of what I recognized as designer glasses sat on his strong, roman nose and a single earring hung from one of his ears.

      “Ah, there she is. Funny, I almost expected her to look…”

      “Different?” Baelfyre supplied.

      “More important, I suppose. But looks can be deceiving, can’t they?”

      He crouched, bringing his smiling face closer to mine but still towering over me. He was gloating, all surefire and cocky, and I wanted nothing more than to plant a boot right in his face.

      Too bad I wasn’t wearing any shoes at all.

      “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Seer. I think you’ll find we have some lovely little surprises waiting for one of your kind, but those will have to wait.” He reached down, his finger sliding along the edge of my face and then along my cheek, stopping to flick the end of my nose. I reacted as quickly as I could, my teeth latching onto his finger and biting down as hard as I could.

      He let out a curse and jerked his hand back, but I held on tightly, my jaw popping in protest. The next thing I knew, a too-strong hand slapped the side of my face, sending me rolling to my side.

      “You insufferable little—” His words were cut off as I was slapped again, and my head truly started to spin. I was righted, only to be hauled onto my feet by more grunts. They cut my ankles free but kept my wrists still bound behind me, where they were utterly useless.

      “Get her to her new quarters and wash the stink of that weakling off of her,” he hissed, his eyes glinting at me before he turned on his heel and headed out.

      The fingers holding me dragged me after him, but slower, at a more respectful distance. I didn’t fight them, knowing I needed to save my energy for what was to come.

      Because I didn’t need to be a seer to know that I was in store for a whole lot of horrible before things got good again.
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        * * *

      

      I was thrown hard into another room, hitting the wall and sliding to the ground. I tried to push myself up, but before I could even get my center of gravity where I needed it to be, a blast of ice-cold, pounding water crashed into me so hard I was driven right back into the wall.

      I tried to draw in a sharp breath, but the water pressure was so intense that I couldn’t. Blearily, I realized that they were probably using a sort of fire hose on me, soaking me from head to toe and repeatedly forcing me against the partition.

      The onslaught seemed to last forever, and when it finally cut off, I felt like I was about to pass out. I fell forward, slamming right down onto my front, and I couldn’t stop the whimpers from escaping my throat.

      I faintly heard laughter, and then the door being slammed, and then I was alone in the darkness.

      I laid there, panting slightly. Everything hurt so much, and I was just so tired. I was certain that I was going to be covered with bruises in the next couple of days—not that I could even begin to see them forming in this pitch black.

      With the last of my strength, I managed to push myself onto my side. It wasn’t much more comfortable, but at least it didn’t carry the risk of me accidentally drowning in the puddle I was laying in. Although I was terrified, down to my very core, another part of me knew that I needed to conserve as much energy as possible if I wanted to survive. So, I closed my eyes—not that it made much difference in the dark—and let myself drift into a fitful sleep.

      I couldn’t have been out long. A half-hour, maybe more, before I heard the door open and several sets of footsteps come in. I had hoped that maybe I had a bit more time to rest, but I knew my welcome wasn’t exactly going to be warm.

      “Search her,” came a terse order from a voice I didn’t recognize.

      I was hauled up to my feet again, and then hands were on me. They weren’t particularly rough or mean, but it was certainly invasive as they glided over my still-soaking pajamas, making sure I didn’t have anything on me. It reminded me of security at the airport—not that I’d ever experienced that in person. Only seen it movies. But it was crisp, professional, and over quickly.

      “She’s clean,” one of the grunts said, and the hands moved away from me.

      “Good. You, girl,” the terse speaker said. “Follow.”

      I thought about fighting them, about making them work for it, but there were four of them and only one of me, so they were going to succeed in getting me wherever they wanted me to go. I needed to save my energy for whatever was waiting for me at my destination.

      So I stumbled along behind them, unsurprised when my cold, wet feet hit even colder stone in the hallway.

      What I was surprised by was the modern lights illuminating the passageway. It was like being in an old, ancient castle that had recent electrical innovations, and it was throwing my head through a loop.

      A loop which only intensified as we reached what looked like a freight elevator. Sure enough, the leader of our little group pressed the button and the doors slid open, revealing what was indeed a sort of wide and deep service lift.

      I was shoved forward and I stumbled, catching my shoulder against the wall, then the rest of them entered after me. The doors slid shut, reminding me eerily of the sealing of a tomb, and then we were going up with only a mildly concerning groan from the machinery.

      For some reason, a bunch of dragons in an elevator amused me to no end. It wasn’t really that funny, and yet I found myself holding giggles inside of my throat. Maybe it was just the exhaustion and adrenaline bleed-off setting in.

      I somehow managed to keep the mirth inside of me until we finished the very long ascent and the doors slid open again.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t to step into a posh mansion that looked fresh off of some very rich realtor’s docket. I blinked, taking in my surroundings, but everywhere I looked were fresh and crisp décor details like I was watching some TV show that highlighted the houses of famous celebrities.

      “Huh,” I managed shakily before my arm was gripped and I was hauled forward once again.

      We walked along for what seemed like way too long, turning down one hallway and then another, and then another. The farther we went from the elevator, the more elaborate and spacious the place became. I never thought that I would consider anything about Bronn’s castle demure, but it was certainly beginning to look that way compared to the ostentatious pomp surrounding me.

      Finally, the tour ended as a heavy door opened in front of me and I was roughly pushed forward once more. This time, I tripped over my cold, sore feet and the edge of a carpet, crashing to the ground.

      I only barely managed to twist so I hit my shoulder instead of my face, but I felt the rugburn set in as I slid across the floor.

      Well…at least it was dry.

      I came to a halt and just laid there a moment, waiting for whatever was going to happen next.

      “Really, boys? Is that how we treat our guests?”

      I felt a gentle hand on my arm and was pulled up but only to my knees, which definitely protested at the position. I found myself just a few feet away from none other than the prince, who was sitting there with a book in his hands like we were just having a standard, casual conversation.

      I tore my eyes from him to look around. I definitely was in some sort of study, albeit one that was nearly the size of my entire old apartment. There was a large desk next to the prince, a table to play chess, and nearly a dozen bookcases. It reminded me of the library at Bronn’s castle, but with current lighting and a very expensive laptop open on the desk.

      Huh, so for being so anti-human, the dragons sure did like human technology.

      “Hey now, eyes on me. You might make a man feel unimpressive if you’re more interested in the décor.”

      My eyes slid back to the man, and I felt hatred roll through me. He looked so suave in his seat, comfortable and at ease, but that just made me want to kick the legs off the furniture and beat him with them.

      Huh. The dark dragons definitely brought out the hands-on violence with me.

      “So, I know you weren’t exactly brought here of your own volition, but there’s no reason that we can’t be friends. I can be a very benevolent ruler, despite what you might have heard. You could be an invaluable asset, if you want to be, and I would be more than happy to reward that.”

      Ugh. Did this guy really think that he was going to be able to bribe me? What about that made sense? “Rewards?” I echoed instead, trying to appear both dumb and shocked. I was hoping the natural arrogance of he and his kind would make them underestimate me. Think I was stupid and vapid.

      “You’ve had a rough life, haven’t you, Seer? I’ve heard stories. Your house being burned down, bouncing from foster home to foster home. Struggling just to survive.

      “It doesn’t have to be like that here. You want lobster and steak every night? I can get that for you. The finest clothes. The softest beds. I can even bring your sister here. She probably deserves some niceties too, doesn’t she? And all you have to do is tell me when little visions pop into your head.”

      It took a lot of willpower not to pull my lips back from his teeth and snarl at him. I knew that he was the one who forced Sokhanya to find out about my sister and I. I knew it was him who had slipped messages to Estelle.

      But I couldn’t betray any of that yet. If he knew that I knew that he had an oracle, I would lose my edge. I basically wanted him to think I was as unknowledgeable about everything until he revealed his hand. It would lead into him underestimating me further, which was my biggest weapon.

      “Just like that?” I murmured.

      “Just like that. I assure you, I’m not some monster. I’m simply a ruler looking out for my people.”

      I licked my lips, feeling like a choice was coming up. I could go along with his offer for a bit, maybe get some falsely nice treatment, but if I did that, then I wouldn’t be taken to whatever hole I had seen Sokhanya in.

      No, I needed the full welcome wagon. The nasty, evil treatment that I was sure was in store for anyone who dared say ‘no’ to the prince and his kind.

      “I… So… If I wanted a gold-encrusted baton, you would get that for me?”

      He chuckled lightly. “A curious thing to ask, but in the grand scheme of things, that would be quite easy for me.”

      “Good, because I’d like to shove it right up your a—” A fist slammed into the back of my head and I lost my balance, toppling forward onto my face. That smarted, but as I rose, I felt a boot on the back of my head right over where it was smarting, pressing me into the carpet.

      It was a nice carpet, that was for sure. Plush and thick and soft. But it was less lovely when my face was being ground into it.

      “Now that wasn’t very polite of you. And after I’ve been so gracious.”

      “Gracious,” I spat with plenty of venom. “You kidnapped me from my bed in the middle of the night. You tried to trade for my sister and my lives like we’re slaves! I’m not an idiot, you know. Did you really think I would buy into your sweet, aw-shucks act?”

      The foot pressed down harder, and I couldn’t help the groan that escaped. He applied more pressure, and then more, until it felt like my head might pop like a balloon.

      But after a few more beats, he removed his foot and I drew in a ragged breath. My head rushed, and I wasn’t sure if the dizziness that swamped me was a pleasant rush or a painful one.

      “Get her up.”

      Once more, hands gripped me, and I was yanked back up onto my knees. I swayed a bit, my bearings totally shot, but the prince’s grip on my face held me steady.

      His sharp nails bit into my cheeks, and I could feel the icy-hot burn of them as they pierced my skin. He forced me to look up at his face, and I did my best to give him the most intense glare I could.

      “Your kind always puzzles me. You’re so weak, fragile, and yet you seem to have almost no survival instincts. Tell me, is this obstinance a genetic thing or a side effect of your gifts?”

      “I dunno,” I said, summoning up spit inside of my mouth to launch it at his face despite his tight grip. “Maybe you just bring out the worst in people.”

      I expected another punch to the back of my head for daring to disrespect his royal majesty like that, but instead, he just rattled my head back and forth until I was sure that my eyes were spinning in my skull.

      “I think that we’re starting off on the wrong foot. Let me explain things here.” He moved my damp hair out of my face with his other hand. “You are here to tell us what you see. Point blank. You will show us your visions. There is no option B or a way around it. No loopholes for you to ferret through.

      “However, you do have a choice. You can make this easy on yourself, and we can start over with a sweet apology for your temper, or you can make this difficult for yourself.” His hand left my chin, and I could feel tiny rivulets of blood trickling down my cheek only for his other to fist in my hair and yank it back roughly. “Because I think you’re under the impression that you’ll have a choice in telling us about your visions. That you’ll be able to hold back from us, or just resist having them altogether. And I want you to know, sincerely want you to know, that none of that will happen.”

      For all my bravado, I was pretty terrified. In the back of my mind, I was flashing to memories of the last time I had been prisoner of the anti-humanists. They’d almost burned Mallory alive. And staring into the eyes of my realm’s version of the dark prince, I could see that sadistic glee in his gaze.

      I could have just sat there silently, letting him stare me down, but that part of me that always had to open my mouth just kept barreling forward. “I can’t even control my visions or how they happen. I don’t know how you expect to.”

      “Ah yes, that I do believe. Side effect of too soft a hand since your awakening.” His hand released my hair but not without some force, and I fell backward.

      My hands protested my weight slamming into them, and I let out a strangled yelp. I almost expected them to laugh at me, but there was just silence.

      I tried to push myself up, but once more, the prince’s foot planted itself on me, putting pressure on my sternum until I was pressed right into the floor.

      “You see, oracles are fragile, simple things. So much of your brain and energy is tied up in interpreting all the magic that you’re sensitive to, so there’s not enough left to know what’s best for you. But you don’t have to worry. Over the years, we’ve perfected a way of helping you find what you need when we need it.”

      My gaze roved all over his face, trying to figure out if he was telling the truth. “You’re bluffing,” I said, not breaking eye contact.

      The smile on his face was serene. “I never bluff, because I never have to. But I’m more than happy to give you a demonstration. Mind you, it will work better as you’re trained more, but I’m sure we could get something useful out of someone as undisciplined as you.”

      He looked to the men who had dragged me in, and I could feel them tense. “You, hold her down. You, the poker from the fire.”

      His foot went lower, pressing into my belly instead, and one of the guards knelt to press my shoulders into the ground. I was effectively pinned, only able to watch as another one of the guards disappeared before showing back up with a glistening, jewel-encrusted fire poker.

      It was a fire poker. It didn’t need freaking diamonds and rubies on it, yet that was exactly what I was looking at.

      I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I was relieved it wasn’t red-hot from the fire. Just cool and unused, glistening in the light of the study. The guard handed it to the prince, who tapped the end of it in one of his palms.

      “I want you to tell me which of the families overseas are going to help your pathetic little princeling in the gap we’ve given him.”

      “Oh sure, let me just whip that right out of my butt, why don’t I.”

      “Shh, let’s not rush this process.”

      His fingers wrapped around the end of the poker and I saw it begin to glow, then flames licked up from it. When he finally pulled his palm away, it was burning a brilliant, violent red.

      “Which of the families overseas are going to help your false prince?”

      “You have to be kidding me,” I gasped, looking at the crimson tip with wide eyes.

      “I assure you I am not.” He brought the poker down so it was just in front of my face. I could feel the burning fury of it, sizzling the short, fuzzy hairs along my cheek. “Should we start here? Maybe not. You are passable to look at, it would be a shame to ruin that right at the beginning of things. No, I think we’ll let that be for now.”

      The poker continued to move down until it was just at the center of my collarbone. I could feel sweat beading up along my entire body, joining in the dampness left over from the hose. “I hear that you aren’t the biggest fan of fire, Davie.”

      “Gee, I can’t imagine why I have an aversion.”

      There was that smile again, sweet and charming. “Just know that the sooner you give me what I want, the sooner this demonstration ends, and we can move on to being good friends. Understand?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but then the poker pressed down and my entire world erupted into chaos.

      There was pain, of course, and the snapping and sizzling of something too-hot touching human flesh. It was disgustingly familiar to me, and I felt myself thrown back to that night.

      But there was something else there, something rushing just under my skin. It was energy, sharp and cracking and trying to flee from me like it could put out the heat with sheer force.

      I screamed, my body trying to come off the floor, but I was held fast. It was only after several moments that I was aware of words coming from my lips.

      “Old families. In shadow and light. They unfurl—”

      I bit my tongue, my eyes going even wider as I recognized what was undoubtedly my vision-voice slipping right out of me. I hadn’t even seen anything, and yet my mouth was trying to spill everything all on its own.

      “Come now, don’t hold back. I’d prefer we move onto much nicer things. They unfurl and?”

      He pressed harder, and the heat went deeper into my mind. The world started to shake apart, pain erupting through it and turning everything a blinding white. I could feel the energy churning inside of me, bubbling up and trying to make its way out.

      It was like my shield, but different. It was a sort of…failsafe. Wanting to protect me. It would say whatever it needed to say, give up whatever it needed to give up, if only to stop the burning, cutting pain.

      But I wouldn’t let it. I bit my tongue until I felt the unmistakable taste of copper in my mouth. I pressed my lips together. I cried, tears falling hot and wet down my cheeks, but I wouldn’t let a single word through.

      Eventually, things started to fall off and I went to a soft, quiet place. Detached from everything else. There was still the pain, still the prince asking me the same question over and over again, but it was far away. Removed. It was only when I was fully safe within that comfort that my jaw loosened enough to speak again.

      “You build your throne on spikes and teeth, but it will be a feather that brings you down.”

      Finally, the burning, torturous poker was pulled away and dropped to the side. “Of course you would give me a warning when I ask for a boon. No matter, I think you understand the gravity of the situation. I hope now that we understand each other, you might be more amenable to these talks in the future.”

      His foot left me and the guard holding me stood, but I could only lay there, panting and miserable. “Survey says probably not.”

      He chuckled, and it was a dark, insidious sound. “Baelfyre did warn me about your sheer stubbornness. I do so look forward to seeing that leave you. Take her to her new quarters.”

      He nodded to the guards and they picked me up, one of them swinging me over his shoulder. I was carried back down the hall, but I was too busy drifting in and out of consciousness. It felt like pain was radiating through my entire brain, leaving room for little else.

      But I did notice that we didn’t take the elevator. Instead, we went down a couple of flights of stairs until we finally reached the door.

      I couldn’t lift my head to see where we were. I just hung there as they opened it and stepped in.

      I was surprised not to be greeted by total darkness, however, and I was set down on a thin cot before the guards turned to leave. Before they shut the door, I heard a familiar voice order them to hold.

      If I’d had the energy in me, I would have groaned. But I didn’t have it in me, so I just laid there, groggy and drifting, until Baelfyre’s face appeared above me.

      “Huh, you’re not looking so good, sweetheart.”

      I blinked at him, unable to call up anything pithy to say. And considering how hard I had bitten my tongue, any words I might have conjured up would have been garbled anyway.

      It didn’t seem possible, but my stomach dropped further when he sat down on the edge of the cot next to me, setting a heavy bag on my thighs. “Don’t worry. I can patch you up a little.”

      I expected him to hurt me, maybe dig his fingers into the searing point of agony at my collarbone. Instead, he was pulling me up into a slight sitting position, his arm behind my back to hold me steady as he pressed a couple of pills to my mouth.

      I pressed my lips together for a second time and tried to move my head away. I wasn’t about to take whatever he wanted to give me.

      “Come on now, you’re already a prisoner and you’ve met with the prince. What would I benefit from drugging you? It’s just some pain medicine.”

      He had a point, and as much as I hated being addled, I needed some sort of escape from the pain. I felt like I was drowning in it, the edges of my brain turned to mush under the constant assault.

      I opened my mouth and he placed the pills on my tongue before quickly following up with what felt like the opening of a water bottle. Carefully, he let just enough of the liquid into my mouth to swallow the medicine before letting me have a little more.

      “There you go. See? It doesn’t have to be all bad here.”

      He let me down gently, my body limp and barely held together. I was vaguely aware of him reaching into his bag and pulling out some gel and a long swab. “This will probably sting a little, but it’s a very old burn salve. It’ll help with the pain and for it not to scar. You have enough of those already, don’t you?”

      I didn’t answer, just watched him as he worked quietly, his touches featherlight and careful. I wasn’t stupid, I knew that something was up, but his kindness was different from the prince’s. It seemed less honeyed, less like he was angling for something, and yet I knew that he had to be.

      When he was finished, he let out a sharp tsk. “Alright, that will have to do for now. I’ll see about rolling in and bandaging it in the morning, after it’s had a chance to breathe. But for now, roll over for me, will you? I want to get your hands free.”

      As if I had the ability to do that. I tilted my head, but that was about all I could muster.

      “Huh, he really gave you the full welcome, didn’t he? Alright, I’m going to rock you. Stay real still for me, alright? I don’t want to nick you.”

      True to his words, he gently rolled me onto my side, and I heard the tell-tale sound of a blade against rope. A few moments later, my hands were indeed free, and Baelfyre was gently pulling them away from each other.

      God, that hurt. It was an aching, searing sort of pain, which made me whimper slightly. That was embarrassing, but I couldn’t really bring myself to care.

      He rolled me onto my back, moving my arms to rest over my middle. Carefully, he rubbed the circulation back into them, making another disapproving sound at the welts around my wrists.

      “Let me put a little something on that and I’ll let you rest. Just a little longer, okay?”

      I didn’t know why he was asking. It wasn’t like I could say no. I was as powerless as I had ever been and right in the center of their territory. I couldn’t even call up a shield if my life depended on it.

      More came out of the bag, and he ended up swabbing my wrists with something else, then bandaging them firmly. He was right, whatever that salve was, it did take the edge off the stinging, burning pain. It was enough to let me settle ever-so-slightly, but I was still anxious for the pain meds to kick in.

      It was time for him to go, according to his own words, but one of his hands slid back under my head, pulling me up to press the water bottle against my sore mouth again.

      He fed it to me slowly until all the water was gone, and then that went in the bag too. He set me down, but he still sat there, looking over me.

      “It doesn’t have to be like this, you know,” he said, picking strands of damp hair off my sweat-covered brow. “You don’t have to make everything a fight. No one would blame you for giving into the prince when you’re in a situation like this.”

      I looked at him once more, swallowing several times. It took some effort, but eventually, the words started to rasp past my lips. “I think that boat has already sailed.”

      “Has it?” He stopped plucking the hairs off my face and instead, his fingers trailed over my features. It was a parody of tender as it traced around my eye, over my nose, then finally my lips. “I could be a friend to you. Put in a good word with the prince. Convince him that maybe a gentler touch would be better for you. Not everything has to be a fight.”

      My brows furrowed, and he traced that too. The look on his face was so affectionate, so tender, that I was reminded of how charming he had been when I first met him.

      But I wasn’t a fool. I knew that Baelfyre held no more affection for me than he had for a splinter. No, he was angling for something. He always was. There was one language he spoke, and it was power. Gain.

      “Bronn wouldn’t want you to be hurt like this, you know. If he was here, he would beg you to take care of yourself.”

      “That would be convenient for you, wouldn’t it?”

      “I know the circumstances aren’t the best, but is it so hard to believe that I’ve always had a soft spot for you? Would it be so bad to have someone like me as your ally? To protect you where my cousin couldn’t?”

      And there it was, clicking into my head like a puzzle piece. Baelfyre didn’t want to force my hand. He wanted me to willingly choose him, to take what he considered a toy away from Bronn only to rub it in his face later.

      How stupid. I knew that the anti-humanist dragons could be petty, but the rest of us were playing at stakes for the world while Baelfyre was trying to make some sort of romance novel.

      Boring.

      It took considerable strength to raise my hand enough to smack his away, affixing him with a look that I hoped told him exactly what I thought about his attempt.

      “Next are you gonna ask me to ditch him to go to homecoming with you?”

      Suddenly, his grip was on my neck and his face was over mine, teeth bared in a snarl. “You think you’re so clever, but soon, you’ll wish that you had been smart enough to accept my graciousness.”

      “Oh, is that what this is?” I managed to rasp.

      But he just removed his hand and laughed, standing up and taking his bag with him. “You’re always so fun, little seer. I hope you don’t lose that.”

      I didn’t have an answer to that, which was well enough because he quickly strode out. Someone slammed the door behind him, so I assumed that the guards had been waiting out in the hall the entire time. So much for privacy.

      I knew that I should get up—that I needed to survey my surroundings, to find any weaknesses as soon as possible to prepare myself for the next day—but when it came down to it, I just didn’t have it in me to move.

      So instead, I just laid there until the pain meds kicked in and I drifted away into a solid respite.
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      I slept deeply despite how battered I was, not even dreams piercing the veil I had sunk into. But eventually, I was aware of a hand shaking me. Lightly at first, but with growing urgency as I refused to come back to the surface.

      Eventually, I couldn’t fight it anymore, so I slowly opened my eyes. That was more of a fight than it should have been, given how my lids were crusted together like cement had been poured over me.

      The shaking continued, however, until my mouth opened in a groan. But even though the motion stopped, the hand stayed on my shoulder until my eyes finally opened.

      There was a face above me, but it wasn’t the arrogant visage of any of the dragons. Instead, it was one that was drawn, pinched, and deathly pale, black eyes staring at me curiously.

      “Sokhanya?” I rasped, jerking much more awake very clearly.

      She nodded, her gaze resting solidly on my mouth. Now that she knew I was awake, her hand left me, and she sat back on her haunches.

      “How are you even here?” I asked, trying to sit up only to have my whole body protest. There was an especially sharp stab of pain right at my collarbone and suddenly, everything came back to me.

      Huh.

      I had known that being captured by the anti-humanists was going to be bad news, but if that was what I had to deal with on the first day, I couldn’t imagine what it would be like once they really began to sink their teeth in.

      But Sokhanya just shook her head at me, pointing to her ear as if I had forgotten that she couldn’t hear me. I had just assumed that she would be able to read my lips considering she had known I’d said her name, but it made sense that she would be able to identify that mouth-shape and maybe only that mouth-shape, considering it was her name.

      “Right, sorry,” I said out of habit before rolling my eyes at myself. She certainly couldn’t hear my apology.

      The girl’s hands flapped, and she gestured to the salve-sticky patch on my front. Glancing down, I saw the raw, almost triangle-shaped burn right at the center of my collarbone, angry in what little light made it under the door.

      “Yeah, you could say that I wasn’t exactly cooperative last night,” I answered. But the girl just looked at me, her eyes narrowed. “Right. You can’t understand me. I’ll get that through my head. Eventually. But you’ve got to know at least a little bit of written words, right? I’ve seen you write notes.”

      She continued to stare, huffing like I was being irritating, and I couldn’t entirely blame her. I was prattling on like an idiot.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, reaching into my ridiculously filthy shirt. “I came prepared.”

      She watched my actions intensely as I reached into one of the three sports bras I had worn to bed. There I was able to pull the small pad of sticky notes out and a pen that folded in half.

      She blinked at me in utter shock before grabbing them from me and quickly scribbling something down. After a couple of moments, she held it up for me to view.

      YOU KNEW TAKEN?

      I nodded, taking the notebook and writing back to her.

      I told you that I was coming to free you. Had to get on the inside in order to do that.

      She took several beats to read what I had written then snatched it back.

      HURT.

      I nodded, pulling off the used-up piece of paper and turning it over.

      Yeah. A calculated risk. But it worked, didn’t it?

      The girl just stared at the note for far longer than it should have taken for her to read it, and I wondered if I had said something wrong.

      KILL ME?

      I looked from the new note she had written, to her face, to the note again, trying to figure out which field that had come out of. But she didn’t look scared, or even angry. Just somewhere between resigned and curious, as if she had already seen the storm and had prepared for her fate.

      I snatched the sticky notes back.

      KILL YOU? Why would I KILL you? I’m here to rescue you!

      She looked at the paper then me, just staring and staring at the words for so long that I thought her brain was shorting out. But after what had to be several long, long minutes, she took the notes back and wrote very carefully.

      YOU ARE LEADER SEER. I HELP ENEMY. KILL ME. ESCAPE. DEFEAT THE DARK.

      Her message took up the entire note, so I hastily ripped it off and wrote a new one.

      I’m not killing you, Sokhanya. No one is killing you.

      BUT I HELP ENEMY.

      Not of your own choice!

      DO NOT UNDERSTAND. ENEMY!

      I felt my frustration mounting, but it was coupled with the pain I felt in my chest for her. Sokhanya hadn’t interacted with anyone who didn’t want something from her since she was a child. She’d been kept in the kind of activity that I had only gotten a taste of for practically her entire life.

      Of course she didn’t understand someone risking their life for her. Of course she assumed that I was just there to clean up loose ends and then get out of Dodge.

      I knew that words weren’t the best way to communicate what I was trying to say. It was clear she was literate, but still struggled based on how long it took her to read my notes and how she responded.

      So, I did the only thing I could think of to make sure she understood me. Gently, I placed my hands on her shoulders and leaned forward until our foreheads touched.

      I felt her stiffen at first, her body going ramrod straight at my foreign touch. I couldn’t help but wonder if anyone had ever made contact with her in the interest of kindness since she had been brought into their custody.

      Probably not.

      But I closed my eyes against all those negative thoughts and feelings and instead reached down into the warm, happy places in my memory.

      They bubbled up, soft and effervescent, and I willed them into her. It took considerable concentration, just as it had when we had communicated in my vision, but I felt them flow into her in sleepy, gentle waves.

      I didn’t choose them personally, just let my subconscious pick whatever seemed right. They rolled calmly, one right after the other in a parade of stolen contentment and sweet recollections.

      Mickey and I holding hands as we watched a particularly scary movie. Krisjian trying to cook something for us and ending up with something that looked like slop but didn’t taste half-bad. Mal, Bronn, Mallory, and I playing a board game together. Mickey braiding my hair. Me rubbing lotion into her scarred skin when it was especially dry and cracked. Bronn and I holding each other in the moonlight.

      More slipped out, moving me in a way that I hadn’t expected to be moved, but I let them go until the ache in my head threatened to turn itself into a full migraine. Leaning back, I broke the connection and looked at the tiny seer once more.

      I wasn’t surprised to see tears streaming from her eyes and an expression of utter bewilderment on her features. Slowly, I grabbed the sticky pads and wrote something.

      That’s family. And you’re part of my family.

      I showed her the note and she stared at it again, long and hard, before her eyes flicked back to me as if she couldn’t believe that I was real. I didn’t know quite what to do, but I realized that the girl had been told where, what, and how to live her life for over two decades, so I quickly drew the notes back into my lap and scribbled some more.

      That is, if you want to. If you don’t, that’s okay. I can get you out of here and get you someplace safe where you can be alone and do whatever you want to do. We just gotta get you out of here first, okay?

      She looked at my note, angrily rubbing away at her tears, then took it from me.

      HOW?

      It’s complicated, but

      Footsteps sounded outside of our door and the next thing I knew, the seer was moving with almost whiplash speed. She took our notes and shoved them into her mouth, hastily chewing, while grabbing the pen and the rest of the pad to shove them into my bra. She pushed away from me, skittering to her cot that I could only barely see on the other side of our windowless room. I barely had time to readjust the small objects in my underthings before the door was swinging open.

      I was never so grateful for my often-inconvenient figure than I was when the guards strode in, completely unaware of everything I had hidden on me. I had known when we’d set the plan up that they would search me, so there were only a couple of places I could hide things. It had been a gamble, sure, but it had paid off so far.

      “Come with us,” one of them said, none of them looking familiar from the night before. Then again, I had been so out of it, maybe they were exactly the same and it didn’t register with me.

      Sokhanya rose from her cot, walking past me with her head down. With the light pouring in from the door, I was finally able to see her in full, and it certainly wasn’t a pretty sight.

      Her black, thick hair was wild around her head. I could see matted chunks hanging like dreads in some places and tangled bundles in others. Little white flakes from either an irritated scalp or dandruff were visible, while her hairline was an angry red.

      She was dressed in nothing but an oversized sweater that was so worn and gray, it might as well have been a dishrag, and I could see a rash going up the inside of one of her legs. An infection? Allergic reaction? None of the guards seemed to care, so I assumed it was familiar.

      Were there fleas in our room? Mites? Ticks? It didn’t make sense that they didn’t want to look after the health of the one thing that was keeping them ahead of the game, but maybe making an oracle sick and weak made her more compliant and her visions come more easily.

      I felt rage lick up my spine, incandescent and burning. I really was going to make these people pay for what they had done to me and my kind. What they had done to everyone that they considered beneath us.

      I just had to…bide my time and trust that everything else was going according to plan.

      We traveled down one hall and then another. I got the sense that we were not going to the same study I had been in before, but somewhere different. I didn’t know how I knew that considering I had been so out of it after my first meeting with the prince, but my intuition was proven true when we walked into what I could only describe as an entertainment room.

      The prince was seated in a thick, opulent chair, Baelfyre right beside him. They were both watching a giant television that took up the far wall, a table between them that was loaded with all sorts of sweets. It was so human, so un-dragon-like, that I had to blink several times to make sure that what I was seeing was real.

      But it really was. The two young men were laughing as something humorous happened on the screen, Baelfyre idly tossing popcorn into his mouth while the prince worked on a pretzel. They really did just look like a couple of wealthy college students having fun, and for some reason, it jarred me to my core.

      Maybe because, in my head, they were more caricatures of evil than anything else. They didn’t have wants or dreams beyond more power and more harm to others. In reality, I supposed they had likes. Dislikes. Favorite colors. Favorite foods. But at the same time, it seemed so impossible that my mind dismissed it. Monsters didn’t like pink or blue or enjoy the taste of cotton candy. They were just monsters.

      “You got here quickly,” the prince said, lifting a remote and pausing the movie. “I thought you would have put up more of a fight. Have you learned your lesson sooner than I thought, Seer?”

      I didn’t answer, my gaze sliding to Baelfyre and the interested look he shot me. When my silence stretched out for too long, the prince huffed.

      “And here I thought we would have a nice change from having such a faulty oracle. Is more encouragement in order?”

      I didn’t answer again, and he sighed, wiping his hands on a cloth napkin before standing. But before he could take a single step toward me, a horn sounded, halting him right where he stood.

      “What in the ancestor’s name is that?” he asked sharply, his head snapping toward the door.

      “Bronn,” I breathed, relief surging through me.

      Suddenly, the prince strode forward, catching the front of my camisole in his grasp and yanking me onto my toes. Panic surged through me, worried that he would be able to see the goodies I had shoved into my bra.

      “You think that little upstart has a chance against me? You’ve just brought him to his doom!”

      I just glared at him, trying to show him that I wasn’t scared of him in the slightest, even if I was a little bit. “Did you think that he wouldn’t come for me? That he wouldn’t figure out where I had gone off to in the middle of the night?”

      The prince let me go, shoving me backward to collide with Sokhanya. We both stumbled, but he just wiped his hands on the napkin again, as if I had dirtied him. “This might work for the better. Perhaps seeing your beloved princeling being torn apart right in front of you will make you more compliant.”

      “Sure, feel free to dream big.”

      He gave me a smarmy look before glancing to Baelfyre. “Watch them. I’m about to have what I’m sure will be a rousing debate with an idiot.”

      “I’m jealous of you, I promise.”

      The prince rolled his eyes and strode out the door, the guards following him. I heard the horn sound again right before the door slammed shut, closing us in the room with only Baelfyre and the paused movie.

      I stood shakily, offering a hand to Sokhanya. But she didn’t take it, staying on the ground and scooting back to press her back against the wall.

      Right, well, I supposed I couldn’t blame her for that. But that was alright. I would be strong enough for the both of us.

      Looking around, I tried to see if there were any windows or other ways I could view what was happening outside. But like the other rooms we had been in, there weren’t any openings. Just the artificial lights that had apparently been dimmed for the movie.

      My suspicions were confirmed when Baelfyre grabbed the remote and pressed a button, the lighting transitioning smoothly from dim to regular brightness.

      “I was hoping that my cousin would show up. Granted, I was also hoping to dangle you in front of him a bit, but it seems like he’ll die before that ever happens.”

      “Who says that he’ll die?” I asked quietly, trying to sound uncertain and nervous. It wasn’t that hard to pretend.

      “He’s in enemy territory and about to face off against the strongest dragon of our entire people. He’s only ever been safe because he’s never left the protections of his land since this whole war started.”

      “He… He could live.”

      “Unlikely, sweetheart. For some reason, you do so seem to inspire loyalty in people. I don’t see him leaving without you, except in a body-bag.” He chuckled to himself. “Not that enough of him will be left to fill a body-bag.”

      “I…” I forced myself to let out a whimper. “I don’t believe you.”

      He shrugged. “You don’t need to believe me for it to happen, Seer. All you have to know is soon your little Bronn is going to go the way of the dodo, and you’ll be all alone with us big, bad wolves.”

      The wolf allegory wasn’t that far off. I certainly felt like prey locked in the eyes of a predator. Stared down and trembling and about to be devoured.

      “I… I…”

      He smiled crookedly at me and extended a hand. “It’s hard, isn’t it? I know you were probably holding onto the hope that he would save you, but that’s just not gonna happen. I’m still here, though. I won’t hold last night against you.”

      I looked away from him, allowing myself to flush red. “Y-you would protect me?” I murmured, keeping my voice soft. Weak. I didn’t look at him, afraid that he would see the wheels spinning in my head.

      “As best I could. I’m sure you understand that sometimes there’s no way around the prince when he’s in a certain mood, but I could…lessen the blows. All you have to do is be nice to me. Maybe make me feel as important as you do my cousin. Look at me the way you look at him.”

      I took a step toward him cautiously, looking at him through my lashes. It helped that I knew he wasn’t actually interested in me in the slightest, that he was just a petty child who wanted to steal something from his cousin just because Bronn had me and he didn’t. If he was actually attracted to me, I might have been intimidated. Scared. But as it was, I was only worried he would detect my ruse too soon.

      “I think that…maybe I could do that?”

      “Just maybe?”

      I took a step closer until the edge of my pajama pants were touching him. It was too close, making my skin crawl, but I knew it wasn’t close enough. Not yet.

      “I can try.”

      “Well, I suppose trying is a good place to start.” He settled down further in the chair, making himself comfortable just as I had hoped. He patted his leg, and I took that as my signal, turning away from him and slowly lowering myself into his lap.

      His strong, iron-like arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me flush against his chest. It was too much touch, too friendly and personal, but I did my best to relax my muscles. I didn’t want him drawing away from me. Didn’t want him paying too much attention.

      “See, this isn’t so bad, is it?”

      “It’s alright,” I answered, slowly sliding my hand up my body. I paused to scratch at my arm, trying to act normal. I rubbed the back of my neck before finally, subtly, reaching into the front of my shirt.

      “Nice and easy, see? It’s not like I’m some terrible monster. Not that different from Bronn, am I? Smarter, more handsome, sure.”

      “No,” I murmured. “Not a monster.”

      I spoke slowly, carefully. His arms finally released my middle, going instead to my back and gliding over all the muscles and knots I had there.

      “Geez, you’re tense, aren’t you? I’ll see if I can get you a better mattress in that room of yours.”

      “That’s awful nice of you,” I murmured, my fingers closing around what I was looking for.

      “Like I said, I can be nice.”

      “Yeah,” I breathed, slowly pulling it out. “I’m learning that.”

      And then the hardest part. I knew I had to move fast, faster than a dragon, for the next part of the plan. But years of helping take care of my sister and her lupus had made me pretty handy with minor medical tasks.

      When his hands reached my shoulders, I struck. I whipped out the syringe I had hidden in my hand, popping off the cap with my thumb, and jammed the needle into his thigh before shoving the plunger down.

      “Ow! What the hell!”

      I was dumped out of his lap and onto the ground. I scuttled away, eyes locked on Baelfyre as he got to his feet.

      “Ugh, I suppose I should have known, shouldn’t I?” he hissed, ripping the syringe out of his thigh. “What’d you put in this?”

      “Something to make you sleep,” I answered honestly, retreating further until my back hit a chair.

      “You really are something, you stupid little oracle.” He took another step toward me before swaying, then falling to his knees. He let out one last drunken little laugh before flopping face-first onto the ground, leaving Sokhanya and I alone.

      I turned to her, not quite sure what to say, but she just opened her mouth and all our notes fell out between us, soaked with sweat and chewed up into lumpy, bright paste. Something about the moment was so incongruous to everything else that I couldn’t help the short, manic laugh that escaped me.

      Sokhanya’s mouth went wide and a bleating, happy sort of sound escaped her. Our mutual laughs built on each other, until we were shaking with it.

      Perhaps it was just the tension that had been building up so deeply in our guts, but the release was like a drug, making me giddy and giggly and silly.

      “Come on,” I said, standing to offer her my hand. “We need to hurry.”

      Even though she couldn’t understand me, she still clasped my offered palm and let me haul her up. I realized how tiny she was, barely an inch or two taller than Mal, and so slender that I was surprised there was any room for organs inside her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            It All Comes Together

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled Sokhanya into the hall, looking this way and that before slinking along the corridor. Like they were supposed to, almost all the dragons were out where Bronn was assembled with all of his forces. His speech was supposed to last ten minutes, which would barely be long enough for what we needed to do.

      Which was to get down to the kitchens.

      It had taken quite a bit of searching to find anything that would let us know what the anti-humanist stronghold looked like. It was apparently on an estate that was about an hour away from the city and set in the mountain range that separated our state from the next.

      We’d ended up finding an old blueprint in the archives and one of the elders who had once been in the estate a century before, when the anti-humanists and Bronn’s clan had been trying to negotiate. Both the records and the elder’s memories were incomplete, but it gave us enough to know how to get out.

      And that plan meant getting Sokhanya and I to the kitchens.

      It was hard to know how much I needed to rush and how much we needed to be quiet. It wasn’t like Sokhanya could hear anyone coming. No, it was all up to me. I had to get us to safety. That was my main mission.

      We slunk down the hall and through two large rooms that looked like they were for something overly fancy before I finally found the staircase I was looking for. We rushed down it, erupting into another hallway that was more cobblestone than the modern fixtures that had been in the study and movie room.

      But I didn’t pay attention as our cold feet skittered across it. If I remembered right, we needed to go through another hall, cut through a large, very square room, then up another hall to one more staircase.

      We did just that, the square room turning out to be a sort of conservatory filled with plants and books and what looked like a nice area to drink tea in and look out over the mountains. It was the first window that I had seen since I had arrived, and if I was a dragon, I would have launched myself right out of it.

      But the goal wasn’t only escaping.

      Oh no, I had a rendezvous with a certain tiny duo that had hopefully been up to no good.

      We made it to the stairs and rushed down them too. Just when I was about to jump into the next hall, a man rounded the corner and I smacked right into him.

      I let out a ragged gasp as I bounced back onto the stairs, that burning patch of skin on my chest stabbing at me painfully. I couldn’t draw my breath for a moment, and the man I ran into looked just as surprised to see me.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded, his eyes flashing bright orange and his teeth starting to extend.

      I didn’t answer him, instead lashing out so that my foot connected with his crotch. He doubled over, and I used that breath to pull my leg back to lash out again, slamming my foot right into his face.

      He stumbled backward, swearing, so I grabbed Sokhanya and yanked her around him, running once more. Down a hall. Turn right. Through several guest rooms. A large bathroom. A ballroom. Down another hall. Turn left. Another hall.

      And finally, another set of stairs.

      These were longer than the others, winding around and around and so narrow, we couldn’t fit side by side. I recognized them as a servant’s path, and I had never been so happy for general labor in my entire life.

      We made it to the bottom and down a dingier hall before we finally burst into the kitchen. Sure enough, Mal and Krisjian were already there, grabbing bundles from their open backpacks on the floor and shoving them into the ovens.

      “Oh, hey there. You got here a bit early.”

      “Did we?” I asked breathlessly. “I don’t exactly have a watch.”

      “Yeah, almost a full minute.” She didn’t look up, still shoving those little bundles in as quickly as she could. “This is the last one. You want to get a head start?”

      “No, we’ll wait for you.”

      Sokhanya tugged on my hand, and I looked to her. She pointed to the two then to me and then my head. It took me a minute to get what she meant, and I nodded. She wanted to know if these were the two from my memories.

      My nod seemed to ease her worries, which had to be considerable given that she had no idea what we were doing. But to her credit, she patiently waited however much of the minute was left before Krisjian and Mal finished filling the ovens.

      “Ready for boom?” he asked, grin wide.

      “Ready for boom,” I confirmed.

      He and Mal turned on the ovens, flicking the knobs to broil, and we raced out of there.

      “Glad to see that our plan to smuggle you in worked.”

      “Yeah, you’re lucky that the two of us are small enough to fit into fancy barrels of bourbon. Which I’m pretty sure has now sunk into my hair permanently.”

      “Hey, some people would consider that a pretty attractive scent.”

      “No one that I want to talk to.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We raced out of the large room and down a rickety service hall. Then through a storage room. And then down another crumbling staircase until finally, we were in a part of the castle that wasn’t used anymore.

      The elder had said that it had taken too much damage in the last war and that the anti-humanists had just decided to build new, grand levels over it rather than fix it. That worked to our advantage, however, because part of the floor at the lowest basement level—what had once been the old armory and archives—had collapsed partially into a cave system below it, which had a pretty large lake.

      And that lake led to an underwater stream, which led to an aboveground lake where hopefully a boat was supposed to be waiting for me.

      I couldn’t believe it was all coming together. I had been so sure that our plan would face a million and one hiccups, and that I’d have to improvise until I was blue in the face. But so far, everything from the faux kidnapping to being introduced to Sokhanya had gone off without a hitch.

      Hopefully, that luck would hold steady. We were so close. Maybe that was the difference between taking calculated risks and being reckless.

      We pelted down the last step of the rickety stairs, and then we were out into what had to be the abandoned basement. I didn’t know much about construction, but I was pretty sure that something with a giant hole in its foundation couldn’t be that stable. Which was hopefully where our little present in the oven would come in handy.

      It was too dark for me to continue, so I stood still a moment. I could already feel the cobwebs and mildew across my skin. Considering everything I had been through, I was certainly looking forward to getting back home and getting myself a nice, hot shower.

      But we had to get there first.

      “Hey, Mal, you bring a light?”

      “Did I bring a light?” she snorted, pulling a glowstick from her backpack. Krisjian revealed one too, cracking it and tossing me one.

      Sokhanya let out a startled sound, a sort of gasping, warbling little chirp, her eyes going wide at the illumination. I held it out to her, and she took it almost reverently, staring at it like it was the most magical thing she had ever seen.

      It made me wonder how much she had been exposed to and how many things that I assumed were everyday matters would be completely new and amazing to her. When we were in safety, I was going to need to have a long, long conversation via notepad on everything she needed to catch up on.

      “Let’s go,” Krisjian said, hurrying forward and hopping from one decrepit beam to another. “Watch the floor. We must be quick but careful.”

      “Yeah, I figured that part out,” I answered, scanning the floor for where it was safe to put my foot next.

      Together, the four of us picked our way across the expanse. There were walls that had partially collapsed and all sorts of signs of war and dragon fights. Scorch-marks covered the stone walls, and a general air of decay and disrepair had sunken into everything.

      If I wasn’t in such a hurry to escape, it might have been creepy, like we had stumbled onto a horror movie set. But as it was, I barely paid attention to any of it, my eyes on my feet as we moved.

      I was so focused that I was sure nothing would be able to draw my eyes away from the next place my foot was going to fall, but just as we were maybe a quarter of the way to where we needed to be, a glimmer caught my gaze.

      I stopped dead in my tracks, craning my head to find the sparkle. I halted so abruptly that Sokhanya crashed into my back, nearly toppling over if I hadn’t caught her, making an indignant, breathy sound.

      “Sorry,” I said, even though she couldn’t see my face. I knew that I should keep going, but I couldn’t turn back to the path.

      No, that same feeling of compulsion was coming over me, like I was being drawn to something. Against my better judgement, I took another step forward, my eyes scanning for whatever it was that I could practically feel singing for me. All I saw was dirt and cobwebs.

      I knew that I needed to go—that time was of the essence—and yet I took another step.

      “Davie?” I heard someone call. Mal? Krisjian? I didn’t know. But the rumble at the base of my skull was growing, pulling me toward something very old and very…forgotten.

      I took another step and then suddenly, a hand caught my arm, jolting me out of the focus that I hadn’t realized I’d been sucked into. Looking at the hand, I followed it to see it was Sokhanya’s.

      But she wasn’t looking at me. No, her head was turned in the same direction mine had been, her black eyes so large that there was hardly any of the white left. Her other hand stretched out, curling until a single finger pointing where I had been drawn to.

      “You feel it too?” I asked, my heart fluttering in my chest.

      She didn’t answer, because of course, but she did point again with more emphasis. If that wasn’t a sign, I didn’t know what was.

      “Wait here,” I said, trying to gesture enough to get the point across. I wasn’t sure if she got it, but she did let my arm go so I could shuffle forward.

      I went carefully but as quickly as I could, jumping to spots in the floor that seemed solid, always trying to keep my hand on something that could catch me if it all suddenly gave way.

      “Davie! What are you doing? We’ve got maybe another minute before—”

      “Just give me a second,” I said sharply, my eyes zeroing in on what was in front of me.

      Finally, I reached the wall, the pulsing point at the back of my head. The place that I could still feel Sokhanya staring at. But now that I was right in front of it, glowstick in hand, it just looked like…

      A pile a crap, if I was honest.

      But two seers wouldn’t be drawn to nothing, which meant there had to be something there.

      Crashing to my knees, I started to dig through the rot, mold, and filth. Some of it was wood debris that came away in large chunks, some of it was so squishy and soft that my stomach roiled. But I pushed that all to the side, completely ignoring it, until my fingers finally felt something solid.

      That thrumming in my head reached its loudest point and I gripped the something, hauling it up into the light of my glowstick. It was a book, its leather cover stained from who-knew-how-long of filth and the edges of its pages dark and stormy yellow. I heard Sokhanya let out a strange, breathy sound behind me, which I guessed was her version of a shout of triumph, and I turned back to the rest of our little crew.

      “I got it!” I said, holding it above my head.

      Just in time for a massive explosion to sound above us, shaking the entire castle down to exactly where we were.

      “Uh-oh.”
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      The effects of the blast were immediate. Almost all of us were thrown off our feet, scrambling for purchase as dirt and dust rained down from the ceiling. I hit the ground hard, my shoulder smacking into a toppled pillar, and I tried to roll off it with a groan.

      Small fingers wrapped in my hair and yanked me to a stop, however. I let out a surprised shout but eased my protest when I realized I had just been about to roll myself right into a hole in the floor where jagged struts were waiting at the bottom.

      Pushing myself away, I twisted to see it was Sokhanya’s hand tangled in my hair. Now that it was clear that I was safe, she quickly jerked it away.

      “Thanks,” I said, pushing myself to my shaky legs.

      She nodded once, getting to her feet too. Once we were both stable, I looked to where Mal and Krisjian had been to see the smaller woman trying to lift what looked like an old armor rack off the youngest seer.

      “I told you we had to get out of here!” Mal shouted over another thunderous rumble. The ceiling collapsed a few feet behind us, as if to punctuate her frustration. “A little help here?!”

      “Uh, yeah! Coming!”

      I rushed to her—well, as much as one could rush when half the floor wasn’t trustworthy—but I didn’t even make it halfway there when there was a crashing sound above us and suddenly, something burst through the ceiling and crashed into the ground in front of me.

      I gasped and jumped back, losing my footing again and landing right on my rear. Shock and terror gripped me as the shape in front of me quickly began to shrink, filling the entire space with heated mist.

      “Insufferable!” was the first garbled word I heard out of an inhuman mouth. I barely drew my legs out of the way just in time for an overly large paw tipped in dark claws to slam into the ground where I had just been.

      I tried my best to call a shield up, to protect Sokhanya and I from the form creeping toward us that was more dragon than man.

      The way I figured it, we had one advantage, and that was that a full dragon couldn’t fit in the basement, and even if it could, the floor couldn’t support it. So if one of them wanted to come down and fight us, they would have to do it in their human form.

      But then the mist cleared and I saw Baelfyre there, wings unfurled from his back, jaw extended with jagged teeth, and long claws on his blackened hands.

      Okay…so, mostly human form.

      He let out another unintelligible sound that I guessed probably had something to do with my character as a woman, but I didn’t pay much mind. That familiar surge of adrenaline was going through me, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up and my heart go double-time in my chest.

      His hand came down to strike me, and I was acutely aware of everything at once—Mal still struggling to hold up the armor rack enough for Krisjian to crawl out from under it, the sound of Sokhayna scrambling back, the creaking of all the weak spots around us.

      I crossed my arms in front of me and threw up what energy I could. There was a spark within me, and then that clawed hand bounced off the air between us, rattling my teeth.

      He took a step toward me again, snarling, and I knew that I couldn’t play defensively. I had to be proactive. We had minutes before the basement either collapsed entirely or we were overwhelmed with anti-humanists. That wasn’t a situation I wanted to be in, and one we wouldn’t even be in if it weren’t for the book in my hand.

      I didn’t know what it was, but I knew that it was important. It had to be. But I supposed the question was: was it important enough to be worth the trouble I had just gotten us into?

      I hoped so.

      Clamping down on that energy within me, I shoved it outward, like a wall. As I hoped, it collided with Baelfyre, driving him back toward a part of the floor that I could already see buckling.

      To his credit, he dug his feet in, resisting me, making me work for it. I furrowed my brow and pushed harder, pulling everything I could out of myself even though I was exhausted and strung out on everything that had happened over the past day and a half.

      I should have known better than to put all my eggs in one basket.

      I heard something crashing behind me, of ancient wood and stone giving way, but I didn’t have time to react. Didn’t have time to process what was going on. Because the next thing I knew, something thumped behind me, and a hand gripped my shoulder.

      Nails bit into my skin, and I was bodily picked up. I didn’t even have time to scream before this person threw me, slamming me into one of the decrepit walls.

      I hit hard, my head spinning, and fell to the ground with a thump. My stomach roiled at the pain, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I had drifted from calculated risk to really far over my head. I hadn’t counted on being so battered in my little rescue mission, and now I felt like one more good hit would have me tumbling to pieces.

      I righted myself, trying to call up another shield, but it was none other than the prince who was on me, dressed in half-armor that was reminiscent of what I had seen in the other dimension. He gripped my neck, pulling me up until my toes were just barely touching the ground.

      The raw patch on my collarbone smarted—understatement of the year—and my lungs instantly began to burn. I tried to reach for his face, maybe to poke his eyes, or snag a nostril, or scratch that stupidly perfect visage of his, but I couldn’t quite reach.

      “Clever, clever little girl,” he snarled, lips drawn back from his teeth, incisors sharp and long. “You almost played us for fools.” His grip tightened, and I swore I heard my neck creak. The edges of my vision were growing dark, and I felt the shield that I had been holding Baelfyre at bay with pop into nothingness.

      I hoped the others were running. I had promised Bronn that I would never purposefully sacrifice myself again, but surely, they would tell him that I had really tried. That I had been literally up against a wall with no other choice.

      With the last bit of energy I had, I stared the prince down. I wasn’t going to let him have my fear on top of it.

      “You’re going to be more useful to us than you know,” he growled, his other hand coming up to join his first. I punched at it, tried to grab his wrists, but I had no effect. “Once you’re obedient.”

      I wanted to snarl at him that that would never happen, but I didn’t. If only because I couldn’t draw in any air or make any sounds other than a pained sputtering. The world started to slip away from me, and I realized that it wasn’t death I was facing, but imprisonment. They wouldn’t do the courtesy of killing me. No, they couldn’t do me that justice.

      But then the hand suddenly fell away and I dropped to the ground, coughing. Everything was tinged red, but when I looked up, I saw the prince was stumbling back. Sokhayna was on his back with one arm around his throat.

      “Vicious little thing, aren’t you?” he laughed, reaching back for her. Sokhanya didn’t hear that, of course, but I got the feeling she didn’t have to. She let out a truly animalistic, breathy exhalation then raised her other hand high above her head.

      I barely saw the flash of something rusted and sharp before she stabbed it into the dragon’s neck, driving it as deep as she could before pulling it out and plunging it in again.

      It was a truly stunning display of violence, even for me. There was blood and screaming, and I was sure some of it was from me, but all I could do was scramble to my feet as she continued her attack.

      “My liege!” Baelfyre cried, rushing forward. He grabbed Sokhanya by the scruff of her neck, yanking her off the prince. I finally got a good hand on what she was holding as it clattered to the floor.

      A long, intricate letter opener, jewels in the handle and a filigree peacock feather welded to the end of it.

      You build your throne on spikes and teeth, but it will be a feather that brings you down.

      I tried to shove myself off the wall, to help the tiny seer, but my head was still spinning, and I felt like death. Too much was happening all at once, and I felt like I couldn’t keep up.

      The prince swayed for a moment, his hand on his throat, looking just as unsteady as I probably did. He took a lumbering step forward, reaching for me, before collapsing right onto his face, red leaking out all around him.

      “Y-you killed him!” Baelfyre screamed, sounding truly unhinged as he throttled Sokhanya. “Our prince! You—”

      He didn’t finish, but that was probably because the tiny seer managed to twist enough to get a hand on the dragon. I felt the snap and buckle of our magic rush out of her as she exhaled a pointed, hissing breath, and the dragon was blown back in a wave of blue.

      I had to shield my eyes from it for a moment, it was so blindingly bright, but I looked back just as Baelfyre hit the ground.

      He didn’t get up, didn’t even move, but that was probably because he was entirely encased in crystal, much like how Mickey had protected herself and Bronn’s men all that time ago.

      Sokhanya’s knees buckled, and I barely managed to stumble to her to catch her. She was breathing hard, looking around wildly, blood spattered across her hands and face. The look she gave me was heartbreaking, but I couldn’t let her sit and recover. I couldn’t let her digest what she had just done.

      “Come on,” I said, pulling her to her feet.

      “Did that really just happen?” Mal said as Krisjian finished pulling himself out from under the armor rack. “Did she just kill the prince in less than a minute?”

      “Looks like it,” I said before another rumbling crack reminded me of how our time limit had already run out. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Hold on,” Mal said, quickly making her way toward us. “We should bring him.”

      “Who?” My brain still felt like scrambled eggs, and it was taking quite a lot for me to focus on her words.

      “You know who. Baelfyre. We’d be stupid to think this is over, so let’s haul him with us in case he’s got secrets. Worse comes to worse, at least he faces justice for what he’s done.”

      “He’s going to be heavy,” I said. I didn’t know why, but taking him with us seemed dangerous. Foolhardy. But at the same time, what she had said made sense.

      “Not if we carry him together. Come on, it’d be a shame to put all your efforts to waste.”

      I hesitated a moment, but then the whole basement shook hard and we all struggled to stay on our feet.

      “Let’s just grab him and go!” Krisjian said, his voice panicked.

      That was enough for me, and the three of us grabbed him, Sokhanya followed like a ghost. I only paused long enough to shove the book we had found into Mal’s pack, but it was enough time for me to look over the slight woman’s face. At least she had enough of herself present to summon up the spit to send a fairly impressive loogie at Baelfyre’s crystalline face, but that was about all she did before she was once against staring hollowly after us.

      By the time we made it to the part of the basement that had collapsed over the underwater lake, everything was crumbling around us. I was half-tempted to just give up on taking Baelfyre prisoner, but we were so close that I summoned the last of my strength and just threw him down into the hole.

      “I hope that crystal floats,” Mal remarked idly before taking a deep breath and diving in herself.

      Krisjian went right after her, and I looked to Sokhanya, but she was just standing there, eyes wide in terror as her gaze flicked between me and the hole.

      Oh.

      Right.

      Of course, she couldn’t swim. She had spent almost her entire life locked in a dark cell and had almost no muscle or fat on her. She was skeletal and in shock. Not a good time to learn.

      But we didn’t have time to convince her either.

      Quickly, I crossed to her, crouching down and pointing to my back. For several terrifying beats, nothing happened except for rubble raining down around us, but eventually, I felt her clamber on.

      I was so tired, down to the very core of myself. My chest hurt. My head hurt. My throat hurt. But I took a deep breath and stood, the starved woman clinging to my back. I tried not to remember that she had just murdered a man that way. Even if it was a man who most definitely deserved it.

      “Here goes nothing,” I said before getting a running start and diving in.
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      Back when we were kids, Mickey and I had been able to get away from the city once and hitch a ride to a state park an hour away. It was a green place, full of trees and beautiful gorges, but the real claim to fame was the waterfall that people could climb to the top of only to launch themselves into the natural pool at the bottom.

      I remembered being terrified of it, sure that it was going to kill me, but Mickey had convinced me to just try, and eventually, I had found myself standing at the launching point.

      There were no words for that plummet down, rocketing through the air like a boulder, the water coming up fast from below. I could recall being terrified, being sure that I would die, but then I hit and went down, down, deep down, until that momentum stopped, and I was shooting for the surface.

      I had laughed then, giddy and full of elation. It was thrilling, and suddenly all that fear was gone. Sun-soaked and drunk on the adrenaline, I distinctly remembered scrambling out and climbing up to the top of the waterfall three more times.

      That had been so fun, and was one of the brilliant memories I liked to think of when I needed comfort.

      Too bad the jump from the basement to the underground lake was nothing like that.

      We fell for so long, going so fast in the dark that I couldn’t get my bearings. I found myself playing a dangerous game of trying to judge if I could draw in another deep breath or if I would smack water with my mouth open. My fingers cramped as they held onto my glowstick, but it wasn’t bright enough to illuminate all the way down.

      But then I heard it, the sound of water splashing against rocky shores, and I took the deepest breath I could.

      And then we hit.

      It felt like slamming into concrete. I heard both of my ankles pop and a gasp of pain let all the air escape my lungs as we plunged under too hard and too fast. To her credit, Sokhanya held on incredibly tightly, her skinny limbs like a vice around my shoulders—not that I could even lift my arms with how quickly we were descending.

      It was all too much, overwhelming. I had been jarred and beaten and thrown every which way, and my brain was protesting the violence. It wanted rest. It wanted to stop fighting.

      It wanted air.

      Finally, we slowed enough for me to kick violently upwards, too dark to see the surface so I could only dizzily hope that it was close. But no matter how fast we moved, no matter how much I kicked, we never broke through the watery barrier.

      Funny how I had been so mad at how tiny Sokhanya was, how clearly starved and malnourished they had kept her, but now she seemed so heavy to me. Her limbs were iron, bonded to me and weighing me down. Pulling me toward the blackness.

      My lungs were screaming. My muscles were screaming. Maybe even I was screaming. I couldn’t quite tell. All I knew was that I was running out of steam fast, and I still had no idea how close to air we were or weren’t.

      Was I really going to survive being in their clutches just to end up drowning during our escape? How anticlimactic. But my kicks slowed to almost nothing, and I realized we were going back down instead of floating up.

      And the worse part was that I wasn’t just killing myself. There was an innocent party on my back. Someone who’d never known freedom or love or acceptance. Someone who had come to this country hoping for a family to love her, to cherish her like a child, only to treat her like a prisoner. She’d never known presents on Christmas. She’d never known a fresh breakfast with someone who meant something to her. She didn’t know the smell of fresh rain after a heatwave. Her favorite thing to eat. How to make a quality quesadilla. Nothing.

      And she would never learn those things, all because I was too weak.

      Did she know her death was coming? Did she realize that we were sinking? Did she know that it was all for naught? Did Mal or Krisjian even know that we were dying?

      For the second time in less than an hour, my vision began to darken, the edges swirling away into a hazy mist. I’d heard that drowning was peaceful once you gave up, drew that first lungful of water, but mostly, I just felt disappointment. I hadn’t wanted it to end this way.

      For once, I hadn’t wanted it to end at all. Not even in the back of my mind.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to think of something happy. Of something that wouldn’t make me feel like a failure. It was difficult considering the pain that seemed to wrack every cell of my body, but then Bronn’s face floated to my mind.

      Not just any face of his, of course, but the way he looked at me when we held each other in the moonlight. That careful mix of respect, hope, and uncertainty. The fear of losing something or someone he cherished compounded with how much he thought of me. It was a sweet, happy sort of image. One that I so desperately wished I could see again.

      It figured that the second time I died, I wouldn’t be as resigned to it as I had the first time. In fact, the longing that surged through me was so strong that it would have driven the breath from me if I had any left. But I didn’t, so instead, I just opened my mouth, letting the water in. To fill me up because I was so empty.

      Strange.

      It tasted like lavender.

      Lavender!?

      The realization made my eyes shoot open to blinding brightness and then suddenly, something slammed into my sternum. I hacked, feeling water pushing up out of my lungs, but then that force hit me again.

      Alright! Alright! Give me one second, will you?

      I was rolled onto my side, and the pounding moved to my back. That was all I needed, apparently, and water came pouring out of my mouth in ragged hacks.

      “What…” was all I managed to murmur as I looked around and realized that I was somewhere very familiar. “…this isn’t possible,” I wheezed, gripping the side of the impressive clawfoot tub next to me and hauling myself up into a sitting position.

      And yet there was no denying that I was sitting right smackdab in the middle of the same bathroom I had used the couple of days ago to find Sokhanya.

      I blinked hazily, wondering if I had died and just ended up in a really strange afterlife, when suddenly, the face of my own personal grim reaper appeared in front of me.

      I yelped and pushed myself backward only to slam my head into the tub. Groaning, I held my head and tried to figure out what was going on.

      The spirit twisted its head away from me, however, looking at someone crouched on the ground beside me. Oh, my gods, I know, will you SHUT UP?

      That stirred me to a bit more clarity, and I blinked several more times, realizing it was Sokhanya kneeling next to me, dripping wet and gesturing emphatically at the spirit.

      I really was in Bronn’s bathroom in his people’s city estate. That was reality and for some reason, I wasn’t dead. I knew that I had a lot of latent power within me that I wasn’t able to tap into or understand yet, but teleporting seemed pretty far out of the question. Or at least teleporting without hopping to an alternate dimension first.

      “What…” I finally managed to rasp out. “…is going on?”

      What’s going on is you’re alive now. You’re welcome.

      I stared at the spirit hazily, that skull floating just behind her transparent face that looked pretty upset. “But I thought that I was supposed to be on your death list. You know, it’s my time to die and all that.”

      Yeah, it’s your time to die, but not hers. She gestured with a thumb to Sokhanya. Not hers, and she insisted that I— By all the spirits that have come before and will come again, I’ve got it, alright?! She’s alive! Calm yourself, child!

      I watched as the spirit whipped her head back to the tiny oracle, the two of them face to face like they were in the midst of a heated argument.

      “I… Am I interrupting something here?”

      What? Can you not hear he— Oh. Right. The spirit held up a finger in Sokhanya’s face before giving me a truly weary look. Let’s just say that your friend is persuasive so when I came to collect you and save her, she wouldn’t let me right the scales without helping you.

      “And that worked?” I asked dubiously.

      Well, it did help that she gave us a life to replace yours. One that was upsetting the balance. But that doesn’t mean you’re off the hook. I’ve been exceedingly nice to you, Seer, but there’s only so much slack I can give you before things need to be made right.

      I nodded wearily. “Yeah, yeah. I get it.” I took a breath and looked around. “So did you bring me here? Or her?”

      …that’s not entirely clear, to be honest.

      “What?”

      The spirit shrugged. It’s complicated, and there was a lot of yelling going on. Yelling that you apparently couldn’t hear. Consider yourself lucky on that part.

      I somehow managed to give a half-hearted chuckle, although my throat burned for it. I couldn’t wait to get out of these wet clothes and into—

      “Wait! The cave! Mal and Krisjian are probably still looking for us in the cave.”

      You think so? That Mal is the practical sort. She has to know that you’d have drowned by now.

      “But do you really think they’d leave my body?”

      I certainly hope so considering that the castle started collapsing during me and Miss Talkative’s argument. They had no choice but to leave.

      “So they think I’m dead then?”

      I mean, yeah, that would be the logical assumption.

      I closed my eyes against the thought. They were going to think that they lost me again, but I was just fine. Sore, bruised, and damaged, but definitely not drowned.

      “I need a phone,” I gasped, swaying to my feet.

      I’m sorry, what?

      “Phone!’ I gasped. Sokhanya was at my side in a moment, helping me to get up and stagger out of the door. “I can’t let them think I’m dead!”

      You’re really going to just call someone in the middle of what’s probably a battle?

      “Yes.”

      I burst out into the hall, startling a passing maid, and rushed to one of the phones that I knew was by the stairs. I had thought that the dragons were quaint for having landlines, but at the moment, I couldn’t be more grateful.

      I grabbed the receiver with shaking hands, punching in one of the four phone numbers I had memorized. It rang once, twice, and I was so scared that it was going to go to voicemail, when I heard Mickey answer.

      “Uh, this isn’t a good time.”

      Oh no, she sounded wrecked. Like she had been screaming or crying. Quickly, without any thought about tact, I blurted out the first thing my brain cooked up. “Mickey! It’s me! I’m alive! We’re fine.”

      “Davie!”

      “Yes!” Suddenly, I was crying. I didn’t even know when it started. Just that one moment, I was so relieved to tell them I was alive, and the next, I was just realizing that I had almost died again. I really needed to get out of that habit. “Yes, Mickey, it’s me. And I’m safe and I’m here back at the manor, and Sokhanya is here too, okay? I’m safe. I’m safe!”

      “I don’t— How is this— Guys! It’s Davie! She’s fine. She’s in the mansion!”

      I heard sounds of protests. What had to be Mal asking how that was possible. I heard a horn honking and then more shouting, and it was all so wonderful that I just cried harder.

      “We were going to get excavation equipment. Did you know that? So, we could dig you out or just do something. Oh my God, Davie, you have to stop doing this to us.”

      “Noted,” I said through my tears. I wished that I was there with them. That I could hold them, and we could all hug and cry together and I could tell them the amazing and also insane story of how I was even alive. But I just had to do with their voices for the moment, and the knowledge that they weren’t about to try to dig out my nonexistent corpse from enemy territory.

      “When I see you, I’m gonna hug you so— Oh, Bronn wants to talk to you. I’m only giving this phone up because he looks like he might actually die if he doesn’t hear your voice. Here.”

      I didn’t even have enough time to brace myself before I heard a change in the breathing on the phone.

      “Bronn?” I asked uncertainly.

      “I thought I lost you.”

      Oh geez. His voice was enough to make my sobs start up anew. He sounded so scared. So wounded. I did that to him.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I really, really am. But I promise I didn’t sacrifice myself. I wasn’t reckless.”

      “I know. I know. Mal told me that you weren’t a self-sacrificing idiot even once during the whole rescue. Her words, not mine.”

      “High praise, all things considered.”

      He let out a little laugh, and it sounded wrecked. I hated to think of what would happen if I had actually passed. Would he even survive it?

      “I… When I see you again, I don’t think I’ll be able to let you go.”

      I understood the sentiment. “You’ll have to fight Mickey for it.”

      “…I can be patient. But only because she is your sister.”

      “You always were a gentleman.”

      Another strained chuckle, and then his next words held a weight I couldn’t describe. “I love you, you know.”

      Sure, it wasn’t the first time that I had heard it in my life, but boy, did it get me right down to my core. My heart twisted and throbbed at the same time, a bittersweet and wonderful swelling of emotions. “I love you too, Bronn.”

      “I… I suppose I should give you back to your sister now.”

      “Yeah, that would probably be wise.”

      There was another pause, and then Mickey was on the line.

      “This doesn’t even feel real. Is this real?”

      “About as real as anything in our lives is. You won’t believe where I ended up.”

      “Well, obviously close enough to the estate for you to get to a phone.”

      “Yeah, but I… You know what? Never mind. It’ll be better to tell you in person.”

      “Okay. Alright.” There was another awkward pause. “I don’t want to hang up. We’re about an hour away. Can you just stay on the phone with me?”

      She sounded so uncertain in her question, and I didn’t know why. At this point, I would go to the ends of the Earth and all the other realms for my friends. I had lost them once and almost lost them again. I wasn’t going to take that for granted.

      “Yeah, I can do that,” I answered, sliding into a sitting position on the ground. Sokhanya mimicked me, plopping down beside me with finality then curling into my side. I hadn’t been expecting the cuddle-like position, but I put my arms around her shoulders nonetheless so she could settle against my softness.

      It wasn’t too much later that her eyes closed. I wondered what it was like for her, to know that she suddenly had an entire new world to understand and integrate into. Maybe that was why she had argued with a literal spirit of death to keep me alive.

      Or maybe she had taken it to heart when I told her she was family. Because I certainly meant it. As far as I was concerned, Sokhanya was part of our little clan, and we were going to have a lot of learning to do together.

      Providing we survived however the dragons retaliated.
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      I heard the bottom doors slam open and my sister shrilly call for me. My eyes fluttered open, and I realized that I had fallen asleep along with Sokhanya, the receiver settled between us. I hadn’t even known I’d drifted off; our exhaustion really must have gotten the better of us.

      There was a blanket over us, pillows around us, and a water on the stand that held the phone. A bleary look revealed a couple of servants a few paces away, looking over us with concern.

      Well, that was sweet. And here I had thought they didn’t like me.

      “Up here,” I croaked into the receiver before finally picking it up. I tried to stand to wave to them over the bannister, but I was so stiff and sore that just uncurling my legs took way more effort than it ever should have.

      Either a thunderstorm spontaneously appeared inside of the estate or all of them ran up the stairs at once. Naturally, it was Bronn who made it there first, jumping up to catch one part of the bannister then swing himself up right in front of us.

      “Davie,” he breathed, rushing forward and pulling me to my feet, crushing me into a hug that was oh-so-wonderful, but also a little painful.

      “Hey! I got first dibs!” Mickey protested breathlessly, coming to the top of the stairs and booking it toward me.

      By some miracle, Bronn let me go, but my sister skidded to a stop a foot or two away from me. “Oh… Davie… Are you okay?”

      Her tone confused me, and it was only after a full beat that I realized what I probably looked like.

      Soaked, with the prince’s handprint around my neck. Probably bruises or cuts on my face, the ugly burn on my chest, the friction burns around my wrists. Still wet enough to look bedraggled but at least not enough to drip onto the undoubtedly expensive carpet.

      “I’m, uh, not the best,” I admitted in a ragged chuckle. “But good enough for a hug.”

      That was enough, and she closed the distance between us, gently embracing me like only a sister could.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, little sis,” she breathed into the side of my neck, her form shaking slightly.

      “Me too.”

      She held me for a good while, her weight comforting against me, but she did eventually let go.

      “Huh,” Mal said from behind her before Bronn enveloped me in his arms. “You look way worse in full lighting. Who would have known that glowsticks were flattering?”

      “Nothing like sickly green radiation to really bring out the best in a seer,” I responded over Bronn’s shoulder. She chuckled at that. I closed my eyes and let myself be held.

      That went on for a bit, but probably not as long as Bronn would have liked, because then the doors below opened again and some of the generals I recognized were coming in, carrying a familiar crystal.

      “Huh, you managed to get Baelfyre,” I said, pulling away from my prince slightly.

      “Yeah. Um, people were real mad that I managed to grab that and not you, by the way. I’ll be expecting apologies once all of you guys recover.”

      “…we didn’t know you needed help, Davie,” Krisjian said quietly, barely able to lift his eyes from the ground. “We would have, you know. But one moment, you were diving down, and the next, you never came back up.”

      I waved my hand at him even though I knew it would take more than that to deal with all the trauma our little adventure had caused. “It’s fine. None of us stopped to think if Sokhanya could swim or not. And we didn’t expect to get into a fight with two dragons either. The good news is I’m here now. We’re all here now. Speaking of which…” I stepped to the side and held out my hand to the diminutive oracle, who was still huddled against the wall, half-hidden under the blanket the servants had put over us. “This is Sokhanya, our fellow seer. The first awakened oracle of our generation, actually.”

      The girl looked from my hand to the crowd before cautiously taking it. I pulled her up, steadying her once she was on her feet, and made a broad gesture to the rest of them. She couldn’t hear us, but I hoped that she could tell what I meant.

      “It’s going to be a bit of a journey for all of us to be able to talk, but I thought y’all should know she saved my life.”

      “Is that how you ended up here?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Believe it or not, we came in through the bathtub.”

      “What?”

      I couldn’t tell exactly who that was, but it made me grin anyway. “Yeah. About that, the bathroom floor is pretty soaked, and the tub is still full of lavender bathwater.”

      “Lavender bathwater? Like when you…”

      “Yeah, just like that. Told you it was a trip.”

      Mickey just laughed and shook her head. “Yeah, it sounds like it. Now how about we get you out of those clothes and maybe have the doctor look at you so you two can go to bed.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a dopey grin, intertwining my fingers with Sokhanya’s. “But could somebody get a notepad and a pen? We’re gonna need them.”
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      All things considered, it actually wasn’t the worst off I had ever been coming out of one of our…situations. None of my injuries were major, it was all just a lot on top of each other.

      There was a moment where the doctor was tending to me that my mind flashed back to that night with Baelfyre. Where he had treated me so tenderly, trying to coax me with honey to betray his cousin. I’d jolted at that, but Mickey’s hand in mine and Bronn by my side had calmed me down quickly.

      But even as I slept, my mind kept returning to that cell. I kept dreaming that I was recaptured, or that the prince was alive and found me, or even that I was being dragged from my bed by too many hands.

      I woke up with a start somewhere around four in the morning, according to the clock at my bedside, panting hard and covered in sweat. It had been Baelfyre dragging me out of bed that time, swinging me over his shoulder to carry me to the bathroom where he threw me down into the tub and held me under.

      Ugh.

      It was so stupid.

      The whole getting kidnapped thing had been my idea. I had been pretty certain that we had spies in the castles. Something beyond just Sokhanya and our little ruse had been to make sure those watchful eyes got the information to the right places. And apparently, it had worked, because Krisjian had been able to use his gifts on the servants who had seen but not interfered to find out who had been planted and who was just terrified out of their minds.

      So yeah, the whole getting dragged out of bed thing was my idea. They didn’t do anything that I hadn’t already instructed them to do beforehand. I had told them I would fight. Told them I would do my best to be convincing. Even in the car, I had worried that they’d gone too easily, and yet I was still having nightmares about it.

      I groaned and sat up, my body protesting even with all the pain medicine that I had in my system. I felt sick to my stomach, like I had gone on a bender and was now dealing with the repercussions of it.

      Then again, I kind of had. Adrenaline and norepinephrine were pretty powerful danger response chemicals, and my body had been dosed with at least a dozen different surges of it in the past forty hours or so. Add to that the other medicines in my system—including whatever Baelfyre had given me—and it certainly made for a heady cocktail my body had to flush out and recover from.

      But still, even as exhausted as I was, I still jumped nearly a mile when I looked to my side to see the spirit of death sitting right there.

      “What, did you save me just to give me a heart attack?” I hissed, trying not to wake up Mickey or Sokhanya. It was a miracle that Bronn wasn’t in the room as well. He had tried to stay, insisting that he could sleep in the very chair the spirit was in, but Sokhanya had been so uncomfortable at the thought of an unfamiliar dragon watching her sleep that he’d been banished to the couches in the sitting area with Krisjian and Mal.

      As for Sokhanya, she was curled up right beside me, an IV in her arm and way more drugs in her system. The report from the doctor hadn’t been great. She was anemic, apparently on the verge of scurvy—which I didn’t even know was a thing anymore—and the rashes were the result of prolonged malnutrition. Her heart was weak, bordering on dangerous edema, and one of her fingernails had fallen right off during the examination. She had just stared dully, like it was something that happened every day for her, and I’d never burned so hotly with rage.

      If the prince wasn’t dead, I would have gone and killed him myself. It was in that moment that I had understood exactly how such a tiny little thing that was practically dead had summoned up the energy to slay a dragon.

      It would be so easy to kill you, you know, the spirit mused, her empty eyes twinkling in a way that mimicked looking around. A simple bubble in that IV of yours. A pillow over the face. You could even just get sick from all the trauma to your throat and choke on your own vomit.

      For such a fragile, faulty people, you’ve certainly got a knack for surviving.

      “I don’t think that I’m the best person to say that to. Are you here to kill me now?”

      No. Actually.

      “Then why are you here?”

      You know, I didn’t think it was possible. Thought that everything about this situation was inevitable, but you really did it, didn’t you? You crazy, death-defying seer. You did it.

      “I…did what?”

      She held out her hand, the faint dark cloud that resembled flesh with the skeleton just underneath it. We’d never really touched for all we had interacted, and I stared at her uncertainly for a moment.

      Come on. Our time is limited.

      “It always is,” I answered wearily before letting her take my hand.

      Surprisingly, I didn’t just drop dead right then and there. No, instead, it felt like I had dunked my hand into a cool mist, swirling around my fingers in a damp sort of haze. I didn’t really like it, considering how much I had been wet in the past day and a half, but I got over it and let her lead me away from the bed.

      We walked to the door—which opened by itself, of course—and then into the sitting area. Sure enough, Bronn, Krisjian, and Mal were all sleeping there on cots that had must have been brought up by the hired help. The sight of them jolted me right back to those cold cells for a moment, but the spirit’s hand on mine quickly pulled me out of the moment.

      Here.

      She led me over to Mal’s pack, which was sitting by the door in a puddle with Krisjian’s. For a moment, I just stared at the bags, trying to figure out what was so important that a literal grim reaper pointed it out to me.

      “What?”

      Don’t ‘what’ me. Look!

      Bending down, which took much more effort than I thought it would, I opened Mal’s pack. That buzzing sounded in the back of my head, and I realized exactly what she was talking about. The book.

      I had completely forgotten about the book.

      I pulled it out, looking at the cover that had been so encrusted with gunk and decay that it had been completely brown. But the moment I had it flat, all of that crumbled away, leaving a worn leather volume in my hands with the brilliant embroidery of a golden, glittering dragon on it.

      “What is this?” I asked, looking to the spirit for answers.

      But she was gone, leaving me alone with the book that was suddenly so very pretty.

      Clutching it to my chest, I returned to my room. A lot had happened in a very short amount of time. The anti-humanist prince was dead. Baelfyre was captured. Their stronghold outside of the city had been taken down.

      And yet, even with all those positives, I could feel in my bones that we weren’t over the hump yet. There was something coming. Something bigger, grander.

      Dangerous.

      Maybe it was the book in my hands that would be the key to finally having peace.

      I could only hope.
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            The Demons in Your Sleep

          

        

      

    

    
      I was sinking down, down, further into the cold. Further into the black. There was nothing around me—no air, no light. I was going to die.

      I’d died before. One would think that it would be less scary the second time around, but no. I was terrified. The cold and the damp leaked into my soul.

      I knew what was waiting for me in the dark. The long, freezing fingers that would bite into me and rip apart what I was. And unlike the previous time, I wouldn’t be whisked off to some strange in-between stream that encompassed everything. No, the reaper haunting me had made it quite clear:

      My time was up.

      I tried to fight to the surface, I really did, but I was just so tired. My limbs felt like lead as I was dragged further into the deep.

      Until something else, small and barely there, gripped me. It tried to yank me up, the faintest toothpick of resistance in the overwhelming force dragging me down.

      I looked up, and in the pitch-blackness, in the cold, cruel, uncompromising water that was crushing me, I saw a somewhat familiar face illuminated by a blue glow.

      Sokhanya.

      Both of her little hands were buried in my shirt, her legs kicking as she tried to pull me up. And as her magic flowed through me, I began to realize that I was in a nightmare, and I had dragged her in with me.

      …or maybe she had come in to save me. It was hard to say. Either way, I reached up, gripping her wrists and letting her pull me right back into reality.

      I sat up with a gasp, breathing hard. I hadn’t realized that I’d fallen asleep in the recliner placed in the corner of Sokhanya’s room. It had been a full week and a half since our escape, and while I had been released from the medical room to return to my normal lodgings down the hall, she had a long, long way to go before she could leave all the monitors around her.

      Her eyes were barely cracked, but I could see her expression of concern. Shrugging, I got up and reached for the notebook she kept by her bed.

      I have bad dreams a lot.

      She took the notebook from me, taking her time to read it over. I could have been wrong, but it seemed like she was able to interpret and understand it more quickly. Maybe because she was hydrated and actually fed for once. Or maybe I just so desperately wanted to be optimistic that I was grabbing at straws.

      VISION?

      I took it back, licking my lips as I turned the question over in my head. Sometimes yes. Sometimes no. Sometimes it’s me meeting with someone I shouldn’t be able to.

      LIKE YOU TALK TO ME FIRST TIME?

      I nodded. Yeah. Exactly.

      CONFUSING.

      I couldn’t help but huff a laugh at that, and even though Sokhanya couldn’t hear it, her face slipped into a small but steady grin.

      I SLEEP TO MUCH

      That’s the medicine. Your body needs lots of rest to heal.

      REST LATER. WAR NOW. YOU KNOW THIS

      My lips pressed into a thin line at that statement. It sounded far too similar to things that I had said and thought, but coming from Sokhanya, I didn’t like the sound of it.

      You can’t help if you’re dead. Recover while you can.

      WRONG. MANY BE BETTER IF I DEAD LONG TIME AGO

      Her head jerked in the direction of my room down the hall, and I didn’t need her to have perfect grammar to know what she meant. If she was dead, then none of the other oracles would have died. Their people wouldn’t be wiped out.

      My family would be alive.

      But unlike Mallory’s parents, who lived a whole life without paying for their crimes, without even facing a single repercussion for trying to wipe out an entire race, it was clear that Sokhanya carried intense guilt.

      But she didn’t have to. Unlike Mallory’s parents, the oracle had no choice. She was tortured, and the still-healing burn on my chest proved that the anti-humanists were quite good at torture. She was starved, beaten, terrorized, and kept isolated from almost the whole world, but she still saw herself as a bad guy.

      “Hey,” I said, taking a step forward before remembering that she couldn’t hear a thing I said.

      It’s not your fault. You had no choice.

      WE ALWAYS HAVE CHOICE

      I shook my head. Sometimes we don’t. The important thing is now, after you get out of this bed, you’ll finally have real choices. And that’s what matters.

      HOW YOU KNOW?

      I shrugged. Sometimes we just get feelings, don’t we?

      She nodded, and I thought the conversation was over, but then she started to scribble again.

      I NEED YOU TEACH ME 2 READ

      I think maybe you should heal first, you’ve got a lot— She must have seen the first couple words of my message because she snatched the notebook back and hastily wrote.

      I NEED TO READ THAT BOOK.

      I frowned. I’d never been interrupted via text before and was startled that she remembered the book. Living in a manor with a bunch of oracles sure was a different experience altogether.

      It’s not in English.

      I KNOW. TEACH ME READ ANYWAYS.

      Oh boy. I had no idea how to teach someone how to read, let alone to teach a deaf, abused oracle who had been locked in a room for most of her life.

      Okay. Whatever you need.
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      I woke up again covered in sweat. Another day had passed. Another day waiting for the other shoe to drop. The fallout from the prince being dead hanging over my head.

      There had to be repercussions, right?

      I wished I knew more about the dragon’s structure, how they were in the ‘old country’ and the allies that both sides kept talking about. I knew that there were old royals, but there didn’t seem to be any who were pro-human. Only…not quite anti-human. Which didn’t bode well for all of us.

      I got out of bed, my chest smarting. I hated being burned. It always made me nauseous, reminding me of that night. A night I kept trying to shove to the back of my mind, but events kept hauling it right back out into the open again.

      And it made me so angry!

      I was just a normal girl who never even gone to college, and for some reason it seemed that far too much responsibility had been placed on me. The city was still completely cut off from the rest of the world, and what TV stations were up were filled with reports of monstrous beasts and dwindling supplies. I knew that I needed to release my shield, but it was the only thing protecting most of them.

      And they needed protection, because the dragons sure were angry about their prince being murdered in a secret infiltration of their castle. I knew without a doubt that they would start picking off and targeting humans just to punish Mickey and I. Or to draw us out.

      Yeah, us oracles were definitely enemy number one, and they were never going to be pleased that the humanist dragons now had all of the living oracles on their side.

      It was a no-win situation that was only getting worse by the day, and the unrelenting terror wouldn’t let go of my heart. I was just so frustrated, so scared, and I wanted to do something.

      And I suppose that was how I found myself in front of Baelfyre’s cell.

      I wasn’t supposed to know where it was. Bronn had made it clear after the first day back that his cousin had been moved somewhere secure and private. Someplace only Bronn and a few of his closest advisors knew of.

      But all that secrecy didn’t help when wherever they were holding him was so chock full of old magic that it almost set my teeth on edge. It was so easy to follow that I had been able to do it without even thinking about it, my hands wringing themselves as I second-guessed my every decision and burned with anger as I recalled every hurt doled out to the people that I loved.

      I knew I shouldn’t be there—there was nothing good that could come of it—and yet I stared into the cell like there were answers in there for me.

      There weren’t. The only thing in there was Baelfyre, chained by his wrists, ankles, and neck to several rings of stone that looked like they were carved into the stone itself. He was dirty, his fancy clothes torn, and his hair a mess. It was the roughest that I had ever seen him, and it was only amplified by the slight green glow of the magical runes all around him.

      It was impressive, really, the magic flowing through the room. Even from where I was, I could feel the power of it. The overwhelming urge to be still, to behave, and to never try to run.

      Binding spells. Maybe it would do me well learn a couple, but it seemed that I was so busy running for my life or learning spells to make insane shields that I didn’t have time for much else.

      That would definitely have to change.

      “I understand there’s always been something between us, but must you really pine for me outside my prison bars?”

      I felt my temper spike as Baelfyre looked up, a smirk on his handsome face. Just seeing him there, with hardly a bruise or a scratch on him, reminded me of how I was treated when I was his prisoner. How he had tried to barter my loyalty for some sort of false protection. How he had made me sit in his lap while he held me, some terrible mockery of affection.

      But I shoved that down. I was well aware that he was trying to upset me. His words were the only power he had left, and if I wanted to knock him off kilter, I had to take that away too.

      “Just came to see if it was really true. I can’t believe that once I was so afraid of you. Look at you, all huddled up and chained. Helpless really. To think it was your prince that we really had to watch out for, and he’s dead now.”

      The man snarled and jerked forward, his face elongating and his teeth going sharp. But then there was a crackle of magic and a faint green glow from within his bonds and he sank right back down onto his haunches again.

      “Taunting about the dead?” Baelfyre said instead, licking his teeth. It reminded me of a predator once again, but I wasn’t the simpering prey this time. No, I was on the outside of the bars. I was in control, and he was the one who was trapped. “Is that a road you really want to go down, little orphan girl?”

      I just shrugged. “Just stating facts. I have to admit, I faced down your prince in another dimension and couldn’t stop him, so I had to kill myself just to trap him. You really got the raw end of the deal if your prince got brought down by a quill. Talk about the pen being mightier than the sword, am I right?”

      Another snarl, another lurch forward, his face trying to shift into a dragon before snapping right back to human. It was interesting to see him get so riled up about his prince. For someone who had tried to work out a deal with me behind the monarch’s back, the dark dragon seemed surprisingly loyal. Strange indeed.

      “What’s the matter? Did I push a button?”

      But he just tipped his head back and laughed dryly. Not exactly what I had been hoping for. “It’s so funny when the self-professed ‘good guys’ show their true colors. You bemoan about our tactics, but look at you, here you are, tormenting a helpless prisoner.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please. You are anything but helpless. And if I recall right, which I absolutely do, your interrogation methods include starvation and pressing a red-hot poker to my chest.”

      “Ah yes, that.” His grin just turned that much more wolfish. “Sorry ‘bout it. Want me to kiss it and make it better?” He leaned forward, all smoldering charm, which was almost impressive for someone in shackles, but only pissed me off that much more. “Is that what you need? My cousin is so proper. I bet he keeps his hands to himself and everything like a boy scout. I could—”

      “You can nothing,” I hissed, cutting off whatever he was going to say because I knew I certainly didn’t want to hear it. “The only thing you can do is sit there and wait for whatever Bronn decides to do with you.”

      “And what do you think your little prince is going to do to me? Your sweet little guy who can’t so much as order an execution. Why do you think he’s sitting here?

      “You see, that’s why he’s going to lose in the end. That’s why those that have lowered themselves to your level are weak. See, with our kind, we’re willing to do what needs to be done. Willing to lay down our lives, if we need.”

      “More like willing to lay down the lives of others.”

      He grinned even wider. “What, you mean like your parents?”

      I rolled my eyes. Of course he would go for that. “Low hanging fruit. Are you that desperate to rattle me?”

      “How can I be desperate for that when it’s so easy to do?”

      “You had me cornered and alone in your clutches and I still managed to finesse you. Who do you think you’re kidding?”

      “I may be guilty of underestimating you from time to time, but please, don’t let that instill you with an overconfidence in yourself. You’re like a house of cards. If I were you, I’d recommend you stop while you can still keep a hold of your self-righteousness.”

      “You’re still so full of hot air.”

      “Am I?” He leaned forward as far as his chains would allow, his eyes glinting in the runes’ light. “So, you’ve got our little oracle here now. You ever give her a good look? Maybe at her back.” I was glaring at him and felt the situation quickly slipping out of my hands. Maybe it was my self-prophecy, maybe it was just regular intuition, but it very suddenly seemed that I might have stepped into a trap. “She’s got a bunch of these really strange circles in a row, almost like that one blind human language. What do you call it?”

      “…braille,” I supplied without thinking.

      “Right. Braille. See, when she was very young, she had the hardest time getting visions on a consistent basis. And that wouldn’t do at all, so the prince did his best to train her. It’s hard, you know, when someone can’t hear you or really read anything, so he had to find another way to communicate with her.

      “It turns out that something as simple as a metal chopstick, heated up as much as it could take, was plenty of motivation. All it took was a hard poke, and then she’d be telling us whatever we wanted to know.”

      I knew what he was doing. And I also knew that I needed to leave before I did something stupid, and yet I couldn’t. I was so angry about what happened to Sokhanya, about the horror that she had to experience for basically her entire life, and he was touching right down on it.

      He was right. I was easy. And yet I was just standing there.

      “She’s a buggy-looking girl, isn’t she? She didn’t used to be. But you see, she used to make these awful noises, really gross ones, ya know? So, we’d just wrap a scarf around her throat and rattle her until she learned to shut up.”

      “Yeah, so that’s how you get your jollies? Strangling a little girl?”

      “Well, I didn’t. I was a bit too young, but I mean, maybe I did recently. It’s hard to remember, you know. It’s like breaking a dish. Not exactly eventful.”

      “You really think this is gonna work?” I snapped, rage surging through me.

      “It clearly is. But I could always change it up. I could tell you how much that one woman cried when those dwarves made off with her baby. Sokhanya was nice enough to share that one with us and wow, made me laugh for ages. She stopped eating, lost her stupid human job, and just sat in the nursery, staring at the empty crib.”

      “You sent minions to steal a baby. You’re so intimidating.”

      “Oh, no, no, no, we sent minions to kill a baby. Get it right. Just a wee little baby oracle. How does that make you feel, Davie? Knowing that the most vulnerable and precious of your kind wasn’t even off limits.” He laughed and for a moment, I saw true madness staring at me right back. It was cold, malicious, and thoroughly enthused by his taunting. “Can you do that mind-sharing thing that the deafie does sometimes? I can show you how it sounded when they threw—”

      “Stop it!” I snapped.

      Several things happened at once. The cell door flew open, forced back by the sheer velocity of the shield that shot out of me. Baelfyre was blown back, practically on his behind, and pressed down into the floor.

      “Sensitive, are we? I can tell you more. I used to make the deafie show me all sorts of things whenever I was bored. I saw how your parents died. I saw the car accident—now that was a show.”

      He let out a grunt as he got to his knees again. He was clearly enjoying himself and I knew I was falling right into his grip, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      So much pain, so much awful, and there he was, laughing about it. Real people died. Real people felt horrible things and left the earth in awful ways. Real people lost those that they loved and never got them back.

      And he was laughing about it.

      The thing was that it wasn’t a show. I could tell that he sincerely did enjoy everything he had forced Sokhanya to show him. I could tell that he enjoyed hurting her and talking about her hurt. I could tell that he relished all the pain, even if he didn’t cause it himself.

      And it made me so sick.

      My hands curled into fists at my side, but he kept right on talking. “You’re not gonna win, you know. The elders in the old country are going to find out that you lot killed their son and they’ll swing in full force. Treaties, the compromise, all of it will be gone.

      “And when Bronn is dead, you’re all going to be their property. Then, you’re going to wish that you had taken me up on my offer, been less of a thorn in my side.” He smiled and his teeth were sharp. So sharp. I felt torn between being terrified and wanting to rip them all out one by one. He did that to me. He was a mix of dangerous, unstoppable predator and complete jerkwad, smarmy and overly confident.

      “You oracles will be snatched up, of course. Maybe they’ll do the smart thing and blind the lot of you. Your friends, though? They won’t fare so well. Bronn will die first, of course. But I think you’ve got a set of twins now? I bet there could be a lot of fun with them. Maybe if I ask real nice, they’ll let me torture one and see if the other can feel it.”

      “Twins?” I hissed, confused and voice full of venom. “I don’t know any twins.”

      “Of course you do. The tiny, squat ones. There’s the one I met, then the slightly smaller one that you have running around now. I swear they’re like rats, they multiply.” He meant Mal and Mallory.

      “They’re not twins.”

      “Huh, ya sure? The resemblance is pretty striking. Oh well, if not, I’m sure someone will want a human pet. I’m sure there are plenty of dragons who want to rip them apart piece by piece. Or maybe they’ll toy with them first, you know. I could probably run a bet on who cries first. My money is on the nicer one, actually. Maybe just a spike under her nail or two—”

      “Shut. UP!”

      I didn’t know what happened. One moment I was standing there, the next I was standing right in front of him. I had one hand around his throat and the other over his mouth, and my magic was pouring into him.

      What was I even trying to do? I didn’t know. All I knew was that there was so much pain, so much awful, and there was no making up for it. I couldn’t magic those people back to life, there wasn’t some loophole or Hail Mary that I could just deux ex machina into existence.

      My parents were dead. Babies were dead. Children. Adults. Lives that were meant for so much more were reduced to nothing. Stolen violently. And how he was trying to use them as pawns to emotionally manipulate me. How he was succeeding.

      Baelfyre made a muffled sound against my hand, and I finally realized what my body had been trying to do. I didn’t have much in the way of offensive magic, but apparently, I was trying to trigger a shield from inside of him.

      I blinked a moment, shocked at the move. It didn’t take a handbook to figure out that it would be bloody. A bit like a balloon popping, except the balloon was a shapeshifting dragon and it wasn’t so much filled with air as it was blood and guts.

      I needed to stop—I was aware of that—but I couldn’t.

      We had been pretty successful at putting a stop to them at every turn. We had stopped them from killing Bronn, from taking over the castle, from taking over the city. We also had snatched Sokhanya right out of their grasp.

      But it was hard to feel like a victory when there was so much death. How could we be considered winning when there were children dying? When whatever magic that had brought back the Oracles had led to the deaths of innocent people? Children? Babies?

      I had thought I’d come to terms with my parents’ death a long time ago, but all of the recent events told me that I wasn’t nearly as adapted as I had thought. It was like raw, open wounds were opening all over me, and I just wanted some of them to hurt like we had.

      But then a hand gripped my shoulder and I was pulled back. The magic inside of me bubbled up, ready to strike out, ready to release the shield bubbling up right below my skin.

      But all of that faded abruptly when I saw who was gripping me.

      “Davie, that’s not how we do things,” Bronn said, his voice soft as his other hand came up to stroke my cheek. “Let’s get you to bed, alright? You need your rest.”

      “You always have to ruin everything, don’t you, cousin?” Baelfyre rasped from the floor, looking far more amused than he had any right to be.

      My eyes slid from him to Bronn and I realized, really realized, what I had been doing. I’d been about to murder the man in cold blood, which really was gray on the morality scale, but he could have had valuable information that would help us. And I was certain that Baelfyre knew that, knew that he was just a step away from betraying his people, and had been trying to goad me into ending his life before any of that could happen.

      And I’d fallen right into it.

      I was just so angry. So tired of everything that I had let myself dive headfirst into a trap that was so obvious, I’d already known that it was there.

      “Yeah,” I muttered, feeling empty and more than a bit ashamed. I felt like I didn’t really know Davie Masters anymore, what she was about or where her boundaries laid. Maybe that was a side effect of dying, maybe it was a side effect of prolonged trauma in the strange war that we were in.

      And I didn’t think even my oracle powers were going to give me the answer to that.
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      Bronn and I didn’t say anything else as he closed the door again, then looked for the guards who were supposed to be there. We also didn’t say anything as we went back upstairs. However, we didn’t go to my room, or even his. Instead, we went to the gardens, which were lit in the lantern light—a lovely gold splayed across the greenery.

      “I thought you were putting me to bed,” I murmured finally, feeling a bit sheepish.

      Bronn nodded absently, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me flush against his side. “I figured that maybe we could use a moment to talk. Just the two of us.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked. I tried to pitch my tone towards playful but fell woefully flat.

      “Yeah. Since you’ve come back, you’ve been pretty busy between healing, debriefing us, catching up on what you’ve missed. People all checking up on you physically, but not anything else.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “A lot of bad and upsetting things happened one right after the other for you, Davie. Our minds aren’t meant to handle that much stress.”

      “I… I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

      “I know. But you very much almost did. You’re pushing yourself too hard, Davie. You need to give your mind a chance to recover.”

      “Yeah, well, tell the anti-humanist dragons that.”

      He huffed a little, amused. “Fair enough.”

      We fell quiet again, leaning against each other, when I realized something. “You have bad news for me, don’t you? And you don’t want to tell me because you’re afraid I’m about one cracker short of a cheese platter.”

      “No. It’s not bad news, though it’s not really good news either. It’s just…important, but I do wonder if it can’t wait until morning.”

      I sighed and crossed to sit on one of the ornate benches that littered the foliage. It was so strange to think that there was a barely-contained war in the city, but I was sitting in a pretty little conservatory where the only sound was the gentle trickling of water in the artificial streams and the chirping of a couple birds. It was easy to believe I was almost disconnected from the turmoil outside.

      Except I wasn’t. I was connected to it so deeply that I could still feel it in my chest, squeezing, tightening, crushing. Sometimes, it hurt just to breathe. And for a moment, just a moment, I had wanted Baelfyre to know what that was like too.

      “You might as well tell me. It’s not like one good night’s sleep is going to fix me. I’ll probably have some terrible, apocalyptic dream anyways. Or maybe I’ll be lucky, and I’ll get to relive my death again… That’s an oxymoron if I ever heard one. Or maybe I’ll be at a nice diner, drinking coffee across the table from my own personal grim reaper.”

      Sarcasm and acid laced my tone, but Bronn slid his hand into mine anyways, gently squeezing. The contact made me calm a little, if only because I was surprised. Had we ever…just held hands before? For the sake of it? It was hard to remember over all the violence and tumult.

      “The trial finished, while we were, uh…busy. All of the coconspirators were found guilty.”

      Oh.

      I found myself swallowing hard. Somehow, the frantic events of the past few days had helped me forget about all of that for just a bit, pushed to the backburners of my mind. But now all of it was right up front again, and I felt that near-overwhelming rush of emotions.

      “They’ve been exiled, officially. Once this fight is over, and the shield around the city can come down, they’ll have to return to the old lands for several years of hard work rebuilding the old kingdoms.”

      “I… I suppose that’s the closest to justice I’m going to get.”

      Because I didn’t want them dead. I knew that my situation wasn’t one where an eye for and eye fit. I didn’t want Mallory to be an orphan. I didn’t want her parents to be executed. But, man, a few years and hard work didn’t seem like enough considering the genocide they had helped carry out.

      At least it was something. At least my parents, and the other oracles, were getting some sort of recompence, even if it did seem paltry.

      “That’s… That’s not it.”

      “Geez, what? Did one of them learn to fly or something?”

      He managed a wan smile. “No, not particularly. But Mallory is sick. She seems to have come down with some sort of flu, or other virus that dwarves get.”

      “Huh.” My tone was neutral as I answered. There were far too many emotions swirling in my chest. “That’s too bad,” I finished. “I think it’s time for me to head back to bed.”

      To his credit, Bronn handled that surprise well. “Alright then. Let’s get you to sleep.”

      We headed back up the stairs and through the dimmed halls. I noticed that there were far more staff milling about or lining the halls, from the cleaners, to the guards, to everyone really. I was sure that if I made my way to the kitchen, someone would be there too. I wasn’t sure if it was because even the covert dragons were flocking to the manor, or if they were just on high alert because Baelfyre was a prisoner.

      Or maybe it was from the moles we had discovered with my fake kidnapping. Well, kinda-real kidnapping. I was taken in the middle of the night and delivered to the enemy. But that had been a part of our plan.

      When we arrived at the door of my outer chamber, Bronn leaned in to kiss my cheek, his lips warm against my somewhat clammy face. But I wasn’t quite ready to let him go yet. “Are you sure you don’t want to lecture me further about what I almost did?”

      Bronn gave a weak sort of a shrug. “You know it was wrong. I know why you were pushed to it. I believe that you won’t let it happen again.”

      He was so sweet, so kind. But I also kinda knew better. “You’re going to move him somewhere else?”

      “Yeah, I’m definitely going to move him somewhere else.”

      “I thought so.” I laughed lightly and leaned in to kiss his cheek too. He turned his head, catching my lips in a sweet little peck. It wasn’t as heated as some of ours had been, but it still made my heart skip a beat and my cheeks flush.

      “Sweet dreams,” he said, opening the door and giving me an only slightly cheesy bow.

      “They rarely are,” I answered with a wry grin as I went inside.
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        * * *

      

      I blinked, and I was in a cute little restaurant. A sort of ma-and-pa place, woodsy and warm. It was pleasantly full, with families together and a few couples, all seemingly involved in fun conversations. I didn’t even have to look to know who was sitting across from me, feeling the familiar chill down my spine and churn in my stomach.

      “So, does being a grim reaper come with some sort of all-encompassing knowledge of diners or is this my subconscious telling me that I’m just really hungry?”

      The grim reaper across from me leaned her skull head into her hand, her astral face floating hazily over it. “These places are all constructed from your memories. If you’re wondering why we come here, maybe I just like how you think of coffee.” She waved her hands and a steaming mug appeared right in front of her.

      “Is that how this works? My memories effect the flavor of whatever you’re putting in your mouth?”

      “Well, when you say it like that, it just sounds dirty.”

      I sputtered at that, surprised by her quip. “I, uh—”

      “Relax. Yeah, your memories are what build these things. Because they’re dreams, not visions. I can’t technically visit your visions, which is why I had to disappear for most of your… Well, we all know what I’m referring to.”

      “Yeah, we do.” I nodded. “Anyways, so what do I owe the honor of this visit? Is this another meeting for you to threaten me with my death? Guilt me that my parents are waiting for me or something?”

      “No. Actually, I wanted to have a little chat about…morals.”

      “Really? Morals? We’re going parables here?”

      “Hey, I’ve been working hard to find you a loophole so you can continue to save people in that impossible way of yours. You can cut the attitude by about forty percent there.”

      I settled into my seat, wishing for a glass bottle of cream soda. It appeared right in front of me, but when I sipped it, I didn’t taste much of anything at all. I must have given it such a look, because the grim reaper across from me laughed.

      “I suppose things in this plane of existence probably don’t compare to the real world for you, but it’s been a long time since I’ve ever been a physical being.”

      “Ah,” I said like that explained everything. “Of course. I should have known.”

      “Anyways, I thought it might be prudent to talk with you about forgiveness. Maybe mercy, even.”

      “…uh huh.”

      “You see, I’ve been kind enough to extend a sort of olive branch for you. You’d think that you might be more…amenable to forgiving others.”

      I let out a disbelieving sound. “Wait, are you really here to try and patch up my teenage friendship?”

      “You’re in your twenties. You’re well beyond teenage friendship.”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. You know what I mean.”

      “Well, it’s important. The two of you have been together for ages. She was the one who saved you when you were first kidnapped. Got you to safety. She’s helped you multiple times before that, more than you could ever know, and she wasn’t aware of what her parents did. Couldn’t you give her a little wiggle room for the shock of seeing her best friend trying to rip her parents apart?”

      “I just don’t get why this is important to you.”

      “Well, call me a softie.”

      “The only reason I know you exist is because you tried to reap me, and Krisjian rammed into you with a car.”

      “Yeah, that shouldn’t have worked, by the way. Watch out for that young one, he’s got some surprises up his sleeve. But stop changing the subject. Why won’t you forgive her?”

      “Who says I haven’t?” I crossed my arms and sat back so hard the booth practically rocked.

      “Um… That, for one. But also the massive, gaping wound right above your heart there.”

      “What? I don’t have a wound.”

      “Oh really? Look down.”

      I did, letting out a yelp as I saw a deep slash right over my heart, blistered and tinged green with a bit of pus bubbling out of it. I leapt to my feet, gagging a bit.

      “What the hell is that!”

      “I told you, you’ve got a wound. That’s what happens when you let all those nasty things fester inside of you.”

      “That’s supposed to be metaphorical! Not a literal… Oh my god, it smells. Are you doing this?”

      “No, it’s all you.” She shrugged and sat back, still slowly sipping her coffee. “You just didn’t want to see it before.”

      “Alright, well, now that you’re my new therapist, apparently, do we want to go over all my traumas or are you just obsessed with this particular one?”

      “I’m not obsessed. I’m just saying that it’s a bit hypocritical to ask for me to extend mercy to you, but you can’t afford your best friend in the entire world the same courtesy?”

      “The difference is that I wasn’t a party to genocide.”

      “Yeah, and neither was she. She didn’t defend them at that trial, you know. She just needed a minute to find out what the heck was going on when her friend suddenly started whaling on her much smaller parents.”

      “Why are you so invested anyways?”

      “Who says I’m invested?”

      “This whole entire meeting.”

      “Okay, fair enough. I just want you to think about it, okay? While I’m out trying to find a loophole for you, maybe you can try to find a loophole in that anger of yours.”

      “Fine. Whatever. I’ll do my best.”

      Her grin was blithe as she faded away. “That’s all I can ask.”
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            Just Like Old Times

          

        

      

    

    
      Teleporting to a bathtub in the middle of the dragon’s manor was possibly the most impossible way I had ever gotten myself out of trouble, but the unintended consequence was that it certainly made me leery of soaking in the brilliantly deep and wide tub.

      And lavender was pretty suspect too.

      In the grand scheme of things, that probably wasn’t a big deal, but my tension was certainly mounting, making my shoulders turn into earrings more than anything else as the days went by.

      And they did seem to be going by impossibly fast, with the rest of the city being cut off from the rest of the world. They had to notice by now. It’d been over a week. Whole cities couldn’t just drop off the face of the earth and have the rest of existence go on obliviously.

      Supplies were drying up and people were beginning to panic. What local channels that could air were talking about the apocalypse and the fact that a mountain range had an avalanche of snow and rock while giant beasts were cutting through the sky. It was slightly less panicked than it had been at first, but even more outlandish with every passing hour.

      I wanted to just climb to the roof and scream that they were all shapeshifting dragons, a holdover from a dimension that wasn’t ours. Technically, I wasn’t from this dimension either, but rather some sort of kinda-descendant of elves, who used to be the only people that oracle magic was ever born through, but that all changed with aforementioned otherworldly dimension things.

      Except that definitely wasn’t possible. Even if someone didn’t sniper-shoot me off the top of the building, I’d have to use magic to broadcast that across the space and who knew who would overhear and how they would react.

      Besides, maybe I was hoping for somehow, when everything was said and done and if I somehow survived, that I might be able to sink back to being an anonymous college dropout that was only noticeable because she wore one glove all the time.

      …who just happened to have a relationship with a dragon prince.

      Actually…were we in a relationship? Had we ever discussed it with words like ‘dating’ and ‘relationship’? I didn’t think so. Maybe we had but…no. I was pretty sure we hadn’t. Sometimes it was hard to keep everything straight in my head. Not exactly a priority to think about.

      “Hey, lil sis. Wanna snack?”

      I blinked, looking away from the window I had been staring out of and glancing to the doorway, where Mickey was standing. She was holding a fancy tray with some very un-fancy snacks on top of it. I saw chicken nuggets and pizza logs and maybe some mozzarella sticks.

      Nice.

      “Only if those are the snacks.”

      “Yup. They are. You wouldn’t believe how hard it was to get some actual junk food in here. Apparently, the cook is only serving it because they’re low on fresh ingredients.”

      “Lucky us,” I said, striding over to her and grabbing one of the mozz sticks. Only to immediately drop it from the sheer molten temperature. “Yikes, what are these? Filled with lava?”

      “You got it. A special dragon ingredient.”

      “Yeah, yeah, how about we go upstairs and actually enjoy these once they cool down enough for human consumption?”

      “Sounds good to me. You know that half of the staff are afraid to go near where the scary oracles live. They killed a dragon, you know, with just a plastic spoon!”

      I snorted. “They really aren’t saying that, are they?”

      “Oh yeah. And that’s one of the less wild things. For us being a bunch of very squishy weaklings, we sure do put the terror into some of these folks.”

      “I guess we need some line of defense.”

      “I mean, to be fair, you did disappear with their prince once, killed another prince, and then teleported across the city—which, by the way, you erected a giant shield around.”

      “Okay. Fair.”

      We laughed, bantering as we went up the stairs, and it was almost like old times. Just with nicer clothes and even more trauma—which I hadn’t even thought was possible.

      Maybe if there wasn’t a whole war on, I would be able to enjoy the finery around us on a more consistent basis. But usually I was so busy running from one world-ending thing to the next, I didn’t get to think about the fact that we now had a billion thread-count sheets and beds that felt like clouds and tubs that I could—had?—drown in.

      But as Mickey and I settled into Sokhanya’s medical room, wanting to keep the girl company even if she was passed out from her medicine, we were able to snatch a moment away for just ourselves.

      We kept our voices relatively low, not wanting to bother her, but that didn’t detract from it. We ate a bit, talking and joking around, reminiscing about our old place and wondering what the landlord thought about us suddenly abandoning our lease after living there for years. Who knew, maybe Bronn’s family was still paying for it for when everything one day went back to normal.

      Or…maybe it was bombed out and destroyed in the dragon attack on the city. Because that was a thing now. Every hour, there were different reports about rebuilding efforts and damage control. Even with my shield, the anti-humanists managed to wreak quite a bit of havoc.

      “Man, you know what we haven’t made in forever? Empanadas,” Mickey said suddenly, leaning forward to set our now-empty platter to the side. “I would kill for an empanada.”

      “I mean, I feel like I’ve probably killed for less.” I answered, probably a little more morosely than I should have, resulting in my bigger sister giving me a sharp look. “What? I’m just saying, I’ve done some…stuff.”

      “You’ve done what you needed to. And, ya know, saved the world a few times. You worry too much.”

      I snorted. “Oh yeah, because saving the world is no pressure, right?”

      “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying you don’t have to hold all that stress inside of you. Come ‘ere, I bet your shoulders are like rocks right now.”

      “Mickey, you don’t have to give me a shoulder massage.” Because I knew that was what she was about to do. When I’d suddenly shot up about four inches in a single year, my back and shoulders had throbbed every day. Despite everything on her own plate, despite the pain that I knew she was in, she always tried to soothe me.

      “Come on, I haven’t been this healthy and rested in years. With you basically being the savior of our realm, I mostly just have to sit around a lot.”

      I wanted to tell her no, maybe get some lotion and rub it into her scars like I used to, but she was kinda right, and I did feel so tightly wound that I might pop at any moment.

      “…alright, well, if you’re gonna be a bully about it…”

      “Yup. That’s me. A real bully. Now get your butt on the floor.”

      She sat up, throwing one of the pillows on the ground between her legs for me to settle on. I did, groaning a bit as I lowered myself. Apparently, my knees weren’t too happy with me either.

      “So, I probably should get some lotion, but I don’t really wanna get up.”

      I paused in the middle of my decent. “Alright, I’ll get it then.”

      “It’s fine. I—”

      “No, if we’re doing this, we’re gonna do it right. One sec, I’m sure there’s something in the bathroom.”

      I got up with a bit of a grunt and headed to the bath connected to the main part of our suite and not the one directly in our room. I could have stopped in one of the general restrooms, but I figured they wouldn’t be as stocked with all the frou-frou goo that our fancier ones had.

      Sure enough, there were more than enough different types of lotions. I chose a lavender one, because I definitely could use some calm, and then I was heading back to Mickey.

      “Nice choice,” she said, holding her hand out. I finally settled down and leaned back against the couch, feeling comforted as I was bracketed by my sister’s smaller thighs.

      We were a strange mix, her and I. She’d been the protector, larger and stronger than me, for so long. And then she got sicker and I got taller and I was mostly taking care of her. And then she was gone, I was searching for her, and then I found her, only to die and leave her completely alone.

      Yeah… We were a pair, that was for certain.

      I heard her open the lotion and place some into her palms, rubbing them together to warm it. Then, softly at first, she pressed them against me, gliding along the sore muscles of my shoulders and working up to my neck.

      She worked away, not putting much pressure on until she was able to warm me up. Then she started to press into me a little, coaxing my knots to relax maybe a little. I reminded myself to breathe through it, to relax and just let the pain go—

      And just like that, the two of us were falling through reality.

      It happened all at once. One moment, we were sitting there, sharing a moment that seemed too tender to be possible, and the next, we were standing in the middle of an ornate room, so gilded with gold and gems it was practically blinding.

      Mickey looked at me, her eyes wide. I didn’t think we’d ever been in a vision together like this. The last time we’d done something similar was when she’d been locked in crystal and trying to warn me about where she was, but that was more about our sisterly bond than being sucked into a vision together.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but then the people in the room began moving and talking and my attention was whisked toward them.

      “Sagittarius has been stolen from us. This is unacceptable.”

      It was an older man who was speaking, looking like he was somewhere in his fifties with streaks of gray through his dark, dark hair. His face seemed like it was carved from stone, all hard edges and classic masculinity. He had bright, glimmering eyes that felt like they were looking right through me, predatory and intense.

      “I think that we need to start taking these upstarts as an actual threat instead of a quaint faction.” It was a woman who spoke next. She seemed to be around the same age as the man, but with long, long, platinum hair that went almost down to her knees, with dozens of intricate braids entwined around her head and back. Unlike the man, her eyes were dark as coal, and it was clear that her teeth were impossibly sharp within her mouth.

      “But what of our compromise? We agreed to it for the reason. We need to complete the great ritual so we can put an end to all of this foolishness and return the world to as it should be.” That was yet another voice—a younger man, maybe in his thirties or forties, with blond hair that was very specifically styled. He was dressed like he had walked off some fancy runway in Europe, unlike the others who could easily slide into a Renaissance festival and be right at home.

      “In due time. We’ve lost our only reason to wait, to play the long game. For now, we must journey to the outlands and extinguish this coup.”

      “All of us? That seems risky, doesn’t it?”

      “Perhaps. But we have one within them, and they’re crumbling apart at the seams.”

      “Then let us go. It’s been so long since I was able to spread my wings.”

      The woman stood, tall and elegant and so strikingly regal, and then the vision faded away, melting like wax candles across a heat board.

      

      I looked at Mickey and she looked at me, both of our eyes wide, the lotion on her hands having long since grown tacky.

      “We need to talk to Bronn,” we said together. Our very, very brief demi-reprieve was clearly over.
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      Bronn looked between the two of us, flanked by his closest generals. “The two of you had a vision, you said?”

      To his credit, as soon as we had come to him—interrupting his supply meeting with several of his runners—he’d finished what he was doing and sent for his advisors. Less than ten minutes later, Mickey and I were standing across from the trio, words heavy in our mouths.

      “Yes. And it felt important, but we don’t really know what it means.”

      “And you think we can be the ones to interpret it?” one of the generals asked. I recognized him from our having clashed in the past. God, he was such a jerk. At least he had managed to rein it in since my coming back from the dead thing and reviving the castle shield.

      “We’re pretty sure.”

      “What was it?” Bronn asked, as patient as ever.

      “We were in some sort of old-fashioned room, but it seemed really fancy. There were three people there. Two middle-aged folks, a man and a woman, and then a slightly younger guy who was blond.”

      That seemed to have the three of them stiffening. “The woman, what did she look like?”

      “Really long, borderline ridiculous hair,” Mickey answered quickly. “And yet she kinda worked it. Her black eyes definitely pushed her more towards the creepy zone though, but in a really pretty way. Creepy-pretty? Pretty creepy? Either way, certainly distinctive.”

      “And the men? One with hair as dark as night and the other with the yellow of the sun?”

      I blinked at the second description. “Well, that’s a really poetic way to say it, but yeah. A brunette and a blond.”

      It didn’t seem possible, but our own trio of shapeshifters stiffened further, all exchanging glances. I waited for several beats for one of them to say something, but they remained quiet.

      “Well?” I said after my patience ran out. “Who are they? It’s clear that you know them just on description.”

      Bronn licked his lips, and I tried not to follow the movement of his tongue. Down, girl! “That sounds a lot like the elders of the anti-humanists. The ones who originally agreed to the ceasefire and compromised on who could be in the new lands.”

      “Uh… That makes sense, considering some of the things they were saying.”

      “Things? What do you mean?”

      I repeated most of what I could remember, making sure that I didn’t miss the part about ‘one within them,’ even though I hated the implications of it. When I finished, none of the three looked any happier for knowing.

      “They have someone on the inside,” Bronn muttered with resignation, rubbing his forehead with one of his large hands. “Again.”

      “Another mole?” one of the generals asked as if he didn’t believe it. “But after the kidnapping we staged, I was sure we got every single tendril of their influence out.”

      “Clearly we haven’t,” the other supplied. “But we have done such a thorough sweep of things that I do not believe we missed anything. With one single exception.”

      “Hmm? What’s that, General? What did we miss?” Bronn asked, sounding far too exhausted. When was the last time that he had slept? Like really slept?

      “Your oracle will not like it.”

      “Huh?” I ignored the whole your part and skipped right to the meat of what he was saying. “Why wouldn’t I like—”

      Then it hit me.  He was insinuating that they had turned over every stone, looked in every cranny, so the mole could only be something or someone new. And while there was probably a maid or a refugee from the city that had probably joined the manor in just the last couple of days, that wasn’t what he meant.

      No, not at all.

      “Sokhanya would never help—”

      “You say she’s been abused, yes, your Majesty? We should not be so naïve as to think that they weren’t able to brainwash her or compel her to do things that she wouldn’t want to do, even if she did kill their prince.”

      I burned in anger in so many ways, and I heard Mickey click her teeth behind me. First, the being spoken over and around was not my thing and it was something the general and I had fought over before. It was clear that he still considered me a thing, property of his prince, and not a living, breathing equal. It made me want to reach out and throttle him and show him that I was just as real as him or anybody else.

      But I also burned for Sokhanya. The tortured woman in a hospital bed, who was older than me but had never had the opportunity to grow or flourish. Who was small, weak, covered in rashes, bruises, and scars. She knew only pain, misery, and violence, but the dragons in front of me wanted to add disrespected right on top of the heaping bad pile.

      “Sokhanya helped save my life,” I hissed through clenched teeth. “And you implying that—”

      “Your Majesty, I—”

      “Why do you keep doing that?” Bronn asked levelly, turning so that he was fully looking at the general, who seemed to be quite surprised by the interruption.

      “Doing what, Your Majesty?”

      “Cutting off Davie before she’s finished speaking. I’m sure I don’t have to explain to you how rude that is.”

      “Of course not, sire. I—”

      “It’s frustrating, isn’t it? When someone thinks so low of you that they just talk right over you like you aren’t even there.”

      “Yes, I—”

      “So we won’t be doing that anymore, will we? Everyone in this manor, within our people, will show the proper respect to the woman who has saved our hides more times than I can count.”

      “…yes, Your Majesty.”

      Bronn turned again to face me, expression completely diplomatic, but I was caught up somewhere between wanting to hug him and wanting to giggle. The look on the chastised general’s face was far too delicious, but also being stood up for like that… Well, it was nice.

      “Good. Now, before we go casting stones and pointing fingers, why don’t we go and speak to Sokhanya. She’s an oracle, so she might be able to tell us something we don’t know. Maybe she’s seen the other side of the vision that you two weren’t able to divine, or maybe she’s just familiar with the anti-humanist’s ways.”

      The two generals looked uncomfortable, so of course I looped my arm through Bronn’s and gave him a beaming smile. “You know, that sounds like a good idea. Let’s do that.”

      If the pair thought anything of me defiling the prince with my touch, or my over-familiarity, they didn’t say anything, but that was probably because they could only stand one lecture from their royal at a time.

      It didn’t take long to get to Sokhanya’s room, and for once, she was awake. She was sitting up partially, propped up by a veritable mountain of pillows, and Krisjian was reading to her out of his favorite book that he had learned in English. I didn’t think he quite understood the whole deaf thing, but Sokhanya was watching him with rapt attention.

      Her dark eyes immediately darted to us on entry, narrowing ever-so-slightly. She knew something was up, I could tell, but I quickly came around her side of the bed to show her she wasn’t in for some sort of backstabbing.

      Carefully, I took her notebook from the nightstand and opened it up, grabbing a pen to jot things down. I had to keep my language simple, given she was still working on her reading, but after a few minutes, she was dutifully bent over what I had written.

      “Wait, let me read that,” one of the generals said, stepping forward. Bronn stilled him with an extended arm.

      “You can wait until Sokhanya has finished. Although I’m glad to see you so eager to be a part of the conversation.”

      His reprimand couldn’t be clearer, and Mickey and I shared a knowing exchange. Secretly, I was living for the whole dynamic. I didn’t think that Bronn knew how much I was enjoying his subtle but firm shutdowns of their ignorance, but I most definitely was.

      But all those fun, and maybe a slightly petty, feelings evaporated in a flash when Sokhanya jerked suddenly.

      “Oh, hey, wha—”

      I didn’t get the full phrase out before she snarled suddenly, ripping the pen from my hand and scribbling furiously.

      “What is she—”

      “Hold on,” I said, holding up a hand. “Let her speak. This is how she talks.”

      Except she wasn’t writing her words out. I was familiar with her large, shaky scrawl, and that wasn’t what was streaking across the page.

      No, it was a drawing of some sort. I watched as shapes formed across the page, stick figures at first, but then building upon themselves in layers until there were three distinct forms standing in a familiar room.

      “This is them!” I said, taking it from her as she handed it to me. “These are the people she saw.”

      “This doesn’t exactly absolve her from—”

      But abruptly, I was very done with both of the stodgy men. “Oh, would you shut up already? How are we supposed to oracle if you don’t let us do the oracle-thing! Now be quiet!”

      The man gawked at me a moment, and Bronn laughed outright. “Your Highness, are you—”

      “Whatever you’re about to ask, I assure you, the answer will disappoint you, so perhaps it would be better if you didn’t finish that question.”

      That finally got the man to fully snap his jaw shut, and I could concentrate on Sokhanya’s drawings.

      And boy, was she drawing. One right after the other, rapid and shaky, but legible. Or at least to me. Krisjian just watched us, quiet in his corner, book closed and put to the side. If he was surprised or confused by what was going on, he didn’t show it.

      They told a story, albeit one with lots of leaps and bounds, and not entirely in order. I followed along as best I could, Mickey coming up beside me to help place the pictures like a puzzle.

      “This truly is a bit uncanny,” Bronn said, watching us intently. “If there were enough of you working together, you could uncover any plot you wanted.”

      “If that were true, we wouldn’t all be dead,” Krisjian said far too matter-of-factly.

      “Wow, that was particularly doom and gloom,” I remarked, holding up two pieces of paper and comparing the depictions. “Something you want to tell us?”

      He just shrugged and finally stood, coming up to look at the pictures as Sokhanya continued to desperately scrawl. “Nothing in particular. Just a general state of truth. We were hunted down and used until we were all used up. Nothing left. None of us understand why the oracles started to be reborn, but it’s easy to see how all of it could just repeat itself.”

      “Right. Well, that’s not an utterly depressing thought. Anyways, let’s focus on these pictures while Sokhanya is still churning them out.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      I gave him an uncertain look, but the corner of his lips just curled in a smirk. “Are you sassing me, young man?”

      “We should focus on the pictures,” he said, his smirk growing minutely.

      Huh, it seemed like the young man really was coming into himself. That was something I’d have to celebrate later. But for the moment, we were certainly occupied.

      I couldn’t say how long we all stood there, arranging, turning, but the sun had visibly moved across the sky by the time Sokhanya flopped back, breathing hard and covered in a thin sheen of sweat. I forgot about the papers for a moment, leaning over her face and mouthing slowly.

      “Are you alright?”

      She seemed to understand because she nodded vaguely, eyes fluttering. Mickey left my side, returning with a cool washcloth that she placed on the small woman’s forehead. Gently taking the notebook from where it had fallen on the bed, she wrote out a message.

      Rest up. You earned it.

      Sokhanya nodded again, then her eyes slid closed and her breath steadied. I watched her for another moment before turning back to the papers. But the generals and Bronn were already over them, picking them up and staring at them like they were mythical treasure maps.

      “I… This shows us exactly what they’re planning when they arrive.”

      “And how they’re arriving,” the other finished.

      “Perfect,” Bronn said with a toothy grin that was somehow still charming. “If we just reach out to some of our contacts—”

      “There’s no time for that,” Krisjian said idly again, his hands ghosting over the papers. “They’re on their way to the airport now.” He laughed. “Isn’t that funny? Dragons on an airplane. I suppose they are old, and the ocean is awfully big, but still… It’s kinda funny.”

      “I… What are you doing, Krisjian?” I asked cautiously.

      But he just took my hand, and then Mickey’s, before staring off into the distance. “They’re going through a different sort of entrance. A rich one. They don’t like the common folk. There are only a few people with clearance to work there. That one now, she’s pretty. Can you see her?”

      I shook my head, chills rolling down my arms. I recognized the tone of prophecy, but it sounded so much stranger out of someone else’s mouth. I couldn’t see anything, but I didn’t say as much.

      “She needs to go to the bathroom,” he continued. “Real bad. They’ll have to wait for her to get out to be checked in.”

      “He can’t really be doing that, can he?” a general asked. “That’s too much, even for an oracle.”

      I affixed them with a grin that was maybe a bit more malevolent than it needed to be. “You’d be surprised about what we can do.”

      Maybe I shouldn’t gloat in front of the man who was looking at us with suspicion and horror, but that was something I could deal with on another day. For the moment, I needed to give Krisjian all my concentration.

      “The funny thing about all these fancy bathrooms here is that it’s apparently the worst nightmare is if one is trapped inside with no toilet paper.”

      “Wait, you’re going to make it so there’s magically no toilet paper in one of the stalls?” I probably shouldn’t have been asking questions, but how could I not? There were certain things that seemed impossible, even to me, and toilet paper-based magic was well after the line I drew in my head.

      “No, but maybe we can influence her to think that there isn’t any at all.”

      “Remind me to never get on your bad side,” Mickey remarked. But Krisjian just gave her a baleful sort of grin.

      “Yeah, that’s probably a smart idea.”

      Whoo boy, teenage drama was certainly something else. I was beginning to wonder if he was going to wear thick eyeliner and get into bands from my own younger years that were experiencing a resurgence.

      But the boy just kept on, laying out brick by brick what he was doing—delaying the elders, making them miss their flight, making them grow irritated. By the time he let go of our hands, hours had passed, and they were going to have to get a flight the next day.

      “What they don’t know,” he said as we all let go of each other and shook out our limbs, “is that there’s going to be a big storm in the middle of their flight tomorrow, forcing them to land. I’ve bought us two days, and I’m willing to bet I can buy us more then.”

      “Good job, lad,” Bronn said, clapping his back. “You’ve given us time, and that’s what we need more than anything. With this, hopefully, we’ll have time to prepare for their arrival.”

      I nodded. “And we’re sure we know what they’re going to try to do?” I looked back to the papers, which detailed exactly what the three were planning. Their machinations and how they would rally the anti-humanists to storm the city. It was complicated, and there were gaps that I didn’t really understand, but Bronn and his generals seemed to, so I didn’t question it. Occasionally, in some of the drawings, there were strange runes or other intense shapes that I didn’t recognize, and my brain didn’t translate. Those markings definitely seemed to be something in the draconic language because the generals and prince had pointed to them, discussing what the different words could mean in the context.

      “Fairly certain. We should go over this more in depth so we can begin to form a plan, but this is a pretty solid framework.”

      “Honestly,” Mickey said, crossing her arms and cocking her hips to the side as she looked the generals over, “I’m a little surprised that you believe us right off the bat. I expected a bit more suspicion.”

      Unsurprisingly, it was the less rude one who spoke. “I assume that oracles would be able to tell when another is faking, and although I may disagree on your methodology, and your risk assessment, I do know that both Lady Masters have the prince’s—and our people’s—best interests in heart.”

      Oh. Well, I hadn’t been expecting that. “You know, that just might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      He bowed his head a little, and I swore I saw the slightest tinge of color across his cheeks. “Apologies. I shall always be grateful for what you have done to us, despite the histories between our two people.”

      The other general looked like he was sucking on a lemon, and I got the distinct feeling he didn’t quite agree with the politer one’s capitulations. Oh well. I couldn’t please everyone.

      “Um, apology accepted. But why don’t we move this somewhere else and let Sokhanya get her rest? I’ve been through the vision wringer before and it’s pretty intense.”

      There were agreements all around and we headed out. Before I shut the door, I saw that Krisjian had picked up his book just to settle in right where he had been at first and keep on reading. It filled me with a strange sort of pride to see that the terrified, starving street boy I had haunted was turning into someone so thoughtful. So kind. It was amazing what people could do when given a chance.

      But you can’t afford your best friend in the entire world the same courtesy?

      Ugh. The thought forced itself to the front of my memory, and I shoved it right back. I didn’t want to think about that at the moment.

      Or maybe ever again.
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      Helping Bronn and the generals plan out how to delay and respond to the arrival of the three elders that we had seen had turned out way more exhausting than I thought it would be. And what was worse was that my visions weren’t a single ounce of help and neither were Mickey’s. Despite the fact that we were the ones to see that they would be sweeping into town like the bad guys in an old western, suddenly our abilities were next to useless.

      I wasn’t like Krisjian, who could apparently now convince people to do and see things if he thought really hard. That didn’t seem really oracle to me, more just outright magic, but that was something we could visit later.

      Maybe when ancient, evil dragons weren’t breathing down our collective necks.

      And yet, even with all of that going on, I couldn’t help it as my thoughts kept drifting back to Mallory.

      She had done a lot for me. But did that erase her betraying me? Did she even really betray me?

      Yeah… I really had just gone in swinging on her parents, and she had confessed to me that they were involved with the folks who killed my parents vaguely. But that was different from seeing it with my own eyes. It was different when I knew that they went on to outright influence the deaths of every other oracle the anti-humanists sent them after.

      But also, maybe that wasn’t it. Maybe I also blamed her a little. Her parents did what they did because she was so sick. If she hadn’t needed heart surgeries, if she hadn’t been born, then maybe my family would still be alive.

      Except I knew that wasn’t true. If it wasn’t Mallory’s parents, it would have just been someone else. If it wasn’t her heart surgeries, maybe she would have been hurt. Maybe even misdiagnosed. I’d seen them kill children, I had no doubt that Estelle and the others would hurt one of their own kind as a means to an end.

      Yet if I knew all that, why was I so angry at her?

      I had no idea. And yet when I tried to return to my room at dinner, my brain thoroughly aching from all the planning, thinking, and trying to force visions, I found myself at her door.

      No one had told me where her room was, or that she had moved since her parents’ banishment, and yet I knew it anyways. Funny how, even after all the amazing things I had done, it was something so simple that surprised me. But when I stared at the plain door I had arrived at without meaning to, I knew without a doubt that my once-best friend was on the other side.

      I knocked twice, despite my mind scrambling to think why I was there and what I should do, and when a reedy voiced beckoned me to enter, I did.

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t a hospital-like room that was far too warm to be comfortable. There was a single small table in the corner, a recliner, a TV mounted to the wall, a bookshelf, and a small, twin bed in the center. I could see a door on the opposite wall that I assumed led to a bathroom, and that was it.

      “D-Davie?”

      My gaze flicked to the bed where I saw none other than Mallory huddled under a pile of blankets. Her face was gray and dripping with sweat, her eyes red-rimmed with a hazy sort of look to them that so often came with sickness.

      “Wow, you look like crap,” I said without thinking. Because she did, and I could only see her face. I wondered what her hair was like under there. Had she been brushing it? Could she brush it? I had to admit, she looked like she was on death’s doorstep, but my logical side supplied that if she was that sick, one, Bronn would have told me, and two, the dragons would have her set up in a tricked-out medical room like Sokhanya.

      But still…she looked rough.

      “Oh, really? And here I was just about to join a beauty pageant.” Her voice was weak and raspy. Looking around again, I saw a case of sports drinks next to her bed and I crossed to her, picking one up then unscrewing the lid.

      “Here, drink,” I said flatly, noticing her cracked lips and how damp the pillow under her head was. “You need to hydrate.”

      But she just looked at me. “What are you doing here, Davie?”

      Well, I supposed that was a fair enough question.

      “I don’t know.”

      It was an honest answer. I didn’t know. I hadn’t even planned on seeing her, and yet there I was, holding out a sports drink to her like I hadn’t basically been shunning her for… How long had it been? I didn’t know. Time was growing more and more nebulous by the minute.

      “Alright then.”

      One of her arms snaked out from under the covers and it too was slick with sweat, trembling slightly as she took the opened bottle and brought it to her lips. She drank deeply, taking a gulp, pausing for several moments as if swallowing was difficult, only to immediately follow it with another deep gulp. I watched her drain half of it, then set it at the nightstand.

      “I miss you, you know,” she said with a sigh once she settled. Her red-rimmed eyes regarded me so carefully, like she was worried I would lash out at her at any moment. But I would never—

      Oh wait… I had, hadn’t I? Tried to strike her, tried to hurt her, when she got between me and her parents.

      “I…miss you too,” I answered after a long, long moment. “Or at least what we once were.”

      “I didn’t know.” She was looking at me so earnestly, so desperately, that I felt my heart pang in my chest. “You have to believe me, Davie. I never knew how bad it was. I thought… I thought they were just messengers once and that they never went back to it. If I…” She squeezed her big, irritated eyes shut, and I didn’t miss the couple of tears that squeezed out to join the dampness across the rest of her face. “…I didn’t know.”

      Suddenly, most of my anger dissipated, sinking down somewhere inside of me where all the things that hurt me sat. I reached forward and gripped her hand, feeling how hot she was to the touch.

      “Don’t,” she said, pulling her sweaty palm away. “I’ll get you sick.”

      “Golem, remember? I don’t think I have to worry about the flu or common cold anymore.”

      “Oh, well, that’s handy.”

      I nodded. “Now give me your hand and let’s talk for a bit.”

      The smile that slowly spread across her face made my heart throb again. I was still hurt, I still felt bad, but so much less of it was pointed at Mallory. “I’d like that.”

      I let go of her long enough to pull up a chair, and then I took her hand again. We sat there for a moment, her sweating and shivering, and me just picking up another sports drink and setting it on her nightstand.

      “They’re not bad people, you know,” she said finally, her voice slightly less raspy with the drink I had given her.

      “Who?” No, I knew who she meant. I just wanted to hear the words out of her own mouth.

      “My parents. They did bad things, very bad things, and they’re flawed deeply. But…but they’re not bad.”

      I took in a long breath. And there it was. All the hurt, all the anger inside of me bubbling up that she was still defending them. But then again… How could she not? They had taken care of her. Taken care of me. They had done many good and kind things before their mix-up in all of the craziness, and they had done many good and kind things afterwards.

      But none of that negated what they did when their backs were against the wall.

      “Mallory,” I said as firmly as I could while still keeping my voice level. Yelling at a sick woman would get me nowhere. “I won’t sit and debate with you whether your parents are bad or good because, for the most part, people are never really one or the other. It’s all about the choices you make, how you act when you think that there are no other options. Like it or not, your parents made the choices they did. Choices that will make people regard them in a certain way. Making excuses for them, trying to defend them, will only end up muddying things further. And maybe end up hurting people that you don’t mean to hurt.”

      She was staring at the ceiling, her eyes having opened sometime while I was giving my mini speech. Although they didn’t seem to be focused on anything in particular, I could tell that she was listening to me.

      “That’s what I’ve been doing then, hurting you?”

      I shrugged. “You could say that. And I’m sure me shutting you out after all our years together hurt you a bit.”

      “…maybe.”

      “Made you angry?”

      She tilted her head to look at me again and it looked as if that action alone exhausted her. “Is this supposed to make me feel bad?”

      “No. Looks like you already have plenty of that on your plate. I’m saying these things because it’s not just a matter of me forgiving you and then we skip all kumbaya into the sunset together. We’ve got wounds now, some pretty deep ones, and we both have to figure out what’s the best way for us to heal. Maybe that involves forgiving one another and picking up where we left off. Maybe not. All I’m saying is… I suppose that I’m willing to give it a chance.” I let out a dry chuckle. “You know, once it looks like you’re off death’s doorstep.”

      She laughed weakly as well. “The doctor says it’s just exhaustion and stress combined with a bad stomach bug. It’s my own fault I’m this bad off. I first started feeling sick when we came back from that other dimension.”

      “What? Really? That was a so long ago. Why did you let yourself run around if you were sick?”

      She gave me a look like I should know better, and it was so classic Mallory that I couldn’t help but smile. “Because I thought that it was grief at first, you chicken nugget. I just watched my best friend sacrifice herself to make sure I lived. So yeah, an aching stomach seemed par for the course.”

      “Right… I suppose I forgot about that.”

      “Forgot about dying and being trapped between dimensions?”

      I shrugged dramatically. “What can I say, I’m a busy girl.”

      She snorted, and we shared a small laugh again. “I know things haven’t worked out that great between us, but I’m really glad you’re back, Davie.”

      I smiled softly at her, patting her hand again. “Believe it or not, I’m glad to be back. I feel like there’s a whole lot more work to do before I kick the bucket.”

      “Speaking of that, isn’t there supposed to be a grim reaper or something after you?”

      “Oh, right. About that. Her and I have an agreement.”

      Mallory raised one of her eyebrows so high that I was surprised it didn’t pop right off her face. “You made a…deal? With the spirit that was hunting you? The ancient spirit that has spent most of its existence guiding people to death?”

      “Yeah. She’s pretty cool, if you can get past her chronic smugness. Oh, and all of her cryptic talk. Weirdly invested in our friendship, though.”

      “What, really? You’re kidding.”

      I shook my head, and goodness if it almost felt like we were before the world crumbled around us. Just a couple of young folks in a gap year and trying to survive day to day. “Nope! I’m not. I wonder if she’s a fan of yours.”

      “Well, it’s about time someone started my admirers’ club.”

      More laughter, slightly less tentative than previously. I was feeling myself relax, the hurt and pain inside of me simmering down to a manageable level. It wasn’t gone completely, and Mallory and I had so much more to talk out, but for the moment it was enough. I could look down at her, all sick and sweating and very obviously miserable, and just want for her to get better.

      That gave me quite a bit of hope, because I really did miss her, even if it sometimes felt like she ripped my heart in two. Even if my trust had been broken and I was going to have to rebuild it brick by brick from the foundation.

      Sigh.

      “Hey,” I said after another brief pause. I felt like I couldn’t take the quiet, like it was ticking down above us, urging us to get done whatever we needed done before we all poofed into ash. “When was the last time you brushed your hair?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Probably the same time I washed my hair. Which was…a while ago.”

      I clicked my tongue. “That’s it. I’ma help.”

      “You don’t want to do that, Davie. It’s gross.”

      “More gross than that one time you got your wisdom teeth taken out and you got dry socket?”

      “Well…no.”

      “Alright then. Let me get some supplies. Brush and stuff are in the bathroom, I’m guessing?”

      She nodded and I was up, fetching all that I needed. Comb, hairbrush, a wet washcloth, and a dry one. Seeing a stack of those plastic cups by the side of the sink, I grabbed one and filled it with hot water.

      I’d been real sick before, and so had Mickey. If there was one thing that I knew, it was that the scalp got real itchy when it was left grody for too long. And if I could take at least one irritant away from Mallory, well, maybe that would be enough for the day.

      Once I had everything I needed, I headed back to the room and pulled the nightstand out a little, setting each of the items onto it. “Can you sit up?”

      “I’m sick with the flu, not an invalid,” Mallory said, rolling her eyes and rising with a groan. I didn’t force her to support herself for long, however, sliding behind her and placing a small towel between us, then a couple of pillows to support her lower back. She didn’t need them, however, slouching forward. I could see that her shirt was soaked through.

      “Hey, when we’re done with this, I want to get you a different top, okay?”

      “Sure, not like I’m in the position to argue.”

      This time, it was me that rolled my eyes, and I went about letting her hair down. It was clear that once it had been in a ponytail, but it’d been inside of it so long that it had wound around itself, getting tucked into tangles and ratted back on each other until it was practically a nest.

      Alright, I had my work cut out for me.

      I started carefully, working in sections, trying to get the knots exposed and quarantined so I wouldn’t accidentally tug on them when I didn’t mean to. It took a good while, but after a bit, I felt relatively satisfied.

      And that was when I grabbed the conditioner I’d found in the bathroom, squirting it into my palms to warm it up. Not necessary, really, but a bit of a habit. Then I began to work it into her hair, focusing on the roots and trying to keep it away from her scalp. It was slow going, especially since I was trying to be gentle, but Mallory kept still for me.

      Once that was done, I let it sit for a bit while I brushed out the ends of her hair. From there, I worked my way all around her head until I felt like the conditioner had set enough, and then I began to work my way up. Whenever I came to a particularly egregious knot, I gripped her hair as close to the roots as I could to keep from jerking at her scalp, then slowly went at it with the brush.

      We were quiet the whole time, my only words being soft curses when a knot was particularly stubborn or apologies when I tugged too hard. An hour slipped away, maybe two, and by the time I was able to run a brush through her hair on any part of her head, my shoulders were aching.

      But we weren’t done yet. I rolled them, doing a bit of a stretch, then grabbed the comb and water and started gently combing by her roots, getting all the dry scalp and other grit off. When I finished a section, I would rub it a bit with the wet cloth before switching to the dry. Once I was sure that the top of her head was feeling much better, I did my best to clean the excess conditioner off the rest before finally sliding out from under her.

      “Thank you,” she breathed, clearly exhausted as she sank back.

      “No problem.” That strange twisting feeling was back in my gut. “Maybe…when you’re feeling a bit better, we can have a real talk.”

      “No problem. Probably just another couple of days. Doc says my fever should break soon.”

      I sent her a soft smile. “I’d like that. I’ll see you around, Mallory.”

      “Yeah… Yeah, you will.”

      I headed out, my shoulders and biceps aching, but I felt better. There was still a bit of a rift between us, there were still bridges that needed to be built, but I was pretty sure we were on the road to do so.

      And maybe, after her parents served their sentence, I could work toward forgiving them and moving on. Or maybe I wouldn’t. The only way to really find out was to end the whole mess with the anti-humanist dragons and live that long.

      And for the first time in ages, with our plan in place, it seemed like that might actually happen.
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      “Duck!”

      I crouched down for a punch to go right over my head, but that put me at the perfect height for Mal to spin and slam me in the side of my face with her surprisingly hard butt cheek.

      Well… That was embarrassing.

      “Like I told you before, if you’re going to dodge a hit, you need to either get yourself to a safe distance or call up your shield. I have no idea how you’ve survived this long when you fight so terribly.”

      “Luck, I guess,” I answered sourly, picking myself up. “Mallory always said I was pretty good for just being a rumbler.”

      “Good for this world, maybe. In mine, you would have been eaten alive.”

      “Uh… In yours, I was pretty much eaten alive.”

      “Exactly. Point proven.”

      I sighed, brushing off my knees and settling back into my stance. “Can we go again? Maybe a little slower so I can get the hang of it?”

      “You sure? We’ve been going at it for about an hour.”

      Had it been that long already? I had woken up far too early, which had resulted in the small woman dragging me to the small personal gym in the manor to practice sparring. Krisjian was watching from the corner, drawing idly in a coloring book while Mickey was upstairs with Sokhanya. It was the day after we found out about the elders and, according to the youngest oracle, they had just boarded their plane. In about three hours, they were going to be forced to land for a storm, and both he and the dragons had all sorts of plans to slow them down again.

      Even after all the hours we had spent discussing it, I wasn’t sure on every single in and out. I knew that Bronn and the other generals had called in favors from specific people around the world, some of whom were police officers or border officials. It was a bit complicated, more than a bit convoluted, and felt like it was a little too good to be true.

      But if it all went off right, soon the elders would be stuck in a human prison where they would be forced to obey human laws or violate the compromise while they were far away from any of their forces.

      It was a gamble, that was for certain, but one that everyone seemed certain of.

      Well, everyone but Mal, who was convinced I needed to learn even more physical self-defense.

      “Remember that the world around you is a three-D plane. You’ll be attacked from above, behind, and any direction at multiple levels. You have the benefit of having magic, and calling up those fancy shields of yours, but you seem kinda spotty when it comes to the small-scale stuff.”

      “I don’t know if it’s that I’m spotty or I just don’t think of using my shield when I hand to hand fight. I learned a lot of my fighting stuff in my teen years, and I didn’t really have an idea that I had…uh, abilities yet.”

      “Really? How’s that work? I heard that oracles pretty much present with magic at an early age, or whenever they’re healthy enough to handle it.”

      “I was on medication for the, uh, hallucinations, I was told they were. Turned out they were visions. Maybe a few specters too. You know, all the stuff that will make people think you’re crazy.”

      “Wait, there’s medicine for that kind of stuff?”

      For a moment, I thought she was kidding, but then I remembered the kind of world she came from.

      “Yeah, there are medicines for a lot of things here. So let us know if you ever feel sick.”

      “You mean like your world’s version of me is right now?”

      “Exactly. She has something that we can’t cure, but we’re using other things to keep her comfortable and hydrated, and to make sure she doesn’t get sicker.”

      “Huh. I feel bad for everyone I left behind. Did you at least hurt those dragons before you kicked the bucket?”

      I grimaced. It had been a hard choice at the time—not just because I was electing to kill myself, but also because I knew that I was dooming every human in that world to permanently be in that world. No escape. No chance to come back and do a Hail Mary once I was stronger. Just the end for them.

      “I tried to catch as many of them as I could in my death, but I had no way of telling how many. I hope at least a few.”

      She nodded. “I suppose that’s all you can do. That world was teetering on some big stuff anyways. Hopefully, you managed to throw a big enough wrench into things that it tilted it a bit more towards my people and the few nice dragons there were.”

      “One can but hope.”

      “Alright, enough talking. Tighten your center and get ready.”

      I did as she said, but still somehow ended up on my butt in the dirt again. The try after that didn’t do much better. Nor the try after that. Yet I was learning. Mal’s style was a lot different from mine. Less brawler and more quick, precise strikes. Dancing in and out of my range, whirling and switching directions. It made sense considering her smaller stature, and it would certainly help me considering the bigger opponents I usually ended up facing.

      I mean… It wasn’t going to help me to sucker punch a dragon, but maybe if I surprised them in their human form, it would. I couldn’t go around kicking them in their crotches and expect that to always work.

      Although, considering some of the people I was going up against, that strategy was really tempting.

      Another hour passed, maybe two, before I had to call it. I was dripping in sweat, sore, and had fully transitioned from patient learning to irritation. I knew enough about to myself to be aware I’d reached my limit, and I limped over to one of the benches where I practically melted.

      Of course, Mallory was just fine and skedaddled over to the obstacle-course-like area and started to do a stupid amount of acrobatics. Granted, they were only stupid because I couldn’t do them, but still.

      Eventually, I felt like I could move again, and I went towards my room to catch a shower. I figured after that, I could then check in with Sokhanya, maybe write to her a bit, then swing to wherever Krisjian was and see if it was time for us to hold hands so he could use my power to do whatever it was he had to do.

      Except I never quite made it all the way up to my room. About halfway up the stairs, I was intercepted by Bronn, who looked clean-cut and dapper in a blue sweater and casual slacks.

      I’d mostly gotten over my self-consciousness with him, but it struck again as I stood there on the stairs, mouth open. And how could it not? My face was beet red, my hair was up in a sweaty, messy ponytail, and I was practically sopping wet while smelling like the gym. All in all, it wasn’t a pretty picture.

      “Davie, are you alright?”

      “Uh, yeah. Just getting a good workout in, you know?” I wondered if there was a way that I could slip past him without being rude. Because I didn’t want to be rude to him at all…but I also didn’t want to be around his handsome, dashing self when I looked like a far too warmed-over bridge troll.

      “I know what you mean. After so much time fighting and rushing from place to place, I feel a bit like I’m too big for my skin. All this waiting should be a good chance to rest up, but here I am, decidedly not resting.”

      I laughed weakly. “Yeah. I know what you mean. But it’s all supposed to be over soon. Right?”

      He nodded. “It is. It almost seems too good to be true.”

      Now that was something I understood. “It’s the way of things.”

      But his grin was lovely as he offered his arm. “Well, I’m sure you want a shower. Shall I escort you to your room?”

      “Escort me to my room? What, is this where you tell me that you’re secretly a hundred years old and only look young?”

      “What?” he said with mock surprise. “It was never a secret.”

      I chuckled at that. “I’m not sure what Mickey would say about me dating a much older man.”

      “Well, I am a prince. I can just order her to be alright with it.”

      “Yes, because that’s how it works and isn’t totally a villain’s origin story.”

      “Ugh, I would make a terrible villain.”

      “You would.”

      We were laughing by the time we reached my door, and I completely forgot about how gross I looked.

      “I’m going to go grab Krisjian once I’m all cleaned up,” I said, my hand on the knob. “I’ll see you—”

      I was cut off because suddenly he was right in front of me, his head dipping down as his lips claimed mine. I was surprised, my breath catching in a gasp, and he kissed me more intensely than we ever had.

      I certainly wasn’t complaining, but I was surprised. Time seemed to stand still, with my body reacting strongly, and for a moment, I was dizzy from the rush. My hands came up to clutch at the soft, warm fabric of his sweater, and it was easy to feel myself rushing off with the deluge.

      When he broke away, we were both breathing hard. He pulled away only slightly, one of his arms sliding around my waist and his other sliding through my hair.

      “Sorry,” he breathed, leaning forward again to rest his forehead against mine. “You just… You just look really good.”

      “Now I know you’re lying,” I said with a ragged sort of chuckle. “I look like a hot mess.”

      “No… No, you really don’t. You also…” He cut himself off, and it was quite amusing to see the blush rising along his cheeks.

      “I also what?” I asked, raising one of my eyebrows.

      “No. It’s embarrassing.”

      He pulled me tighter to him, and it was plenty thrilling to feel our bodies press firmly into each other. His form was all hard muscles and shifter power, while mine was softer, wider, with a magic that was so much different.

      “Well, now you have to tell me.”

      “Oh, do I?”

      “Oh yeah, you definitely do.”

      “You’re going to think it’s stupid. Or creepy.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “What, do you have some sweat fetish or something?”

      He seemed to blush even further at my choice of words. “No… It’s nothing like that.”

      “Then what?”

      He sighed, his eyes fluttering closed. “You… You smell really good.”

      “I… Bronn, I’m covered in sweat from head to toe.”

      “I know. But that just makes you smell like you.” He opened his eyes and his lips were nearing mine again. “And you just happen to smell amazing to me. All the time.”

      “I… I guess it’s better than smelling bad.”

      He nodded vaguely and we were kissing again, his weight pressing into me, pushing me into the door. It was pretty hot, I had to admit, and the sort of thing that little teenage Davie might have swooned over.

      Actually, young adult Davie was swooning too.

      His arm around my waist was a comforting bar of strength, holding me in place while we kissed. His other hand was still in my hair, but it slid down to rest at my neck. It wasn’t a threat, but more of a reassuring sort of weight that made me feel like I was floating.

      Or at least I was, until a throat cleared from somewhere close to us.

      We broke apart to see Mickey standing there in the hallway, looking at us with plenty of amusement.

      “Am I interrupting something?” she asked, clearly trying to hide her smirk.

      “You know you are,” I said, shooting her a look. She didn’t seem to mind it too much. I figured she was enjoying a part of being a big sister/parent that she had never gotten to before. I’d never really had a boyfriend or a partner, so there was a whole chunk of experience that we’d both missed out on.

      “Huh. Would you like me to leave and come back? Or do the two of you want a chaperone?”

      I rolled my eyes, giving Bronn’s very pink cheek a kiss. “We’re fine. I’m going to go take a shower. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “Yes, that sounds like a solid plan.”

      “Are you sure that you don’t want to invite him in, maybe conserve on the water bill?” Mickey asked, her expression wickedly gleeful.

      Bronn let out a sputter as an answer, which I had to admit was amusing, but I just finished opening the door and headed in. Mickey followed, and to her credit, she managed to wait until she closed the door before she broke into giggles.

      “Oh. My. Goodness. I’m not going to lie, I’ve always wanted to do that.”

      I wasn’t really mad, but I knew it would be funnier if I played aggravated. “It might have been more appropriate if you didn’t do it to your sister in her twenties.”

      She crossed the space between us to reach up and ruffle my hair, although she made a face when she made contact. “Ew, gross. You really do need a shower.”

      “Karma,” I taunted in singsong before heading to our bathroom. But I couldn’t help but wonder, as I did my thing, if what I experienced was just a little slice of what my life could be like if we actually managed to head off the elders and end the fight once and for all.

      If I was honest, it wasn’t half-bad.

      Not half-bad at all.
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      Helping Krisjian thwart the elders by making people not see luggage, have to go to the bathroom, or valets lose keys was certainly entertaining, but also utterly exhausting. Unsurprisingly, it took quite a lot of energy, and by the time I collapsed into bed, I was feeling a lot like a boneless bag of flesh.

      It didn’t take long for me to fall asleep, sinking deep, deep, deep into the black. I wanted to stay there forever, but it seemed entirely too soon when I was being drawn into some sort of watery image.

      I broke through the haze like it was water crashing down around me, leaving me erupting into an entirely new scene.

      Except it wasn’t a new scene. I was in the kitchen of the manor, a place I had visited plenty of times. And yet… I wasn’t actually there. It felt like I was on the wall, looking at a room like in a video game.

      The door opened and one of the kitchen aides walked in, arms full of dishes collected from around the house. I watched her, something curious about the entire scene, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      In fact, I couldn’t move at all. I was stuck in place, only watching as she set the dishes in the place where the washer was supposed to grab them later. But then she turned and started walking towards me, startling me from my intense observation.

      But she didn’t seem to see me. Even as she came closer, and closer. And then…she leaned in to fix her hair?

      It was utterly bizarre as I watched her spruce herself up like I wasn’t even there. Even though I knew I wasn’t actually present, I couldn’t figure out why she was doing some—

      Is she picking her teeth!?

      I reeled back, finally able to move, but when I whirled around to catch my footing, I was somewhere else entirely in the manor.

      The gym, I was in the gym, looking across the entire room, which only had a couple people in it. Probably the mid-shift workers who slept through most of the earlier day. Once more, they didn’t acknowledge me, which was par for the course in a vision.

      But just like the other time, eventually, one approached me, but instead of picking his teeth, he started lifting the dumbbells, looking at his form with a borderline narcissist intensity.

      “Come on,” I said to myself with a sigh, turning away only to end up in another room.

      A… a bathroom?

      But I was on the completely wrong side of it. I was standing with the sink right below me, a shower to my right, and the entrance right across from me.

      Oh.

      That was when I finally understood it.

      I was in the mirrors.

      The door opened, and I saw one of the military figures I wasn’t that familiar with come in. There wasn’t any way I wanted to stick around for that, so I rushed backward again.

      I didn’t get it. Why was I in the mirrors? What kind of strange vision was I supposed to be seeing? Was my vision trying to suss out the mole via some weird sort of Peeping Tom mechanism?

      My brows furrowed, but all of that came to a pretty abrupt halt when my back crashed into a familiarly squishy and rotten side.

      The void I was in rippled away, another building itself in its place. I suppose that it said something that I could recognize the carnage and destruction around me. The skeletons of buildings and the large chunks of debris, the melted road signs and the like.

      “There you are, my friend. It’s been a while.”

      I struggled to lurch forward, but it was like his flesh had enveloped me, sucking me into his rotting, corrupted body.

      “I’ve missed you. You’ve been up to quite a lot, haven’t you?”

      I bared my teeth, tempted to bite him just for spite. But the thought of having any part of him in my mouth made me want to retch even more than being connected to him did.

      “You found the little seedling, I heard. The one who paved the way for you to set up the dominoes as you have. I saw you even helped her kill that little princeling. You really are having fun, aren’t you?”

      “Let me go. You can’t do anything to me here. I’m not actually in your world. This is just a vision.”

      “Oh, I know,” he murmured, his voice so oily and honied that I felt it cling to me just as much as his flesh was. “But you haven’t visited in so long. It’s like you don’t even want to hop dimensions anymore.”

      “Considering the last time I did, I died, yeah. I’m not too hot on the idea.”

      “Well, never matter. You’ll be seeing me soon enough.”

      “You sound confident.”

      “That’s because I am, little one. Soon I’ll be in your world and we can do all sorts of fun things together. It’s been far too long since I’ve had an entire realm to play in.”

      “It’s not going to happen. We’ve almost got the entire anti-humanists defeated. Once that’s done, I’m going to seal off the entire prison that you’re in and make sure you can’t even reach me in dreams.”

      “Such confidence. I hope we can both look back on these conversations with affection once we’re face to face.”

      I was done arguing. I yanked myself forward with all my might, gripping onto my reality and launching myself into it. With a nauseating sort of sucking sound, I managed to peel myself free and wrest myself away from the dragon.

      “…gross,” I whispered to myself once I realized I was free. I could still feel him clinging to me, trying to get into my ears and still snaking around my joints. But I wasn’t out of the vision yet, and I looked up to see that I was in some sort of…car?

      Wait, no. Not a car. A limo. Why was I in a limo?

      “Have you learned anything new?” I knew that voice. I’d heard it before. Recently.

      “They’ve set a trap for us. I’m trying to find the exact details. It’s not clear.”

      Oh.

      Oh really?

      It was the elders. It took hearing both the man and the woman, but I placed them. But for some reason, I wasn’t at a place where I could look at any of their faces. Instead, I felt like I was sitting at about chest level, somewhere small and confined.

      “What is the point of using the boy’s amulet to scry if you can’t find anything useful?”

      “I found out that they were herding us, is that not enough for you? Do you need more? I don’t see your failsafe helping us subvert them. If it weren’t for me, we wouldn’t even know that they were aware of our arrival.”

      “Yes, yes, Valirie, you’re amazing and we’re forever indebted to you, we get it.”

      My stomach dropped right out from under me, down past anywhere my visions could be. They… They could see us. That was what the vision had been trying to show me. Any mirror, any reflective surface probably, and they could see us.

      That…was really not good. It was only luck that she hadn’t managed to reveal our full plan.

      But one thing was certain: I needed to warn everybody.

      If it wasn’t too late already.
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      I jolted upright from my bed, retching a few times and only barely managing to not vomit over the side, but I didn’t give myself time to recover. I vaulted to my feet, grabbing my blanket to throw it over my mirror.

      My sheet was next, and that went over our bathroom mirror before I woke Mickey.

      “Whoa, what’s going on?” she asked, blinking groggily at me. I hated jolting her like that—she was always hazy after taking her nighttime meds—but she needed to be conscious.

      “There’s no mole,” I said in a quiet pant. I didn’t know if covering the mirrors would stop them from being able to hear, so why chance it? “It’s the elders. They’ve got some sort of…of…scrying spell or something that they’re channeling through Baelfyre.”

      “What?”

      She sat up almost as fast as I did, although she had far more sway to her movement. I couldn’t blame her, considering some of the things she had to take to remain healthy.

      “Come on, we need to cover them all up! Hurry!”

      Then we were both out of our beds and into the main sitting area, where Krisjian and Mal were both still out on their cots. Mickey went to rouse them while I went about throwing things over the TV, the mirror, and even took down all of the frames that had glass over the art inside. I wasn’t taking any chances considering I didn’t fully understand the limits of scrying.

      Next, we were out the door and into Sokhanya’s medical room and attached sitting area. It helped that it was right after ours in the hall. What wasn’t easy was writing out the whole situation to her while the others struggled to cover everything reflective enough to maybe pass as a mirror in her room.

      Turned out, a lot of medical equipment was real shiny.

      “Hey, shouldn’t one of us be alerting the prince?” Mal asked from right beside us. “The whole palace?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want her to know that we know. I just want her to think that something has gone wrong. If she sees the entire palace rushing to cover every mirror, that’s another card out of our hand.”

      “They know our plan, don’t they?” Krisjian asked with no undue amount of disappointment.

      “Not all of it, just some. Enough for it not to work and for us to maybe walk into a trap.” I patted Sokhanya’s head and stood fully. “I think I can tell what rooms are safe. We blitz this place one by one, going into every room we’re allowed. Once we have all of those covered, then we’ll alert the prince and go from there.”

      “Alright, let’s go then,” Mal said, wresting all of the towels from the linen closet. “Krisjian, come get these sheets I can’t reach. You tall ones see if there’s anything useful on the higher shelves.”

      We did, and within moments, all our arms were full of coverings. Then it was out into the hall, where I closed my eyes and spread my magic out.

      When I was younger, I would have just called it concentrating, stretching out my mind after it might have quelled or buckled under a demanding task. But now I knew better, knew that it was loosening the tight rein I had on myself and letting it…drift a little.

      “I… I don’t feel anything. I think it’s safe.”

      “You think?”

      I shrugged at Mickey. “It’s not like this exactly comes with an instruction manual. It doesn’t feel like her, so I don’t think she’s using any of these right now.”

      “Good enough for me,” Mal said, striding forward and throwing a towel over a stand-like thing in the hall with a glass top. “You lot can get the mirrors. It’s not like I’ll be able to reach.”

      I nodded and hurried after her. There was a stupid number of mirrors to take care of, one in the center of each hall, and then I knew there was one per wall surrounding the large staircase leading down to the lower floor. We were probably going to have to raid another linen closet.

      And yet we went along, hall by hall, room by room that we could get into. We were lucky it was just the manor and not the palace. Because if it was the palace…we would definitely have to wake up the entire place just to have a chance. But even with a place that was probably only a fifth of its size, it still took such a long time to finish one side of the top floor and move on to the other. I knew there was still the lower floor with the kitchens, the sub-floors, the servant’s wing with all their hallways, and…and…

      It was just a lot. And I needed to come to terms with that.

      “What time is it?” I asked Mickey as she neared me from the mirror we had just been covering.

      “One second, let me check… Wow. It’s three am.”

      “I don’t think we’ll be finishing this whole place in three hours. Do you think we should wake up Bronn now?”

      She shook her head. “I feel like causing a hubbub now will only make us lose time. And you’re right, us going in a controlled way from hall to hall and room to room has us less likely to slip than an entire palace running around willy-nilly. Now, is the next room safe?”

      I closed my eyes and put my hand on the door, spreading myself out again. “Feels like it.”

      “Alright. I got this one then. You check the others down the hall for Krisjian and Mal then make your way onto the next hall. Let’s try to be as efficient as possible without losing our thoroughness.”

      “Roger-roger,” I said with a grin, hurrying to the other rooms.

      I didn’t even know what most of them were for. I simply pressed my hand to doors and felt them out, then opened them if I could. A couple were locked, so I assumed that meant they were guest rooms that were occupied or held things that needed to be behind a key, so I moved on quickly. But for the most part, I saw empty bedrooms, studies, a weapon room, what was clearly a storage room, and more empty bedrooms. It was a clear case of far too much money, because I doubted that the manor had ever been full enough to justify that many beds.

      The second half of the top floor went faster, and we were almost finished with it when we finally ran into one of the slim night staff. She was a bit of an older woman, her arms full of rolls of toilet paper.

      “Miss Masters?” she asked curiously upon seeing me throw a towel over one of the hall-mirrors.

      “Oh, hey there,” I said a bit breathlessly. Who knew that scry-hunting would be such intense cardio? Certainly not me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Right, this probably looks a little weird. It’s, uh, an oracle thing. Speaking of which, I need you to run and grab us more sheets and towels. A lot of them. Think you can do that?”

      She nodded and, to her credit, she didn’t question me further. Another perk of being an oracle, I guessed. Some people just took me at my word no matter how bizarre that word was. If I was a worse person, maybe I would make them all stand on their head or do tongue-twisters until their jaws ached. Thankfully, I had slightly more morals than that.

      …slightly.

      It didn’t take her long to disappear then return with an entire laundry basket piled high with sheets. They were all neatly folded too, which meant she had specifically chosen a load that had already been washed. How sweet of her.

      “Thanks,” I said, grabbing a bundle. “You want to grab some and follow me? We’re about to head downstairs.”

      “We, Miss Masters?”

      I nodded, but before I had to explain anything, Mal popped out of one of the rooms. “Hey, so I’m officially out— Oh, would you look at that. You already got it covered. Oracles, I tell ya. Convenient.”

      The maid opened her mouth in slight surprise, but then Krisjian was exiting, soon followed by Mickey.

      “Oh! New sheets. Perfect timing. Hey there, Allisandra. I thought you were off the night staff?”

      To be honest, I wasn’t too surprised that my sister was familiar with the maid. Mickey was always spookily good at remembering people’s names and small details about them. But still, it was mildly surprising.

      “I… I filled in for Saesha. She’s been a bit under the weather.”

      “Yeah, that’s going around,” I said quickly. I didn’t want to be rude, but it felt like there was an hourglass in my chest and it was quickly counting down every lost second. “Anyways, I think we should go to the gym next. There are a whole lot of mirrors down there.”

      “Then I will help,” the woman said with resolution, tightening her grip on the laundry basket.

      “Well…as long as you can keep quiet.”

      She nodded, pressing her lips into a thin line, and then we were heading down the stairs. It was strange, the pull between acting like everything was alright in case the elder managed to catch a peek of us, but also trying to go as quickly as possible.

      It was harder to stretch out my mind while we were walking quickly, hitting the landing and then the main hallway. But as far as I could tell, she wasn’t anywhere we were headed. It almost felt like she was…occupied with something. But I couldn’t quite grab onto the feeling or impression, it was slippery and wound around the fingers of my mind like a greased snake.

      We entered the gym and although it had looked small while I was in the mirror, it was much bigger when I was actually standing in the room. Oh…and the entire wall was floor to ceiling mirrors.

      Yikes.

      “Oh, um…I’ll go get a ladder and some tacks,” Allisandra said, setting down the laundry basket. Before any of us could say anything, she whirled and headed out.

      “Wow, these folks are really trusting, aren’t they?” Mal remarked, taking a sheet and unfolding it.

      “It helps that we’ve saved their lives several times.”

      “Yeah, I suppose that makes sense.” Mal paused, her brow wrinkling. “Maybe you should go with her while we take care of things in here. You know, in case she runs into some mirror magic.”

      “Ah, right. That’s a good idea. You lot will be safe?”

      “You don’t feel her in here, right?”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Then let’s hope it stays that way until you get back. You should hurry.”

      I nodded then headed out, going where I had seen her bustle. It took a moment of standing in the foyer, not knowing which way I should go, until I felt a sort of tug in the center of my chest.

      My feet hurried after her, into a small side door and then the servant halls. I blanched for a moment, thinking back to that time when I had been dragged through there, kicking and fighting. Even though I had known it was coming, it had been absolutely terrifying, and suddenly, I was right back in there.

      I breathed deeply for a moment, anchoring myself in reality. I wasn’t in the past. I wasn’t in the future. I was in the present and needed to get to the maid.

      I hurried along, heart pounding in my chest. Fears started to bark at the back of my head, but I pushed them down and followed the tug in my chest.

      And somehow, I found her. She was in a small side room full of shelves and clear boxes. I was almost expecting some terrible monster, or surprise jump scare, so I was still startled by the simplicity of it all.

      “Oh, Miss Masters,” she said, jerking upwards and dropping a container of thumbtacks that scattered across the floor. “Did you need something?”

      “No, just thought it was safer if I came along with you.”

      “Ah, I understand. I’m still looking for the ladder. If you wish, there’s a box by the door with old sheets that are meant to be turned to rags, and right across the hall is one of our uniform and dressing rooms. Lots of mirrors there, and it’s far away enough from shift change that it’s liable to be empty.”

      “Oh! Smart. Thanks, Alissandra.”

      “Of course, Miss Masters.”

      I grabbed the box she was talking about and headed across the hall. Sure enough, there were several wardrobes filled with different kinds of uniforms as well as four different upright mirrors. They were the fancy kind, one that I would have normally seen in stores that I could never afford, but at least it would be easy enough to throw a sheet right over the top of it.

      So I went about doing that. But as I did, I couldn’t help but wonder what was going on.

      The elder had the ability to spy at us behind the scenes, but it seemed pretty weak if she only knew a part of our plan.

      What if the whole scrying thing was a side effect of something else? It was clear that Baelfyre had some sort of connection to her if she was able to channel through his amulet, but… I didn’t know. I just felt like I was missing something.

      Something really important.

      Maybe I would ask Mickey or Krisjian once I got back to them. With a little good-natured handholding, there was a chance we could see farther into my vision than I had been able to on my own.

      …but what if that somehow notified the elder woman? We wanted to lay low, right?

      I was busy chewing on my lip, debating as I stared into the covered mirror, when a sharp cry cut through the quiet. I nearly jumped out of my skin and whipped around to see I was still alone.

      Maybe Allisandra had stepped on one of the tacks she had dropped because of me. Or maybe something much worse was happening. Rushing out of the room and bursting back into the storage one, I flipped on the light switch in my haste.

      The maid was there, almost right where I left her, but crumpled on the floor. I lurched toward her, hands outstretched to see if she was alright, but before I made it a full step, something hard and strong wrapped around my throat and jerked me back.

      My back collided with something very solid, and I gasped. Remembering my training, I stomped on the foot of the person holding me. When there was no reaction but a grunt, it didn’t take a whole lot of brain power to figure out it was a dragon.

      I had no time to think, I just reacted. I swung my hips to the side as far as I could and then slammed my fist downward, hoping I hit somewhere sensitive.

      And I did.

      I heard a sharp gasp behind me then a loud curse as the hands let go. Mal and Mallory’s training rushing through me. I whirled instantly and aimed my knee right into the doubled over gut of my attacker.

      He stumbled back, breathless, and it was then I realized exactly who had cornered me.

      Baelfyre.

      I opened my mouth then closed it, about a million questions dying on my tongue. But then my brain kicked right back in and I realized that I needed to be running.

      I practically vaulted over his head and rushed out into the hall. If I made it to my friends, or at least made it out of the servants’ halls, it was unlikely he would try to fight me in front of everyone. No, his best bet was to keep me separated and terrified. Not thinking, panicking, scared and alone.

      And then he would kill me.

      I raced down the hall, nearly making it to the end where the stairs were leading up, when an arm wrapped around my middle and threw me backward.

      I wasn’t exactly a light person, and yet I still went sailing, flying until I hit the floor hard. It drove my breath from me and made my head spin, the entire world warping around me for a moment.

      Somehow, I had the wherewithal to try to scream, my mouth dropping open to force a shout from my chest. I didn’t get much out before Baelfyre was diving toward me, his hand clapping right over my lips.

      “Now, now, none of that,” he hissed, his eyes a bit wild as he looked me over. He looked a little worse for wear, his dark hair dirty and schmutz smeared across one of his cheeks. It was the most un-put-together I had ever seen him. “You wouldn’t want to bring the whole house down on us, now would you?”

      He pressed harder into my jaw, and I felt the entire lower part of my face beginning to ache, like if he kept going then the whole thing would pop off. My blood and heart were racing, but I remembered what Mal had told me. I remembered what I’d learned from years of getting into fights about my hand, about my sister, about being fat.

      Calling up the magic within me, I summoned a shield out from my core as rapidly as I could, forcing it out in a blast. Just like I hoped, it hit the dragon and sent him flying back.

      Unfortunately, he’d been sent in the direction of the stairs that I needed to get to, which meant I needed to either try to barrel by him with my shield or I could run.

      …maybe a little bit of caution wasn’t amiss.

      I turned on my heel and ran, knowing that Alissandra was safer the farther that I got from her. And who knew, if I got far enough and managed to survive for more than a couple minutes, maybe she would be able to run for help.

      Okay, that was going to be my goal. Keep going long enough for her to get help. I had to have at least some hope that I would get out of the mess I was in.

      How did he escape? It had to be something about the amulet. Too bad it didn’t really matter at the moment, considering that finding out why wouldn’t help me run away from him any better.

      I raced down the hall, hoping that I would run into somebody, anybody, who could help me find the exit, but like Alissandra had said, we were far away from any sort of shift change so the night workers were scattered thinly across the manor. If I recalled, there were only about ten of them and most were scheduled to work around the kitchen.

      So, I just ran as far as I could. I could hear him getting up, could hear him rushing toward me. I wasn’t going to outrun him. For one, he was in much better shape. Secondly, he was a dragon, and while I was an oracle, that didn’t come with any particularly valuable physical perks.

      I waited for the last possible moment before lurching to the side, throwing open a door and diving in. I heard the crash as Baelfyre barreled into the door behind me, and the sheer volume of the sound gave me the impression that he was not entirely in his human form.

      The details to the room came secondary to me as I rushed through it. It was only when I was practically to the other door that I realized it was full of hanging clothing, all meticulously organized on things hung up from the ceiling. I hadn’t even realized that there was a dry-cleaning sort of setup in the manor. Was there one in the palace too?

      Not the thing to worry about.

      Right.

      I slammed the door behind me, and I saw three other exits. I ran toward the farthest one, figuring it was the least likely for me to pick if I was panicked and in a chase, and I just managed to get through it and shut it as the first entrance I had come through exploded in a hail of wood.

      Crap. Crap, crap, crap.

      I locked the door as quietly as I could—not that it would do any good—then looked at where I had ended up.

      I couldn’t believe it. A laundry room. Even as late at night as it was, there were still a couple of dryers going and the smell of detergent and heated machinery filled the air. I was reminded of what Bronn had said about my scent. If there was any place that I could lose him, I was here.

      I had seconds, maybe a little longer if he chose the wrong ways first. Looking around, I saw several big ol’ laundry carts, the kind made of fabric and used in really official places. I headed toward them, diving into one and covering myself with the dirty sheets. I waited there, heart pounding in my chest, and sure enough, the door burst open a few moments later.

      He must have either scented the way I had gone, or he had really great luck. I listened carefully, my lips pressed so hard together that I was sure they were numb, as he stood there a moment, breathing deeply.

      The room was so full of sound. There was the tumble of the dryers, the hissing of heat through old pipes. More importantly, there was a deep, predatory rumble that I could practically feel up my spine. It might have made my teeth chatter if I wasn’t clenching so tightly, prepared to spring up and run at a moment’s notice.

      He definitely wasn’t all human as he moved through the room. I could hear the sheer size of him, as well as his claws as they dragged across the floor. I thought back to the prison, to how I’d entered his cell and he’d tried to shift into a dragon several times and snap at me. Was that what he looked like? I certainly wasn’t going to take the risk.

      I waited, holding my breath, willing my heart to slow down. The sounds around me seemed overwhelming, throwing off my perception of where he was and what he was doing. It built up a crescendo inside of me, loud and tumultuous, being amplified by my own doubt and fear.

      When was the last time I had been reduced to just hiding? I had my shields and my friends and, of course, Bronn always by my side. I hadn’t had to face such a human experience in so long, and of course it was during a situation where it was so easy to be killed.

      Because I was sure that he was going to kill me. There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind. I had helped kill his prince, and I’d taunted him in his prison. I could almost see it, him flying over and dropping my corpse right in front of Bronn.

      That would kill Bronn. I just knew it.

      We’d been so arrogant. I just… I couldn’t believe I had let myself think that the end was almost in sight. Of course it was never going to finish. The anti-humanists were always one step ahead of us. They’d been using and abusing an oracle for so long before I ever even had my abilities and had clearly set things up for decades to come.

      I was going to—

      The maelstrom inside me was cut off as another door burst open and he left the room.

      That… That hadn’t worked, had it?

      I waited a while, or at least it felt like a while, to make sure he wasn’t just going to immediately double back. I couldn’t be sure, but I figured I couldn’t just keep sitting there. He would find me eventually when the dryers stopped, or he got used to the scent of detergent and heated machinery.

      Carefully, oh-so-carefully, I crept out of the cart. I kept a sheet with me, wrapping it around myself in the effort to dampen my scent. I wish that I had asked Bronn more about it. How easily could he scent me? Did it carry? Was every dragon’s ability to smell the same?

      Too late to find out any of that. Instead, I crept back the way I had come, stepping over bits of wood and metal.

      I almost couldn’t believe it when I made it back to the hallway. I didn’t hear him anywhere around me, so I picked up the pace a little, half-running, half-crouched as I hurried forward.

      I could see them, the stairs were almost in my sight. I picked up into a full sprint, heart in my chest, as I thundered down the hall.

      But before I could reach the foot of them, the entire wall beside them exploded, showering me with splinters as Baelfyre erupted from it.

      Except it was barely Baelfyre and almost entirely black dragon. His eyes were red, practically glowing at me with his furor. His snout was long with a row of sharp teeth. Horns were sprouting out of his head and down his spine, which I could see because he was on all fours. But his legs and arms were obscenely long, leaving him looking very much like an abomination of nature.

      Maybe a curse word escaped from me, maybe it didn’t. I couldn’t quite tell. But I did turn on my heel and race back.

      I could feel rather than hear him launch himself off the stairs toward me. I reached inside of me with all I had and called up a shield.

      Somehow it worked, but it didn’t get much past me when he made contact. Once more, I found myself flung forward, picked right up off my feet and sent toward the wall at the opposite end of the corridor.

      But as a positive, the hallway was too small for Baelfyre’s current form to get through, and that gave me an extra moment to recover.

      I fought to my feet and dashed down the hall, ducking into the first room I came across. I knew that the manor only had a couple of servant quarters and that no one actually stayed there, that they had rooms on the first floor, but there had to be something useful to me. Could I loop back to the laundry room? Or would he know that I had been hiding in the hamper?

      I didn’t know. And when I closed my eyes to try to sense something out, all I saw was flashes of claws and gnashing fangs.

      The room I was in was just full of cleaning supplies. But I could work with that.

      I groped blindly for what I was pretty sure was bleach, judging the shape of the bottle. Everything was so dark that there wasn’t much I could make out.

      Hastily, I unscrewed the top, crouching as far as I could get in the corner.

      I didn’t have to wait long. Large claws bit right into the wood on either side of the door and yanked it right off its hinges, revealing the snarling mess of a face of my hunter.

      I didn’t waste a second. I threw the entire bottle of open bleach right at his gnashing teeth. And, better than I had even expected, it burst like an overripe grape.

      Baelfyre let out a sound that would have been hilarious in any other context and hastily scrambled back, his mouth making all sorts of weird shapes. I dove forward, scrambling over his flailing limbs and taking off again.

      I turned one corner, then another. I knew I had to be there soon. There was only so much space in the manor. I wished that I had checked back to see if the maid was up or still unconscious, but I had been so concerned with reaching the steps that I hadn’t thought twice about it.

      “Hello! Who’s down there!?”

      My stomach jolted as I heard a voice from not far away. Of course someone had to have heard us. Baelfyre was making so much noise, crashing in and out of entire walls. Surely the whole place had to be waking up.

      That was good. The less alone I was, the more likely I was to survive.

      “I’m calling the guard!”

      Yes! Bless them! Bless them!

      I switched directions and bolted right for them, putting my everything into a mad dash. I almost expected a trap, but sure enough, I saw one of the kitchen hands standing in a little t-junction in the hall, a knife in his hand and his jaw stretched out slightly.

      “Lady Masters!” he said, eyes widening in surprise. “What are you—”

      “Being chased!” I gasped, rushing to him. “Baelfyre has—”

      Once more, before I could get a full sentence out, the dark dragon’s large arm burst through the wall, nearly slashing open my leg.

      I screamed, stumbling to the side, and the kitchen worker let out a snarl.

      “Run! I’ll hold him off as long as I can!”

      “But—”

      “Go! To the right and up the stairs. You’ll end up in the back of the kitchen. Towards the gardens.”

      I wanted to argue with him, but I knew that would be stupid. There was no way a drake could take on a royal dragon, and I was pretty sure that was what the kitchen worker was.

      So, I took off running down the hall. I could hear snarls and howls booming behind me, but I didn’t turn, didn’t glance over my shoulder.

      I had to get out.
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      Everything was going too fast.

      My blood was rushing past my ears, my heart was thumping in my chest, the stairs were quickly racing towards me, and I swore that I heard voices above me.

      Mickey and the others had to know that I was in trouble. They had to. Maybe I would burst out of the door at the top of the stairs and they would all be waiting there for me. The team all back together and I’d be a whole lot safer.

      Except I didn’t really think I’d make it through that door. How many minutes had I been running from Baelfyre? Five? Maybe ten. It hadn’t been long at all, and yet to me it felt like I was in an entirely different day.

      Somehow, I made it. My hand was on the knob and I threw it outward, stumbling into the back of the kitchen.

      “Mickey!” I called out, shutting the door and rushing to grab one of the nearby chairs, pressing it up against the wood. But then I remembered how Baelfyre had burst through whole walls and realized how stupid that was.

      Letting it drop, I ran out into the main part of the kitchen. Or at least where I thought it would be. I wasn’t very familiar with the back parts of the kitchen, which included the larder, the fridges, and the storage rooms. It wasn’t quite maze-like, but it wasn’t like there was just one door either.

      I rushed through the first one I saw and definitely ended up in the larder. I did actually curse that time and went right out the door and then through another one.

      …and I ended up in the gardens?

      That was weird, but I would take it. I at least knew how to get out of there.

      “Bronn!” I cried, hoping that somehow someone would hear me. But it was as if the entire manor was under some sort of thick blanket of hush, like a Sleeping Beauty level of oppression.

      Wait… Was all of that a part of the elders’ plan? Would anybody be coming to save me? Was the only reason all of us were awake to cover mirrors because of my vision?

      Well, that didn’t make sense. How would that drake and Allisandra have been up?

      Those were all questions that could wait until later.

      It didn’t take me long to get out of the garden, and I found the door that I knew would lead to a hallway that would in turn lead to the landing. I was almost there. Surely once I was inside, my friends would hear me and Baelfyre would finally flee. Sure, that wasn’t exactly what we wanted, but it was a whole lot better than me ending up gutted somewhere in the manor while everyone slept.

      I thundered down the hall, breathless, but still calling out as loudly as I could.

      “Mickey! Mal! Krisjian!”

      I knew chances were unlikely that they could hear me, but I was sure that as soon as I got to the landing, they would be able to.

      I stampeded into the lobby, all covered in sweat and feeling like I would be sick, but hope bloomed in my chest. Or at least it did until there was a rumbling, cracking sound and suddenly a huge plume of fire burst through the floor.

      Oh…that was not good.

      I stumbled back a step, my eyes so wide if felt like they might burst out of my head. As the fire burned, bright and hot and towering, a black clawed hand reached out. And then another. Then a great, many-horned dragon head came up as Baelfyre dragged himself up into the landing in this full dragon form.

      But somehow, he seemed even bigger than normal, like he was full of so much magic that he was bursting at the seams, straining red flesh between rows of ebony scales. Maybe it was because I had never been so up close and personal with his draconian form, maybe it was because I was just so terrified. I called up my shield, imaging it as a bubble around me, but I should have thought twice about that, because when he surged forward, he was able to lock his jaws around my hazy barrier and launch himself into the air.

      I let out a scream, forcing myself to concentrate. If I let it drop, I would be crushed by his jaws. The only thing I could do was hold onto my shield and try to expand it so I didn’t slip right down his throat.

      I didn’t want to think about what would happen if I was swallowed outright. Would my shield protect me from the acid in his stomach? The incredible internal heat from his body? Would he… Would he just pass me as a shield bubble? That was so hilarious and disgusting.

      If it were any other circumstance, maybe I would have chuckled. But then we were out into the night air and I knew I had to do something. I couldn’t just let him fly away with me. Take me to some remote location where he could eat me piece by piece. Everyone knew never to let themselves be taken to a secondary location.

      So I reached inside of myself again, trying to grab my magic and rip it to me. I’d shielded a whole palace estate. I’d shielded a city. Surely, I could get myself out of a single dragon’s mouth.

      For some reason, my mind went back to one time when I was younger—my parents, Mickey, and I all curled up on the couch to watch some kid’s channel movie that I was all excited for. I had been eating tortilla chips when one of them stabbed me right in the roof of my mouth. At the time, it was one of the most painful things that I had ever experienced. Although little Davie soon learned that wasn’t even a tenth of what pain really was, it still stuck out in my head.

      I could probably be a bit of a tortilla chip.

      Furrowing my brow, feeling the air around me becoming rapidly thinner and colder, I thought about harsh edges and sharp points. Thought about spikes and pinnacles and honestly, just a whole lot of discomfort.

      And then, once I was sure I had the best mental image I could create, the clearest possible, I let all of my magic burst out in an emphatic wave.

      I felt rather than saw it happen, bits of energy shooting out from me like a balloon filled with nails. Blood rained down over my shield as at least a couple of them stabbed right into the soft palate of his mouth, and I thought maybe one of them went down his throat. The next thing I knew, I was falling.

      Wait.

      It felt a bit like floating, except I wasn’t floating at all. I was rapidly descending toward the ground, hovering in the center of my shield.

      Uh, I was going to hit with a whole lot of force. And while my shield would take the brunt of it, inertia was going to make sure that I slammed into my barrier not too long after that.

      Which meant I was probably about to die.

      Quickly, I tried to grab onto that magic again, to force it up under me and make a sort of slide. The most rushed, janky slide in existence but a slide, nonetheless.

      If I’d had more time, maybe I would think about the comical nature of it all. I was basically in a sort of magical marble and was trying to rapid build a ramp so that I could bowl myself to safety.

      The amazing thing was that it worked.

      When I hit the top of my ramp, I hit hard, crashing right into the bottom of my bubble then being thrown to the top as it rotated. I was pretty sure my nose was bleeding, but that didn’t matter, or at least I tried to tell myself that as I scrambled to brace myself.

      I picked up quite a lot of speed as I rolled, and I felt nausea completely take over a large part of my mind. So much so that I forgot I hadn’t quite finished my ramp all the way down to the ground, and suddenly, I wasn’t so much rolling as I was falling while spinning again.

      And then I hit the ground and it was like it cracked in two, swallowing me into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            Thrill Ride

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain.

      Pain swamped everything in a way that I wasn’t used to. I felt like I was going to puke, shrivel inside myself, and have my head burst all at the same time.

      And I was also…moving?

      Blearily, I tried to open my eyes. I got one most of the way there but the other was just a sliver and most of it was bathed in red. But I was indeed moving, in long, uneven slides across the earth. And I knew that because I could feel the wetness of dewy grass against my back, too cold to be blood.

      Or at least I was pretty certain it was too cold to be blood. Everything was a little hazy.

      I tilted my head ever-so-slightly, causing a fresh, nearly overwhelming burst of pain in my head, but I managed to stay conscious. Although what I saw almost made me wish I wasn’t awake at all.

      Baelfyre was back in a form that was somewhere between human and dragon, one of his long, clawed arms gripping the back of my shirt as he dragged me across the ground. We were still on the manor grounds, I could tell that much, but we were somewhere I didn’t quite recognize.

      So I couldn’t have been out for long. Minutes maybe? Otherwise he would have been long gone with my unconscious body or my corpse.

      That corpse thing wasn’t exactly off the table by how hard my head was pounding. I was pretty sure that I had a concussion, and if I stayed on my back, I wasn’t entirely sure that I wouldn’t throw up and then drown in my own vomit.

      Ugh. What a way to go.

      The texture against my back changed, and I realized I was being dragged inside somewhere with a concrete floor. It grated against my skin, cold and unforgiving, and then I smelled the unmistakable scent of gasoline.

      I was in the garage.

      He was getting a car and was going to drive away with me. So… That meant he wasn’t trying to kill me. So, what then, he was trying to kidnap me? Again? Except this time, it was for real and not an elaborate trap that we had set up.

      He went over to the cabinet where all the keys were held and removed one, then headed somewhere else. I wanted to move, to fight him, but even as I brought my hand up, I could only weakly swat at his grip. He was just so strong, and my head hurt so much.

      I was gonna puke. I really was.

      There was the little innocuous beep-beep of the car being unlocked then the passenger’s side door was being opened. It was like déjà vu, except a lot more painful, as he shifted his grip on me so he could shove me in.

      “Let her go!”

      I heard the collision of metal on scales, and I was suddenly dropped. The simple movement made my whole world shake like it was an etch-a-sketch, and my stomach practically twisted itself into a pretzel.

      And yet I forced myself to roll. Force myself to move. I didn’t know what was going on, but I needed to take advantage of the opportunity I had been given.

      I crawled forward on my arms and knees, like I was in the army or something, but an uneven part of the ground had me losing my balance and tumbling to the side. I ended up crashing into what smelled like a polishing rack, a couple of cans raining down around me.

      I gagged so hard that the world blinked out again. When it cleared, I saw Mallory fighting Baelfyre armed with nothing but a crowbar.

      …that was the last thing I had ever expected.

      She was dressed in her pajamas, covered in sweat, with her hair still in the braids I had done for her. She was breathing hard, her arms shaking, but she was raining down blow after blow on all the human bits.

      She’d clearly gotten the drop on him with a hit to the head as he’d tried to get me into the car, but he was rallying. I could see it as he fixed his stance and brought his arm up. And if he landed a good blow on her, I wasn’t sure she would survive.

      I fought my way to my feet, ignoring the rush of pain, ignoring how the floor seemed to be tilting and buckling under me. I stumbled toward her, holding onto reality as tightly as I could.

      He lashed out, his arm taking a blow from her crowbar as his teeth snapped forward. She managed to catch him by changing the angle of her weapon, but she had maybe seconds before he overpowered her and buried his teeth into her neck.

      But he was distracted, and I used that to my advantage, barreling forward and slamming into his body as hard as I could.

      Clearly, he hadn’t been expecting that because he stumbled, crashing into the side of the car and lowering his guard enough for Mallory to crack his already very bloody face with her crowbar.

      Unfortunately, I crumbled like a sack of potatoes, hitting the ground hard and ending up pretty much in the same position I had started in, only dizzier and sicker.

      Great.

      “You need to run,” Mallory said, grabbing my arm and yanking me up.

      “We both run,” I rasped, my voice sounding far too thin and reedy. I remembered back before I got involved with all these dragons and apocalypses that I used to think I was tough. A sort of confident, tall bruiser who protected the little folk.

      But in reality, I was soft and weak and oh-so-vulnerable. If I didn’t have magic, I would have been dead several times over right now.

      Actually, I’d been dead once, so that didn’t speak well of my track record.

      “Davie, you’re half-dead. Get out of—”

      She didn’t finish the sentence. Baelfyre recovered from the hit and kicked her legs, sending her stumbling. Before I could think of how to counter it, he grabbed the back of her head and slammed it into the trunk of the car.

      She let out a groan and crumpled, blood clear on her brow. He lifted his massive, dragony foot like he was going to curb-stomp her.

      “Stop it,” I cried, slamming my body into him once more. It was less effectual than the first time, but it still made him waver for a moment.

      I, of course, fell right back down to the ground. But at least I managed to land by Mallory, and I rolled right onto her back.

      Wrapping my arms around her, I dug my fingers into the last of my magic that I felt like I had a hold of and used it to surround the two of us, leaving maybe inches over my head as a cushion against any attacks.

      It wasn’t much, but it was something. Mallory and I were just on the brink of mending our wounds. I didn’t want her to be killed violently by Baelfyre as he attempted to take me somewhere else.

      “Ugh, how is it that you always make things so complicated!?” Baelfyre snarled, his voice guttural and rough. I felt both of his hands come down on either side of my shield and he bodily picked us up before I could do anything about it. Not that there was much I could do. I could feel my eyelids drooping and my body temperature dropping. I was sure that it wouldn’t be long until I was out entirely.

      Where was everyone!? How was it that Mallory heard and got to the garage but no one else had managed it? A full-grown dragon had burst through the roof. That wasn’t exactly subtle.

      “You have a stunning knack for being a pain in my ass, but soon it’s not going to help you at all, and you’re going to pay back every single one of these things. Just think about that.”

      And then he was shoving us into the car and slamming the door. By the time he went around to the driver’s side, he was almost fully human and I was drifting into darkness again.

      A very small part of my brain was telling me that I was too heavy to be laying on top of Mallory like I was—I’d watched a prison show once where someone had died that way—so with the last of my strength, I rolled over once more and sank down in the well between the front seats and back. That final movement seemed to use the last of my reserves, and I was slipping right down under again.

      Who knew where I would be when I woke up?

      Nowhere good, that was for certain.
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      I woke up feeling like I was floating again, but I felt like I was being dragged down by painful little fingers until I was right back in my body.

      Ow.

      I was vibrating slightly and couldn’t figure out why, especially since it felt like every fiber of my being was throbbing violently. My memory was hazy, floating above my head like a cloud, not descending onto me until the whole world seemed to jerk and bounce.

      “Potholes,” a voice near to me hissed and then a limp hand sort of smacked into my face, causing another wave of agony to go through me.

      Oh, right. We were in a car. Baelfyre was kidnapping us after having chased me through half of the manor as a strange conglomeration of dragon and human. Oh, and Mallory had showed up at the end with a crowbar.

      It couldn’t have been more bizarre if I had tried.

      A strange sort of giggle tried to bubble up in me, but I held it down. I needed Baelfyre to think I was still knocked out. The element of surprise was about the only element I had, and I wasn’t about to waste it.

      So, what to do? I was laying in the well between the front and the back seats, and Mallory was still out cold next to me, her sweat already making a set mark in the seat all around her. She probably wasn’t going to wake up anytime soon, and I couldn’t see myself finding a way to wake her without signaling that I was awake to Baelfyre.

      We went over another hole, and I swore my body rattled itself right down to its core. I nearly gagged, but I again forced myself to keep quiet.

      I didn’t have time and yet I needed to be careful, so I slid my feet deeper into the well ever-so-slightly, scooting up enough so that I could see out of the passenger’s side window across from me.

      I wasn’t happy by the sight that greeted me.

      We weren’t on the highway, but I recognized the backroads we were on. They were the ones at the edge of the city, the ones that Mallory and I used to ride on her moped when I wanted to go and sketch the trees in the woods and she wanted to swim in the hidden stream that she was all about.

      He was trying to take us toward the edge of my shield. Just like that fake kidnapping. Except everything was real and I didn’t have to act terrified, I just was.

      I couldn’t let him take me there. What if the elders were on the other side, or more of his minions? What if the prince had secretly survived and was there as the worst surprise in the world?

      But what could I do? I was stuck in the backseat. Wedged in. I could pry myself free, but not without notifying him.

      I closed my eyes, trying to call another shield up—one in front of the car—but I couldn’t. We were going too fast, and I couldn’t see in front of us. Every time I felt like I had a grip on it, it would slide out of my hand and wither inside of me.

      My answer came to me after we went through an even more atrocious pothole. It was like Baelfyre was trying to hit all of them. But then I realized two things. One, that he had probably never driven for himself in his entire life, and two, that I used the momentum to flop forward like a ragdoll, nearly doubling over and just sitting there, limp.

      Somehow it worked. He didn’t reach back and slap me, or even say anything other than more curses for the pothole. I was bent in the gap between the front seat. I was facing the wrong way, but if I could just turn a bit…

      I didn’t have to wait long. It had to be less than a minute later that we hit something else and I was able to bounce enough to get one knee facing the right way and my head tilted enough to see out the front windshield.

      We were almost to the shield. I had three minutes—maybe two—so I had to act fast. I could not let him get me over that line. On this side of the shield, I had a chance. Not so much if I crossed over.

      Not to mention Mallory was with me. Although they might keep me alive and torture me because I was a useful oracle, she wasn’t. They would kill her, and most likely right in front of me. I couldn’t let things end like that.

      If we were going make our grand exit off the stage called life, it was going to be on our terms.

      Two minutes. Maybe less. Two lives. No magic. Mal’s words played through in my head, reminding me that I couldn’t depend on the magic. That I only had me and my body.

      Time suddenly seemed to still, the breakneck pace the car was going at slowing to a crawl. I blinked, and suddenly, the spirit was right in front of me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?”

      “But you’ll die.”

      “Is that for certain?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      I took a shaking breath. “Then it is what it is.”

      “I don’t understand. You ran from me, you’ve fought me, you’ve had your youngest banish me for a bit. You demanded that I defy all the rules and let you live. And now you’re willing to give that all up?”

      “It’s not giving up. I prefer to think of it as going out on a high note.”

      “But you promised your prince that you wouldn’t be reckless.”

      “And I’m not. If I’m going out, I’m going to take Baelfyre with me. I’m going to save Mallory.”

      “The girl whose parents killed yours?”

      “Yes.”

      The spirit smiled with both of her faces, and it was entirely unnerving. “That’s my girl.”

      Time suddenly snapped back to normal and my head spun once more before I could get my bearings. Glancing out the window, I could see the shield just ahead through the windshield, glistening, stalwart in its strength. Protecting so many lives.

      One minute. Maybe less.

      I had to do it.

      I took the quietest, deepest breath I could and then launched myself forward, a cry escaping my lips as I did.

      I actually managed to startle Baelfyre, and he jerked to the side, cursing in shock. But his pause was my gain, because I grabbed the steering wheel and wrenched it as hard to the side as I could.

      “Time to meet your prince,” I cried, a little flicker of victory blooming in my chest.

      We were going fast, so fast, and the sudden movement was too much. The car jerked, making a horrendous sound, and we were flipping butt over tea kettle. I hit the ceiling. I hit the armrest between the front seats. I was thrown this way, and that. Then I noticed that I was launching forward way too far, and suddenly glass was shattering all around me.

      I was flying through the windshield. I had to be. I was surrounded by green and rushing shapes, and I had just flown through the windshield.

      The magic inside of me bubbled out, forming around me in the wonkiest shape I had ever conjured up. I hit a tree first, the shield taking most of the impact, but that sent me ricocheting to the ground.

      And yet again, I was swallowed up by my pain and adrenaline to dive deep, deep down into the dark.
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      “Wake up, Davie. You need to wake up.”

      I groaned, consciousness rolling up on me like a school bully that just didn’t want to let me go. I couldn’t see anything, couldn’t hear anything, there was just a jumble of discordant information that didn’t make sense.

      Come on now. Come back to the light. You can do it. Just breathe in for me. Breathe out.

      I followed the instruction of the voice, breathing in and breathing out. I couldn’t live if I couldn’t breathe.

      Slowly, bits and pieces came back to me. I was cold. And it was… It was growing darker, wasn’t it? Had the whole day gone by?

      That explained maybe why I was wet. No, not wet. Damp. Sticky? No. Tacky. Blood. Dried blood that had then been wetted again by an evening dew. Or maybe a midday drizzle. I didn’t know. What was happening again?

      Right. I’d flown through the windshield after a pretty thorough beating by gravity. Slowly, so slowly, I cracked open the only eye I could still feel.

      Red. Everything was red. I blinked several times and eventually it cleared enough for me to make the real world out.

      It wasn’t night, but it was later. It looked like afternoon, judging by the shadows, and the only reason I even knew that was from all my escaped times to the woods with Mallory.

      Mallory!

      She was still in the car. The car that I had flipped. Had we hit a tree? Was that what had sent me through the windshield? I couldn’t say. To be perfectly honest, I hadn’t even felt the impact after the first couple of flips.

      I pushed myself up to my hands and knees, joints popping, muscles screaming, but I had to find Mallory. She was sick. She needed my help. And what if Baelfyre had her? Where even was he?

      Questions like that flowed through my brain, disjointed and frayed at the edges. I was like a machine running on battery saver, only enough in me to do the barest of functions.

      But I was going to find her. I had to. I hadn’t survived everything that had happened to just leave Mallory pinned in some car.

      I didn’t even think what would happen if I found her dead, or horrifically injured. I didn’t even think of how badly off I was. I was walking with a limp, and I could barely see through a single eye. I was pretty sure that I heard glass tinkling as it moved in my hair.

      Then I saw it—the car just a few feet away. It was practically wrapped around a tree and smoking ever-so-slightly. Branches were everywhere, along with leaves, and I could smell the staleness of blood.

      I came around the front of the car, which was facing the same way as the back of the car, the whole thing practically forming a U around the trunk of the tree. There I saw what was left of Baelfyre. He was practically gray, with purple between his knuckles where they still gripped the steering wheel. I could see that he was impaled in multiple places, and it looked like maybe a part of his head was missing.

      I stood there, observing the macabre scene, looking for the rise and fall of his chest. But there was none. Whatever kind of soul he had had inside of his body was long gone. Baelfyre was dead.

      He was dead.

      I stood there a moment, almost as if I was frozen while my brain tried to compute all that that meant. The betrayer, the man who had tricked us all, then proved to be one of our most persistent foes, was gone. The dragon that had outlived his prince and managed to wrest me from Bronn’s relative safety. The specter who had tried to trade my honor for favor. Who tried to have me just because he thought it might hurt Bronn where he was weakest. He had just taken and taken and taken, always greedy for more. Always demanding.

      And now he was dead. All of that was over.

      Good riddance.

      I lingered there a moment, trying to comprehend that he was never going to come back. That he was one fear that couldn’t hurt us anymore. But then my original goal came back to me.

      “Mallory,” I rasped, although it came out as more of a strangled sound than anything else.

      I stumbled away to the front of the car and toward the side. It wasn’t easy, with the ground rippling under my feet like some sort of very large waterbed. I needed to get to her. To make sure that she was alright. The opposite of Baelfyre.

      “So this is the thing that has caused us so much grief?”

      I jolted to a stop. Or at least tried to. In reality, I stumbled slightly to the side, catching myself against a thin sapling at the sound of a vaguely familiar voice. When I could get my body to move how I wanted to, I looked behind me to see three figures just on the other side of my shield, watching me.

      One woman, with long hair and eyes as dark as obsidian. An older man, with salt-and-pepper hair and a royal chin. A blond man, strapping and put together, a clean-cut silhouette against the jaggedness of the rest of the world.

      The elders.

      But how were they there? How was any of it happening?!

      “I expected…more,” the woman continued, tilting her head to the other side.

      “Looks can be deceiving,” the blond said, his voice jovial and charming. He looked like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, which made my adrenaline kick in even more.

      I was in the presence of predators. Some of the oldest ones on the planet. I was bleeding, exhausted, and concussed. I couldn’t think straight, let alone run, and yet they were…right…there.

      “That’s the point of an oracle, isn’t it? So much power, so much possibility, all hid within a plain little package.”

      “And it is a plain one, isn’t it?” the final one asked, his voice just as low and rumbling as it had been in my visions. “Hard to believe she’s the one who kept your grandson at bay.”

      “And foiled your dearest nephew too, do not forget that.” The woman raised her hand and trailed it along the shield, causing what felt like fire to scratch itself down my front. But it was only there for a flash, disappearing in the next moment like it was never there in the first place. “Our proudest progeny brought low by a pen and one of their human beasts of metal and oil. There must be recompense.”

      “Now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Valirie.” The blond looked at me, giving me a soft smile and his kind, blue eyes crinkling warmly. He was almost like a movie star or some vestige of old Hollywood glamor. “You’re just trying to survive, aren’t you, lovely? You don’t know how they’ve tricked you, but I’m sure you can tell how those you call your friends are using you. No one is more dangerous than those who wear two faces.”

      I couldn’t say anything, could only stare in cold horror at them. I knew the man was a trap, an orb spider luring me with sweet words and affection, when nothing but death awaited in his grasp.

      “Come with us, love. We’ll always be straight with you. All can be forgiven, you know. All you have to do is help us out when we need it.”

      I just stood there, clutching the tree, knees shaking. I was trying to grab the magic within me. To do something. I didn’t understand how the elders had gotten to us so soon, or why they were at the edge of the shield, or why I just wanted to sleep. It felt like my brain was dribbling out of my ear.

      At least when I was dying the first time, things were much quieter. Everything was so loud around me now. Pain, exhaustion, and fear all rippled into each other, rebounding and building in an endless cacophony.

      “Look at her! Addled, just staring at us like a cow. Can you even understand us?”

      “Calm yourself, Valirie. She’s probably still being influenced by the old curse you reawakened.”

      “If she was influenced, she would still be asleep.”

      “Yes,” the dark-haired one remarked. “Perhaps your skills and knowledge are not as foolproof as you would have us believe.”

      The woman’s dark eyes flashed as she whirled to the man beside her. “I am not an oracle, I would remind you. The fact that I could even find and call upon the old webs within the amulet we gave our progeny is something that you could never dream of.”

      “Valcrus, Valirie, enough. We’re putting on a poor show in front of the lady.” He grinned back at me. “Forgive them. Travel does make them so cranky.”

      It was like watching some sort of reality TV where all three of them were on different scripts. And yet somehow the trio in front of me was supposed to be some all-powerful, ancient dragons that had been around for centuries.

      How disappointing.

      I opened my mouth to say as much, but there was the sound of screeching metal behind me.

      “Davie?” I heard a small, wavering voice behind the awful metallic sound. “Davie, are you there?”

      I craned my neck back from where I was still clinging to the tree to see a back door open.

      “Mallory?”

      I almost couldn’t believe it. A quick thought flashed through my mouth, wondering if she was a ghost and I had truly gone mad, but when she stumbled out of the wreck, I knew she was really, actually there.

      Although barely.

      She was covered in blood, and I couldn’t tell how much was hers and how much was Baelfyre’s. One of her arms hung limply at her side, twisted a bit, and the other was pressing into her middle.

      “Davie?” she asked again, looking blearily around.

      “Mallory!” I called back, finally letting go of the sapling and taking a couple of loping, limping steps toward her.

      “Davie!” She stumbled towards me as well, both of us looking like we were about to come apart at the seams. We met in a fragile clash of comfort, sinking to our knees, Mallory practically collapsed against me.

      “I… Something is wrong, Davie. Really wrong.”

      Her voice was so weak. Barely there. I didn’t know if it was her throat or my ears, but I had a sneaking suspicion it could be both.

      “It’s okay, Mallory. We’re on the right side of the shield. I’ll get you to safety and into a medical room and we’ll both be right as rain soon enough.”

      She was still covered in sweat and it was mixing with the blood on her to drip in gory little rivulets down her face and arms. Suddenly all our fighting, everything else, seemed so stupid. So clumsy. Wasted time that we would never get back.

      “No, Davie, I…” She paused, a rattle going through her. “I’m going to be sick,” she said in one breathless rush, leaning to the side and retching horribly. “Let me go!” she cried, sounding panicked.

      “Mallory, I’m not holding you.” Panic rose inside of me, punching through everything else. “What’s wrong? Let me help you.”

      “I just… Something’s wrong. Something…” She crawled away from me, swaying heavily. I tried to rise to follow after her, but I lost my footing, nearly falling completely over. “I’m gonna be sick. I’m gonna…”

      She was two yards from me, maybe a touch more. She was heading toward the shield, toward the elders, and the panic somehow doubled within me.

      “Mallory—”

      My words didn’t quite make it out as Mallory wretched so hard I saw her spine bend, then suddenly, green bile was pouring out of her mouth.

      I couldn’t help it, I fell back on my behind, staring at her. The first thought that crossed my mind was that she had a head injury and the nausea was getting to her. But then the green liquid kept coming and coming, almost seeming to glow as it spattered across the dirt.

      Dirt that was…melting?

      I blinked. My head was full of the awful sounds she was making. Green gas was rising from wherever the liquid touched, coiling and swirling like wicked fingers trying to bite into the very world.

      “Mallory? Mallory, are you alright?” What a dumb question. She was throwing up what looked and smelled like acid, and the ground in front of her was rapidly sinking like quicksand. How many times had I said my friend’s name in just the past few moments? It was starting not to sound like a word at all.

      “Verlarius, is what I think is happening actually happening?”

      “I… I think it might, Valirie.”

      But the voices of the elders didn’t matter to me. I crept forward again, struggling to move but needing to get closer to Mallory. To comfort her.

      But the smell… It was awful. Acrid and like death. Something unnatural. Something that wasn’t supposed to be in our world but definitely wanted it. There was an outright hole in front of the small woman now, pouring virulent green steam up and into the air. The afternoon sun was starting to be blotted out, covered by a malevolent layer of lime.

      I’d never thought of lime being particularly intimidating, and yet I knew that it couldn’t be good. That nothing that would benefit us could come out of something that reminded me so much of nuclear waste.

      “Davie!” I heard my name, barely squeaked out, and then more vomiting. She was putting out so much liquid, more than a single human possibly could, and yet she just kept going and going, and the air grew worse by the minute. I couldn’t see the edges of the hole anymore, only green, green, green steam blotting everything out.

      “This is history being made. Right in front of us.”

      I continued to ignore the elders. They were on the other side of the shield. They didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was Mallory.

      “I’m coming. I’m coming. It’s gonna be okay. I promise. I promise, okay? You’re going to be okay.”

      I was repeating myself and I knew it, but the words were just bubbling out of their own volition, fueled by my damaged brain. I crawled toward her, finally reaching her, my shaking hand landing softly on her back.

      Oh geez, my hand was covered in blood and dirt and grossness. I was so startled for a beat that I just stood there, my brain desperately trying to supply me with a solution but mostly just coming up empty.

      Mallory groaned, more awfulness coming from her, more horribly wounded sounds, and I was drawn back to the moment.

      She was wet, outright wet. She’d gone from being damp with sweat to being outright soaked through, and she was shivering to the point where it could be a seizure. It was like the world was spinning around us, everything flinging this way and that way, completely out of control.

      We were so close. I thought we were gonna make it. That we were going to beat the anti-humanists and finally get to live our lives.

      I was an idiot.

      There was a thunderous clapping sound below us, and the ground fell away in a gaping wave. I barely managed to grab the back of Malloy’s shirt and yank her back into me. To safety.

      Once more, we clashed into each other, falling backward, her in my lap and me right back on my butt. She was like a flash-heater against me, but my arms wrapped around her anyways, wanting to hold her to me. Wanting to let her know that I was there for her. Despite everything that had happened, I was going to be there for her.

      She let out a horrible gurgling sound, like something was climbing out of her, and then she let out an absolutely horrendous wheeze as a thick, coiling cloud of black slipped from her mouth like a demon escaping. We both watched, our voices stolen, as it swirled up for a moment then dived right into the hole that was turning into more of a chasm by the second.

      “I… I’m sorry, Davie,” Mallory rasped, her whole body going limp against me. “I think I’ve done something terrible.”

      I opened my mouth to comfort her, to tell her that it was fine, just a bad spell passing through her. But then the ground began to rumble, shaking so hard that I could feel us slipping down into the melted fissure.

      Reaching back, I grabbed the first thing my hand found—a root—and gripped it for my dead life. I tried to scoot us backward, to get us to safety, but I was just so exhausted. It felt like every muscle in my body was both torn and beaten to a pulp. Violently abused and battered, stretched to their absolute limits, and yet I was demanding more of them.

      Because even though I had told the spirit it was worth dying to take down Baelfyre and to save Mallory, even though—for a moment—I had been ready to die, I had no intentions of letting us slide into some sort of hellhole while the elders gleefully watched like kids at a candy shop.

      “Push with your feet if you can,” I wheezed, trying to pull harder. I needed two hands, but I couldn’t let go of Mallory. And when I tried to bring my legs up to hold her that way, one of them just wouldn’t move the right way. Like whatever muscles moved my knee were gone, leaving me with just a flopping limb.

      I didn’t know if she helped me, but the world shook again. A cracking sound filled the air, dirt shooting up in random geysers all around us. It was catastrophic and fell right in line with any number of disaster movies that I had seen in the early aughts. But it wasn’t nearly as entertaining as it was in the theater. In fact, it was downright petrifying.

      “It’s happening! He’s rising! He’s rising!”

      …who was what?

      Another violent shake, reminding me of the potholes in the car. It built into a crescendo that was impossibly intense and then, just as suddenly as it had started, silence settled over everything.

      I drew in a breath, wondering if somehow we had survived it, but then there was another strange sound. A sort of deep, heavy breathing drifted up from the hole. Almost like a heartbeat. Albeit from a heart that was only just remembering how to function.

      And then, like something out of a horror movie, a single hand rose up from the chasm—except it wasn’t a human hand. It was a dragon’s. Brown and massive, with splits in the old, black-edged skin to reveal pestilent wounds and yellowed bones below it. Claws that were nearly the size of my upper torso. Bigger than Bronn. Bigger than Baelfyre. My greatest nightmare, right there in front of me.

      Another hand joined the first, claws digging into the earth as anchors. It was just as off-putting as the first, green and yellow liquid oozing from the boils and blisters. The decaying smell of it all forced its way into my nose. Down my throat. Burning me, corrupting me from the inside out.

      A spike came up. Then another. Then finally a head. The same head that had been taunting me, lurking as a threat in the background of my life since everything started.

      The rotted dragon.

      His wings finally made it above the fissure he was crawling out of and he flared them, casting us in shadow. The only rays of light that made it through were those allowed to pass by the holes and wounds in the leathery expanse, dotting the ground around us almost like the target sights of a rifle.

      Finally, his back legs came up, leaving him towering over us in all his vile, disgusting glory. He truly was a beast. A great and terrible beast who had been so dangerous to all the worlds that he’d had to be locked away in his own pocket dimension of ruin. The creature that had been so hungry for power that he had destroyed several civilizations. Killed millions. Devoured and devoured in his thirst for more power.

      He was the reason all the oracles were wiped out. He was the reason shifters and dwarves and any of us ended up on earth.

      And now he was on earth with us too.

      His form rippled, as if all his muscles were acclimating to our reality at once, and then he let out a bellow that I swore scored me right down to my soul. And in that moment, I realized the cold, bitter truth.

      We had already lost.
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      Time stood still, as if it too was cowed by the demon towering over us. I felt cold in his shadow, and I didn’t know if that was from the terror or just him already draining the life and power from everything around him.

      I had to get away.

      “My lord! Our lord! Great One, we are humbled that you would choose us to witness your uprising! We have been waiting for centuries for—”

      The rotted dragon didn’t even turn toward them. He merely slapped his bony, decrepit tail against the ground right against the edge of the shield, causing them to jump back. I could have sworn that he smirked as well, his jagged, chapped, and yet somehow also dripping lips curling ever-so-slightly.

      “Davie…”

      It was the faintest of whispers, barely audible, and I looked down. Mallory was looking up at me with wide, bloodshot eyes, her face paler than paper, tinged gray under all her bruises, cuts, and scrapes.

      “You have to go,” she wheezed, almost too quietly to hear. Her breath was a rattle within her chest, rasping past her ashen lips with hardly any force. And yet her chest was rising and falling rapidly, almost like a flutter rather than a steady cadence.

      “I’m not leaving you,” I said, pulling us back a little father, trying to get us away from the hole.

      “Davie… I’m… I’m not gonna—”

      “Save your energy. Just breathe. I’m going to get you out of this. We’ll get away and then we’ll get you doctors and then—”

      A roar interrupted me, full of violence and terror and grating on my ears like a cackle. It split the air, and then the dragon’s head was lowering so he was looking right at us.

      He was just a yard or so away, a giant compared to us, the shadow of his head a stark outline that made me feel so much colder than what should have been possible. His eyes were about as big as my head, yellow and orange and swirling green. It reminded me of toxic sewage and malevolence all at once.

      And those eyes were right on us, staring down, unmoving as he observed. His gaze drifted down until it settled on Mallory, and then something truly terrible slid past my ears, cold and cloying with spindly, rotten fingers.

      “Thank you, little one. You have been a most gracious host. Rest now, your purpose is done.”

      Mallory was shaking as she looked up at him, growing grayer by the second. I was suddenly reminded that she was barely in her twenties. She had so much more to do and say and experience. I had to get her to safety. Get her medical care. She had a whole destiny stretching out in front of her.

      “Go screw yourself,” she hissed, lips pulled back from her blood-smeared teeth. She drew in a shuddering breath and then spit out a scarlet wad of saliva right at his face.

      The blob landed, almost imperceptible due to the sheer scale of him, and then she collapsed back into my lap. Her eyes flicked to me, and she managed a crooked, oh-so-Mallory grin.

      That was my girl. I wanted to laugh. I wanted to bend down and kiss her forehead. I wanted so many things. But nowhere on that list was for her to lest out the tiniest of gasps and then her face to go slack, drifting to a neutral sort of expression, her gaze drifting past me before the light left her eyes entirely.

      No.

      No.

      That wasn’t possible.

      She was just unconscious. That was it. She was unconscious from all the trauma, and she needed medical help. And I would get it for her. She would be fine.

      “Mallory!” I snapped, using the last of my strength to pull us until we were finally caught up to the root that I was gripping. “Just hold on, Mallory. It’s going to be alright. You stay here. You stay here with me, right now!”

      I was shouting, I was pretty sure, but it still wasn’t loud enough to drown out the fear within me. She would be fine. She had to be fine. I would drag her all the way to the castle if I had to. I didn’t let my friends die. I hadn’t lost anyone since my parents and honestly, that was enough for a whole lifetime.

      With no more root to pull us, I had to drag us back with one arm, my other holding her body. She was so stiff, growing colder compared to my fevered touch. I wished that she would wake up and help me along, maybe be a little less dead weight, but I knew she couldn’t help it.

      But it was okay. We could joke about it later, about me needing more upper body strength. It would be hilarious and ironic and become a memory for us. Because there was a future for us. We would forgive each other and heal our wrongs and then everything would be okay. It didn’t matter that the rotted dragon was in our world. It didn’t matter that everything that we had been fighting against was happening. What mattered was she would be alright.

      “Stay with me, stay with me, stay with me.” I chanted it like a mantra, over and over again. It was like breathing, something I had to do to function. Because she had to be alright. Her story didn’t end this way, cold and dead in a field, our enemy having ripped his way out of her. That wasn’t right. That wasn’t how it should be.

      I had no idea how long I crawled backward with my eyes locked on the dragon. I didn’t know whether it was a minute or five minutes or an hour. Time didn’t exist. There was just the three of us and the path to safety.

      But then the dragon finally moved. His giant foot came up, slamming into the ground above my head. His massive face swung down, coming to a pause just inches away from mine. His breath washed over me, rancid and entirely too hot. It made me want to retch, want to roll over and vomit just like Mallory had, but I didn’t have the energy in me to do so.

      “Aren’t you happy to see me, little one? I did work so hard to come and meet you.”

      Curses bubbled past my lips, heated and angry and full of fear. I tried to crawl past his foot, but he just raised a claw, sinking it into part of the fabric of my overly long nightshirt.

      “I’m almost hurt by this. Surely you must have sensed me, after all this time? I’ve been inside of her ever since that day she crossed dimensions, when you altered the rules of reality to blot an entire realm off the maps.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, my sweet. My little oracle. When you rip away so much from a tapestry, you leave threads to hang. Even though you didn’t mean to, you opened a window for me. A window where I could make a nice…” He lifted his claw from my shirt and gently tapped Mallory’s sternum. His nail looked comically large in comparison to her short torso, but instead of being funny, it just made me feel powerless. Small. “…soft…” He trailed the claw up lovingly, gently. Like Baelfyre, it was a cruel mockery of affection. “…warm little nest where I was able to grow, and take root, until finally I had everything I needed to be birthed.”

      “Don’t touch her!” I snarled, batting at his paw. But it was like slapping a statue for all the good it did.

      “It was so easy drawing power from your world. It flows so freely here. Freely from you. But as you know, gain cannot be had without loss. Sacrifice. It took the blood of two royals—two cherished, valued sons from my descendants—to break the final bond. For a bit there, I was worried you didn’t have it in you. But you did it. You spilled their blood and then my chains were broken. I have to admit, I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “And I’ll spill your blood too. We’ve beaten out everything that’s been thrown at us. You really think you’ll win?” I was talking out of my own behind. I knew we couldn’t beat him. That was the whole reason he was locked away. He was unbeatable. But maybe, if I could just get Mallory to safety, then I could think of one of my deus ex machinas and everything would be alright.

      “My dear, my little oracle, I already have. Now let go of your friend here and let me send her from this world with honor.”

      “No! You don’t get to touch her! I’ll send you back. You don’t belong in this world.”

      “It’s sweet how you protect her, but she’s already gone. Blood from my side, blood from your side. To gain there must be loss. Now let’s finish this, shall we?”

      “No! She’s not gone. I can save her. I can save her.”

      “Look down, child. See the truth.”

      Despite how much I wanted to tell him where to shove it, I found myself staring down into my lap. Mallory was there, stiff and gray, her eyes dull. Lifeless.

      “No, no, no, this isn’t real. No, no!”

      I reached down to stroke her face. It was cold to the touch, without the same pliable sort of indent that live flesh would have. She made no motion that she had felt me, and no air bubbled past her lips.

      No.

      No, that couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t be gone. She couldn’t!

      But then his face was lowering the rest of his way, his mouth opening in a wave of putrid output. I yelled something at him, furious and heated, but he didn’t pause, his teeth closing like he was going to snag her front.

      “Stop!” I cried, thrusting my hand forward, willing for the same spikes that I had hurt Baelfyre with to shoot out again and make him hurt. To spill his blood back so I could save her.

      I’d come back from the dead. It was possible. I could do it to her. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t an oracle, wasn’t like me. I would turn the universe inside out to get her back.

      Magic lashed out, sharp and hot, but the moment it touched his rotted skin, it turned cold, slithering back into me and making my stomach roil again.

      And then his teeth were closing on my arm instead of her.

      I screamed, because how could I not? Fresh pain bubbled up, adding onto everything below it, and everything went white.

      The next thing I knew, I was being lifted. Mallory slid from my lap, falling gracelessly to the side. I felt my shoulder stretch and scream while it was pulled by my weight. Then I was rising to my knees. Then my feet, and then those were off the ground too and I was hanging by only a single limb, kicking weakly.

      It was like fire was devouring me, wiping out my thoughts and replacing them with agony.

      “I had hoped we could visit a bit before we joined together, but if you insist on hastening it, who am I to argue?”

      He began to tilt his head up, and I could see it in my mind’s eye. He would flick me into the air like a ragdoll and then catch me in his open mouth. Maybe he would chew me up, maybe he would swallow me whole, but suddenly, all those dreams, all those visions of him absorbing me into his disgusting flesh, made sense.

      “Together, we’ll remold this world. A new age is upon us, my dear, dear little lock-breaker. You’ve earned your rest, and then I’ll send your friends to join you.”

      Then I felt it, the tension in his jaws, little lightning bolts of pain stabbing through my trapped limb. His teeth were so large that there were maybe only four of them buried in the middle of my bicep, two atop and two below, and yet I could feel every single edge ripping into me.

      But not ripping enough. I thrashed, or at least I did the best I could. But my arm was well and rightly stuck with not a single trickle of magic going down into it.

      I was empty, scraped raw. After all my fighting, all the loopholes that I had found, I’d tripped at the finish line. He was going to eat me. I was going to die again, and he was going to destroy the world while I digested in his belly.

      But I had to do something. He had killed Mallory. Eating her from the inside out. Soaking up all the things that he needed before he could burst out of her.

      If only I hadn’t been so angry. If I’d just paid more attention. Maybe she would be alive. It was all my fault. I was the leader of the oracles, somehow, but I had let them all down.

      I’d failed them.

      I had to do something. I couldn’t just hang there. Even if my magic wouldn’t pump through my arm, wouldn’t pump through any of me, it was still there. I’d seen the stream of reality and enchantment with my own eyes. I knew that I was always connected.

      Heart thumping sluggishly in my chest, I reached deep down into myself. I wrapped my fingers around it and yanked, yanked as hard as I possibly could. I called upon the magic of all the oracles that came before me and any that might come after. I called upon all those who had made mistakes and deeply regretted them in the fight against the rotted dragon. I called upon all that was right and good and everything else I could feel connected to the deepest parts of my soul.

      And something came out of me. Something I couldn’t name. It wasn’t an explosion or even a burst. But it was a cool sort of bubble up that rippled out from us. Giving the dragon pause.

      “What are you trying to do, little one?”

      I didn’t know, so I didn’t answer. Instead, I swung my lower half upward, trying to kick at his mouth. His response was to shake me viciously and I gagged again, my muscles going slack on instinct. I heard his laugh slide through my head, silent and yet so loud despite that. In the distance, I was aware of the elders saying something, or maybe cheering, but I didn’t want them to be the last people I heard. It was bad enough that I would have the rotted dragon’s strange not-voice winding through my ears, insipid, acidic, and oh-so-smarmy.

      “Release her, Faeldrus!”

      The voice came from nowhere, yet everywhere. Above us, behind us, I almost wondered hazily if it was coming from within us as well.

      The dragon’s grip on my limb grew ever-so-slightly slacker as his head perked up a bit. “I… I haven’t heard that voice in ages.”

      It was a bit of an incongruous moment, me just hanging there, him just looking around as if he was in a mall and trying to figure out if someone he knew had called for him or not. But then, as the tension mounted, it fizzled out after a few breaths when nothing happened.

      Was that it?

      I shouldn’t have doubted, because less than a beat later, there was a rush, and I could sense something hastening toward us almost too quickly to see.

      Then…then it was like everything happened at once. Too many things occurred simultaneously. World-changing things. Impossible things.

      From the corner of my eyes, I saw the spirit—the grim reaper that had been following me, who had guided me back to consciousness just minutes ago—pop into existence. She was carrying the same weapon she’d had when we’d first spotted each other, shining far too realistically for something that was supposed to be phantasmagorical.

      Then she was launching herself upward.

      “Let. Her. Go!”

      There was a flash, and a surprised not-shout from the rotted dragon that almost made my brain fall out. Then it felt like someone lit my arm on fire, sharp and excruciating. Then I was falling.

      Falling?

      I hit the ground so hard that the breath was knocked out of me. I heard snapping, I heard popping, and then a crack as the back of my head connected with the earth.

      I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even breathe. The events happening in front of me washed over me like water. Things I couldn’t stop. Things I could barely even comprehend.

      The dark spirit was standing in front of the rotted dragon, her scythe raised. Her clothes were rippling more than usual, the dark smoke that often surrounded her, made her, was thick and churning.

      The rotted dragon was staring down at her like she was a ghost, which I supposed she was, but I was too removed from everything to laugh at my own mental joke. There was a strange sort of energy between them, something that felt familiar, but I couldn’t gather my thoughts enough to figure out how.

      “Maedryell?” he asked, sounding bewildered. It was a tone I didn’t think that I had ever heard him use before, and it stuck out within my mind as something interesting. But I couldn’t think of why. “Ah, my sweet girl. I had missed you terribly.”

      “I need not your words, Faeldrus. You have no right to be here. Leave this world while you still can.”

      “I must admit, your vim and vigor are still just as virulent as it was when we first met. But we both know you cannot affect any of this. Part of your curse, yes? That was set upon you by all your brothers and sisters who you betrayed?”

      Instead of answering, she swung her scythe across him. Despite everything my weary, drifting mind expected, a wound opened along the front of his proud, broad sternum, revealing more pus and pestilence that began to pour out.

      The rotted dragon took a stumbling step back, his head tilted to look down at himself.

      “Well, that was unexpected.”

      “You underestimate us, just like you always have. You know in this form, I am more powerful than you, especially before you’ve had a chance to feed. So, leave now, run while you can, or die before anything can start.”

      Instead of being intimidated, the rotted dragon just laughed. It was even more horrible with every interaction, burrowing into my skin and sending darkness spreading through me. I felt like I was going to get dragged down into the nothing. That all that was Davie was going to be erased and all there would be was his cold, cruel laughter.

      “My lord! We are here to help you! Let us through that we may fight this apparition for you.”

      If I was myself, if I wasn’t slowly growing colder and colder by the second, unable to move, then maybe I would have rolled my eyes at the elders. But I couldn’t. I could only lay there as these mythological people fought over me. It would be rather ironic if I just died there, wouldn’t it? All this hubbub, and I just slipped away to be with Mallory and my parents.

      The rotted dragon looked behind him, then back to the grim reaper before his tail slapped into the ground. I felt the results almost instantly. There was a sort of cracking at the base of my shield, one that rolled along it until it was well beyond my sight, and then the fissures latticed upward. I knew what he was doing.

      He was breaking the shield.

      I couldn’t stop him—I didn’t have the ability—but what I could do was take all that power back into myself before he destroyed it. Maybe then I could fight back. Maybe then I would be able to move.

      The intricate pattern of breaks made it nearly to the top. I had a breath, maybe two, to act. It was a gamble—some might even say it was selfish—but it was the only thing I could think to do.

      So, I opened myself up, letting my natural walls and defenses fall, and called all that magic back to me at once.

      It was…a lot.

      Even after all the cracking, even on the verge of being shattered, it was just so much. Especially considering how hollowed out I had been. How I’d barely been able to connect with what made me an oracle. All of it hit me at once, diving into my core and spreading through me, waking up all the parts of me that had gone numb.

      Ow.

      The only thing about suddenly being alive enough to feel was that I was feeling everything all at once. It was a tsunami of pain and anguish, and for a few moments, that was enough to wipe out the entire scene in front of me.

      By the time I came to, it was woozily but I felt less like I was about to die in just a minute or two and more like I might make it ten.

      I blinked blearily, and my eyes slid to where the elders had been standing. They were no longer human, but rather three brilliant beasts that would have truly been massive if they hadn’t been standing next to the gargantuan rotted dragon.

      They let out a roar each, celebrating—no, reveling—in their leader’s bellow, and they stepped forward into the line in the grass that no longer existed.

      It was like an era of my life done and over. I had resurrected that shield in my new life and now it was gone. Gone in a flash, with only the remnants inside of me.

      The three dragons moved forward proudly. One a shimmering, blinding white. Another a deep, deep red that was almost black. And lastly, an azure dragon with dark green scales rippling along him, his joints tinged with gold. They really were beautiful and radiated a sinister sort of power that spoke of ancient times and old wisdom.

      No wonder they were elders. Their heads were raised high, all of them sporting so many horns, with what was left of the afternoon sun shining along their hides. Maybe I would have liked to draw them, were they not my mortal enemies, cheering at the death of all I loved.

      They marched, a formidable line, but then the rotten dragon turned and snapped the red dragon up in his mouth.

      It was as if there was a thunderous record-scratch as we all realized what happened, but the rotted dragon didn’t even pause. He ignored the shrieking and flailing of the red dragon, chomping violently several times. Blood and viscera were everywhere, shocking, horrifying, and then he was swallowing everything down.

      When he was finished, his jaws snapped closed several times as if he was smacking his lips, and then he looked at the remaining two elders.

      Unsurprisingly, the white dragon hissed and took to the air, fleeing so quickly that they were barely a streak in the sky. If I had to guess, I would say that was Valirie.

      The blue dragon was clearly the more surprised of the two and spun around to run. The rotted dragon was faster, however, and his teeth closed around the azure tail.

      I thought that was maybe the end of him, but then the entire tail released just like a lizard, and he was flying off too.

      The rotted dragon paid that no mind, however, tilting his head back and greedily gobbling the entire tail right up.

      He didn’t even hesitate once it was all swallowed. His head lowered and turned back to the spirit, his nostrils flaring and more green gas billowing out. “You were saying about not feeding?”

      “If you want a fight, I’ll give you a fight. One I’ve owed you for a very, very long time.”

      He smiled, mouth full of row after row of jagged teeth. Had he had that many before? I hadn’t felt that many biting into my arm. Then again, it had been such intense pain that I couldn’t really feel much at all beyond the blinding agony.

      “Come now, let’s see just how strong that curse made you.”

      And then they were at it, the rotted dragon flying into the sky, his chest filling with air, and her leaping after him. He breathed gas and fire, and it would have been almost awe-inspiring if it wasn’t the end of the world in real time.

      A gentle, hardly-there rumble tickled down my head and spine, the tiny vibrations reminding me how much pain I was in. It wasn’t welcome, and I assumed it was just the world responding to the cacophony above me, but then it began to grow stronger.

      And stronger.

      What was happening? The rotted dragon had already crawled its way out of the earth, what else could come out of it? A kraken!?

      The rumbling became almost overpowering, and that was when my hazy mind finally understood it wasn’t coming from the earth at all. It was a car.

      What was a car doing out here?

      “There she is! Grab her!”

      I… I knew that voice. But that was impossible. Valirie had done some sort of magic to the manor and made almost everyone sleep.

      But then hands were on me. They made me scream. Even just the light pressure from them made pain stab through my entire being.

      “I’m sorry, Davie, I’m sorry. It’ll be okay. I got you. I’ve got you.”

      What was it about trauma that made people repeat things? I had done the same things with Mall—

      Mallory!

      “No!” I managed to mutter, trying to wrest myself away. “Mallory, you can’t leave Mallory!”

      I couldn’t imagine a greater indignity than laying there, cold in the dirt, witness to a fight between supernatural beings. I had come back from the dead, who was to say I couldn’t do the same to her?

      “Davie, come on, let’s go. We have to get you out of here.”

      They were dragging me back, making my stomach roil. “No, you can’t leave her! You can’t—”

      I recognized Krisjian’s face above me. “Davie, she’s dead.”

      “I know, I know, but I can change it. I can. I know I can.” I was desperate, breathless. The edges of my vision were both red and black. That was impossible, and yet that was exactly what they were.

      Krisjian’s soft hands came up to either side of my face, soft and cool. They felt like heaven against my heated face, but when I pressed into his palm, there was just more pain. There was always pain. The whole world was pain, and it wasn’t stopping. Soon it would swallow me up, but I wasn’t going to give up on Mallory!

      “Hey. Hey, look at me.” I tried not to, tried to flick my eyes towards where Mallory had rolled. Where was she? I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t feel her. But Krisjian persisted in his gentle, comforting hold. “You’re so tired, aren’t you? You should just close your eyes and go to sleep. We’ll take care of you. I promise.”

      “But… Mallory. I…”

      “We got you back without your body, right? It’ll all be fine. Just let yourself rest.”

      …rest? That sure did sound nice.

      My eyelids grew heavy, weighed down by everything that had happened. He had a point, actually. I was very tired. I had gone through too much for one human. I deserved a rest. Surely if I closed my eyes for just a moment, it wouldn’t hurt anything.

      “Just sink right down into that warm, cozy place you feel inside you. It’s so nice and welcoming. There’s really no reason to resist it, right?”

      “No…reason…”

      “Come on! We need to get her out of here now!”

      The other hands holding me gripped tighter, pain trying to bite into me but unable to get through the warm, syrupy contentment. I was dragged backward, then lifted and slid onto a seat. It was far too similar to what Baelfyre had done to me, and I tried to kick out.

      I didn’t get any traction, however, and fell into the comfortable dark just below my feet.
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      I’d been unconscious so many ways that I thought I had experienced pretty much all of them. And yet, as I wavered up toward the world of the living, I found myself plunged right back down again into the welcoming dark.

      It didn’t cross my mind to fight it, so I just let it push and pull me, drifting up to almost the surface of the force I was under, then sinking right back down. It almost might have been fun if I could understand it. But I couldn’t. I wasn’t able to think at all, really.

      But then, after an indeterminable amount of time, whatever was pushing me back waned, and my ascent didn’t falter.

      Once I crested the thick layer that was my sleep, I wasn’t greeted by anything that made sense. The walls around me were jagged, aged, and leaking. It wasn’t anything like the manor or the palace. Where was I?

      I tried to look around, but my eyes wouldn’t move. Nothing would. My thoughts were muddled together and slipshod, sliding past each other too fast for me to grasp. So, I just laid there, only able to stare up at the ceiling and see the wall in my peripheral vision.

      Not for the first time in my life, time didn’t matter or make any sense. Some moments it went on forever, sometimes it rushed by. I couldn’t say whether it was minutes or hours before there was a noise at the door followed by footsteps.

      A soft, small hand slid into my own, and I managed to flick my eyes down enough to see Sokhanya’s concerned face.

      What was she doing up? I tried to ask her, but that required far too much muscular ability that I didn’t have. After so much running and…and…

      Had all of it even happened? Or had I just come out of the worst nightmare in my entire life? The worst vision I’d ever encountered… The worst terror that had even lurked in the back consciousness of my mind.

      She squeezed my hand once then left as quietly as she had arrived. Not too much later, Bronn and Mal were running in, Krisjian skittering just after them.

      “You’re awake!” Mal said, sounding happier than I had ever heard her. “Oh God, I thought you might not wake up!”

      She pressed right up to the side of my bed, looking down at my face. I had to be low to the ground for her to be above me, but I couldn’t quite roll to my side and glance at the floor.

      “Get the doctor,” Bronn said, his voice low. He didn’t look like he was happy. In fact, he looked the worst that I had ever seen him. His eyes were sunken in with dark rings around them. He had a slice down one cheek, and he looked ashen. What had happened while I was gone?

      “Davie…” he whispered before his voice crumpled and suddenly, he was right where Sokhanya was, snatching up my hand and holding it to his face like he almost couldn’t believe I was there. “Davie, I’m so sorry. I’m…” He choked on his words, and tears dripped down the side of his cheeks. “I couldn’t wake up. I could hear you running, the manor falling down around us, but I couldn’t wake up.”

      I tried to say that it was alright, but my tongue felt like it was stuck to the roof of my mouth. Welded there with a solid layer of what could be crust. Gross.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so, so—” He couldn’t get it out. His head was pressed into my middle as he just cried.

      Something truly terrible must have happened. He hadn’t even reacted so poorly when I had come back to life after sacrificing myself. And what did he have to be sorry for? It was old magic, magic that was so laid into the foundations of that amulet that I hadn’t been able to sense it at all. And my soul had literally bathed in magic when I was dead.

      He stayed pressed against me, his palms gripping my side with a terrified sort of tenderness that made my heart ache.

      “So, it was all real then?” I asked after I couldn’t take it any longer. I wanted to support Bronn, to wrap him up in my arms and tell him it was going to be okay, but I could barely even wiggle my fingers.

      He looked up at me, his face seeming to crack even more at my question. “How much do you remember?” he asked, clearly struggling to hold on. I hated seeing him like that, all broken open and barely clinging together. Was this what our destiny was going to be? Always with me in a hospital bed, grievously injured, and him just watching me try to knit myself back together?

      That certainly didn’t seem fair to him.

      “All of it. Or all of it until you arrived. I was just hoping it was a horrible night—” I halted myself, realization hitting me. “Krisjian put me to sleep, didn’t he?”

      Bronn nodded. “You were fighting us. You wouldn’t let us get you away from that awful place.”

      I swallowed, but with so little spit in my mouth, the action mostly just scraped along my sore throat.

      “And Mallory? Did you get her too?” He didn’t answer, his lips pressing together so tightly that they were hardly even there anymore. I felt my stomach come to life only to sink down inside of me. “Well… That’s alright. I can find a way to bring her back. I’ll just get to your library now that the shield is down—”

      “Davie,” Bronn interrupted me gently, but urgently, and I could see all the grief and pain written across his features. “You can’t go to the library.”

      I rolled my eyes, and I was so happy to have that function back. “Well, obviously not now. I can tell I’m a little beat up here. I just meant…you know. In a bit.”

      His brows went up and his eyes squeezed shut, leaving me to wonder exactly what I had said to make him look like that. But then a few moments later, he finally opened them back up again to answer me.

      “You can’t go to the library because there is no library anymore. There is no castle. It was one of the first things the rotted dragon burned, and he has built his nest in the ashes and debris of it.”

      “He— But how—”

      “The manor is gone too, as well as what is left of the anti-humanist castle after our sabotage. Every stronghold we had in the statewide area is gone completely. Burned down to nothing.”

      “I…” I needed to get a solid sentence out. Taking a deep breath, I forced my heart to stop pounding—with mixed success. It was like my whole body was waking up, except everything it was waking up to was unpleasant. “How long was I asleep?”

      “I believe the technical term is medically-induced coma. But you’ve been out for…two weeks? Maybe three? It’s hard to say.”

      My eyes went wide. “Three weeks!?”

      “Give or take.”

      “I…” I had no idea what to say to that. Sure, I’d been dead before and for quite a while, but that was different. I hadn’t really been alive, but I hadn’t really been dead. I’d just been…there. “Three weeks is a long time.” He nodded. “So… Is there even a world to wake up to?”

      There was that grimace again. “Yeah. He seems to have stopped for now. A few tried to attack him, on both sides. None survived. Most of us are squirreled away in bunkers.”

      “And the humans?” I didn’t know that many, but I thought of my old coworkers. Of all the kids and innocent folks who populated the city.

      “He seems to be leaving them alone for the most part, but we’ve had some of our faster, smaller dragons ferrying them to neighboring cities.”

      “But won’t that expose all of you to the world?”

      “Davie, the rotted dragon is here. I think the cat is out of the bag.”

      I had to breathe deeply. In and out. Once more, my brain was trying to catch up with everything. Too much had happened in far too short a time. The dragon that had ended worlds was in my world. Mallory was gone. And I was…

      “Where am I?” I asked, finally able to move my head a little. I saw more of the room, and it was much of what I had caught in the corner of my eye. Incredibly old and more than a bit damp.

      “In one of the dwarf strongholds—old ones that existed from when the city was first being built. They don’t have the best setup, but we don’t think the rotted dragon will be able to find us down here… For a while at least.”

      “So we really have lost everything.”

      “Well, not yet. But the situation is grim.”

      “Where… where is my sister?” She would have been there right beside me. What if something was wrong? What if she was hurt?! I couldn’t lose someone else on top of Mallory. I couldn’t! I—

      “She’s got a lot of medical training, apparently. She’s at a connected complex just an hour or so walk away through the underground passages. I’m sure Krisjian is booking it there now to fetch her. He’s faster than ever, that little one.”

      “It’s because he’s afraid I’m mad at him, isn’t he?”

      “Mad would be an understatement. But yes. Are you?”

      I paused, giving it actual consideration. But then all of that rushed out of my mouth with a sigh. “No. I’m not. I understand why he did what he did. I…” My breath hitched, and I felt like I might have my ability to cry back. How lovely. “She’s really gone, isn’t she?”

      He didn’t have to ask who I meant by that. “As far as I know, yes. But you’ve always been able to do the impossible, Davie. Maybe this will be another one of those situations.”

      I nodded, because that was something I could do again. I could feel pain and sadness all coiled tight like a spring inside of me, but the drugs they had been pumping into me dealt with that first part.

      “I… I think I’m ready to sit up.”

      “Are you sure?” Bronn replied automatically. But I just nodded again. His hands were on me again, soft but strong, holding me steady as I pushed myself up.

      Or at least, I tried to. But when I put pressure on my arms, I suddenly went lilting to one side and might have careened off the bed if Bronn hadn’t caught me. When he righted me, I just sat there a moment, blinking.

      “Uh, I forgot my arm got bit. Whatever meds they’re giving me are pretty good, because I can’t feel it at all.” Bronn let go of me, and he was wearing that crumpled and shocked expression again. Frustration began to bubble up, making my tone sharper than perhaps it needed to be. “What now?”

      “Davie… You said you remembered everything.”

      “Well, I do, as far as I know. What are you—” I followed his gaze to where it was boring into me. Not into my eyes, or even at my face, but somewhere lower and a bit off center. It took an embarrassing amount of time for me to figure out that he was staring at my injured arm.

      Actually, that wasn’t correct. He was staring at where the limb should be but wasn’t there at all.

      Several sounds tried to punch their way out of my mouth at once, but mostly all that escaped was a garbled sort of shout. My arm was missing.

      My arm was missing?

      Eyes wide, chest heaving, I felt sweat start to bead on my forehead. I had a shoulder. I had less than a hand’s length of arm that was all covered in bandages. And then…nothing. No arm. No hand. Nothing.

      A horrible keening sound, a truly broken sob, filled the room. It startled me, and my first instinct was to tell whoever it was to shut the hell up, but then I realized it was me. I was crying? No, worse than crying. I was sobbing. I hadn’t even meant it. It was like the shock of the situation was letting my body run off and do whatever it wanted before my brain caught up.

      “I’m so sorry. I should have known you were taking all of this too well,” Bronn said, moving to the other side of the bed and reaching into a drawer beyond my reach. “Here, they taught me what to do to help calm you down if this happened. I know it’s hard, but you can’t get this upset. You were really sick. You still are.”

      I wanted to snap at him, to ask him how the hell I was supposed to calm down, but then a needle was piercing my skin and I felt a strange sort of burn speeding up my leg. It was nothing compared to what I had gone through, but it was yet one more thing.

      “Ow! What are you…” I trailed off as I felt the world go just a tiny bit wavy. Just enough to distract me from whatever I was about to object to.

      “It’s going to be okay, Davie. I don’t know how, but it will be. What you need to do now is rest again. Rest as much as you can for as long as you can.”

      Rest? Okay, I could do that. But I was going to have some strong words once I woke up.

      Assuming there was a world to wake up to.
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      Reality ebbed and flowed, as liquid as the tears that I wanted to cry but couldn’t quite work up the willpower to get out. My thoughts grew mushy again, time softening along with them, until I was eventually allowed back up to the surface to try the whole being conscious thing again.

      I remembered what happened better, was less shocked by suddenly being one limb down, but then when Mickey came in and hugged me tightly, I started sobbing so hard I couldn’t breathe and there was another needle.

      I hated it. I hated it so much. The next time I came to, I begged the doctor at my side not to do it again. She was calm but firm when she told me that some sort of toxin in the rotted dragon’s spit had spread into my body, damaging the tissues of my heart and my lungs. If I was too stressed, or started breathing too hard, I could irreparably damage myself. So, it was either stay calm or be put back to sleep for a day or two until my numbers were better.

      It made sense, and I appreciated that they were looking out for me, but I grew to hate that needle.

      I lost all my muscle, laying there in that bed in the poorly lit room. And most of my color. I looked nothing like the Davie of my mind, and after a while, I asked Mal to take the mirror out of my room. I couldn’t stand looking at it, as small as it was.

      Eventually, however, my numbers did improve. I could breathe easier, I learned to sit up on my own. But that didn’t stop me from forgetting all the time and feeling like my hand was still there.

      I knew about phantom limb syndrome. I’d read about it and seen it in plenty of documentaries. But knowing about it and feeling it were two entirely different things. Every time I was startled by my violent amputation, I had to go through the shock of it all over again. It was like my mind couldn’t wrap around the idea that the limb was gone.

      But to be honest, thinking about my missing arm was much better than thinking about what else was lost. Much easier.

      And yet she pushed into my dreams, pushed into those moments when I lost my concentration and just drifted off. Mallory burned bright, a beacon in my subconscious, tearing new holes through me. Sometimes, I relived her death in all its awful glory. Sometimes, it was situations that never happened at all. Sometimes, it was a mishmash of the two.

      And sometimes, she just asked if I had forgiven her or if it had all been for nothing.

      Those were the worst, without a doubt, and left me with a raw, aching sort of guilt.

      I should have forgiven her. I should have talked to her. I shouldn’t have shut her out. If I had known…

      If I had known that she was going to be ripped away from me, then maybe I wouldn’t have taken her presence, her love, for granted.

      And I knew what some folks would say, that one could never know how much time they were given with a person. After all, I’d lost my parents with no warning as well. But I had been so sure that we would win. We’d been doing so well. We’d killed the prince. We’d captured Baelfyre.

      But all of it was for nothing.

      The rotted dragon had returned, and he’d used my best friend as transport then killed her.

      I should have known.

      I should have known!

      She had been sick for so long, I should have sensed something. Should have been able to feel that the rotted dragon had been able to bury a piece of himself inside of her. Maybe if I’d talked to Mallory I wouldn’t have been so sideswiped.

      Ugh. It was all wrong.

      And that feeling only increased as I became more conscious, others sharing with me what the rotted dragon had been up to. They’d tried not to at first, to protect me, but I didn’t need to be protected that way. I needed to know what he was doing so I could stop him.

      Even if that seemed impossible.

      The whole world knew about dragons, that much was for certain. But I was so deep underground, stuck in a tiny, old room that clearly hadn’t been meant as any sort of recovery area, that it was hard not to feel detached from it.

      But of course, part of that could have been because some parts of my mind were just…fuzzy.

      “Here, I rewrote the latest report in bigger letters if you want to try again,” Mickey said, coming to sit on the edge of my bed. I reached up to shakily take the papers, managing for only a couple to slip down onto my lap. Mickey helped me restack them without comment, but when I tried to concentrate to read, my ears began to ring sharply.

      I tried to cover my wince but of course Mickey noticed.

      “Remember what the doctor said. Try closing one eye and reading with that one, then switch.”

      “I know what the doctor said!” I snapped, surprising even myself. My stomach curled sourly, and I set the papers to the side. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, closing my eyes. I could feel the room starting to spin around me—what happened whenever I lost my temper. Or got confused. Or even moved too fast.

      “It’s alright, love,” Mickey said, kissing my forehead. “The doctor said that confusion and agitation are common side effects of traumatic brain injury. You hurt yourself pretty badly, but this is just your body working things through.”

      “I never thought I would say this, but I’d rather have the recovery from being burned than this.”

      I didn’t need my eyes open to feel Mickey’s frown.

      “Don’t say that. I know this isn’t great, but at least you’re out of your coma. And the doctor says you should be good to start basic physical therapy in a couple of weeks.”

      I looked around at my surroundings. “Uh-huh. And I suppose this underground has an outpatient program for that?”

      “At least your ability to be snarky wasn’t injured. But there’s a surprising amount of medical personnel they managed to ferry down here. I do a lot of grunt work, but there are several doctors I trust.”

      “Good to know.” I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. Unfortunately, losing an arm wasn’t even the worst of my trauma. The damage to one of my eyes had been intense—a severe orbital fracture, as the doc called it. The swelling had been bad enough to damage some of my nerves, giving me splitting headaches more often than not and a hard time tracking movement with both eyes. Things were fuzzier as well, unless I only had my less-injured lid open.

      “You’d think that being a reanimated golem would have saved me from a lot of this. Isn’t there some old magic we can call on to make me whole again or something? This is my second body, after all.”

      “I don’t know. You tell me. You’re the expert.”

      “And you’re the big sister.”

      “Fair enough. You focus on healing, and I’ll see if I can induce some visions or something.”

      I shook my head and immediately regretted it. Cognitive brain damage, the doctor had said, which was weird. That sounded like something that left someone a vegetable or breathing from a tube. I wasn’t doing either of those things. I was me.

      Just…a me that got confused sometimes, and who occasionally flew off the handle for no reason. A me who slept way more than I ever had and sometimes forgot things that didn’t make sense to forget.

      It was like the rotted dragon had beaten me. Plenty of people had hurt my body, had scarred me, taken from me. But no one had ever stopped my mind.

      Except him.

      I wasn’t…whole anymore. Or at least it didn’t feel like it. Sometimes I imagined that, as I healed, old parts of me would be unlocked—like levels in a video game—and I would get back to normal.

      That was silly, of course. Even with my damaged, broken brain, I knew that there was never going to be a normal to go back to.
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      “Alright, try the third row now.”

      I blinked, hard, then opened my left eye. After a few beats, my vision cleared, and I tried to identify the large, black letters printed on the poster Mickey was holding up on the other side of the room.

      “E… D… L… Is… Is that an F?”

      “Very good, Davie. That’s a whole row below last week. Do you want to try the next one down?”

      Somehow, the doctor said that without being patronizing, and I slowly nodded. I’d long since learned that I couldn’t jerk my head one way or the other.

      “Z… Um, I… Uh, I think that’s a…” I licked my lips. I could see what it was, the double bumps of it, but my mind refused to find the word. “The insect.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “You know? Um, it’s yellow. Buzzes.” That anger that was so familiar snapped up inside of me, whip-sharp and biting, but I shoved it away. I had this. I had it. Flowers. Spring. Honey?

      “Bees!” I cried, my tone rising, but I didn’t even care. “B! It’s the letter B.”

      “Very good. Keep going, please.”

      “Right. Z, B, um, T…O…E?”

      “You did it!” Mickey said, beaming so bright I was almost tempted to cover my eyes as a joke. “That’s fantastic. All that in just a week?”

      “It’s the exercises combined with giving the steroids more time to reduce the swelling. Although it’s been a long while since the initial injury, so many little nerves and muscles were still inflamed from the trauma. As they continue to heal, as long as we stay vigilant with things, you should see a return to something close to your normal vision.”

      Ugh, that was a relief. The spinning, churning, blurriness that came and went as it pleased wasn’t exactly a good time for me. Not even remotely.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, Davie, I’d like to test your pupil’s reactivity.”

      “Okay.”

      I forced myself to relax and let the doctor approach me, pulling out a tool and carefully shining a light in first one eye, then the other. We went through a now-familiar exercise of me closing one eye and then the other, nothing too exciting, but it had apparently once caused me to go into a seizure. And then another time to punch her outright. I didn’t remember either of those, but considering how drugged up I was for so long, perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing.

      “Improvement there as well, but I still want you wearing your eyepatch on your good eye for at least an hour several times a day. We’re still looking at other ways to relieve your headaches, but it could set you back several days or even weeks if you slack on it.”

      “I know,” I grumbled while trying to sound like I wasn’t grumbling. I didn’t want to sound ungrateful, but the eye-headaches combined with the too-many-pain-meds headaches combined with random headaches from traumatic brain injuries was a whole lot to handle.

      “She’s in a lot of pain, Doc. And you said yourself that we’re trying to get away from sedation.”

      “That we are. But for now, Davie has a resistance to several common migraine medicines, and the ones that she doesn’t are contraindications to the pain medication, steroids, and anti-inflammatories we have her on. We’re still testing out different possible combinations to bring her relief, however we have to wait until she presents with a headache to test the next one.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, waving my hand. I was so tired of being difficult. It was bad enough I had failed the entire world, I didn’t also want to be a problem patient. “See ya tomorrow, Doc.”

      “Rest up, Davie. And remember to write down any questions you have for me. I’m an open book and I think it’s better for a patient to be fully informed.”

      Sneaky, sneaky. Writing was a great exercise for hand-eye coordination and one that I struggled with the most so far in my physical therapy. Between the shaking hands, the fuzzy vision, and difficulty controlling my space, I snapped the pencils just about as often as I dropped them.

      Ugh.

      “Hey, I brought snacks.”

      I looked to the door to see Bronn standing there, a tray in his hands. It was so incongruous considering the situation, but it was something that I had gotten almost used to in the three or so weeks that I didn’t get hung up on it as much anymore.

      “Are we hungry?” he asked, painfully cheerful. Sometime his smile grated me, as did his pleasant tone. I couldn’t understand how he could be so smiley. But it was better than him crying or staring at me with that haunted expression that he got sometimes, so I would take the tradeoff.

      “Hey, I’ll come with you, Doctor Olitar,” Mickey said, setting the eyechart to the side and hurrying out with a wink.

      Ugh.

      I loved Mickey, I did, but she’d taken to being very shippy when it came to Bronn and me. I didn’t know what about my injury made her suddenly into our relationship, but she’d gone from somewhere around the shovel talk to thumbs-upping me and winking whenever she left us alone.

      Which was fairly often considering that he’d hauled a ratty recliner that looked like it was from the seventies to rest right beside my bed. Everyone took turns sleeping there from my little gang, which meant at least once a week, it was just me and him.

      Not that anything happened, of course. The nighttime meds almost always had me out cold, and even when they didn’t, I usually fell asleep on my own anyways. I rarely stayed awake more than six hours at a time, and that was stretching it.

      “Your sister knows that I can see her, right?” Bronn asked, gently placing the tray in my lap and turning the recliner to face me.

      “At this point, I don’t think she cares. She’s just happy I’m alive to have alone time with my boyfriend.”

      He smiled crookedly at that, pale face flushing pink in the cheeks.

      “I guess I can’t disagree with her there.” He reached over, gently gripping the one hand I did have before leaning back. “I did manage to land a steak. Which just might be a Christmas miracle.”

      I froze right as I went to pick up the fork, my eyes going wide.

      “I… It’s not Christmas, is it?” Sure, I had lost track of time, but certainly not that much time.

      “Uh, no, Davie. Just a figure of speech.”

      “Right. I knew that.”

      My cheeks flushed and I dug into my steak. It was about as juicy and delicious as it looked, even if I had to go real slow because my jaw was sore and just about everything tired me out.

      “How is it?” The prince asked hopefully, leaning forward as he watched me eat. He did his best by me, he absolutely did, but it wasn’t like there was an abundance of high-quality supplies underground. Most of what I ate was rice, potatoes, and beans for protein. But it seemed, as the days passed, everyone was finding ways to establish some sort of supply chain.

      Which, by the way, was a whole ‘nother level of incongruous with being in an apocalypse. Were they using a grocery delivery service? Were there even grocery stores? Sure, the rotted dragon was leaving humans alone for the most part, but he had destroyed the palace, the manor, the anti-humanist’s palace—or what was left of it—and several prominent government buildings. Also, apparently a few hang out places that were popular among dragons as well just to be an extra jerk on top of things.

      “Here,” I said, very carefully using the knife-fork combo to cut the edge. It was more of a challenge than it should have been, but apparently, that was half the point. Something about dexterity and fine motor function. Also learning how to use the combination utensils Bronn and the doctors had found me. I managed to get a fairly mouth-sized chunk and hold it out to him, trembling only slightly.

      It was fun watching the color rise in his cheeks as he leaned forward and took the bite. Our eyes locked as he chewed thoughtfully, and… Was it a bit strange how attractive I found that simple act?

      Probably. But whatever, I had brain damage or something.

      At least he didn’t try to cut the steak for me. It was difficult, sure, and sometimes I got frustrated, but I wanted to do things myself. Just to prove that I could.

      “Oh yeah, that’s pretty good,” he said once he swallowed. And maybe I watched the bob of his Adam’s apple as he did so a little too intently. But it wasn’t my fault he was looking so handsome at the moment. Or maybe it was because my vision was finally clearing up. Hard to admire a strong jaw and piercing eyes when everyone was a fuzzy blob.

      It took me a few minutes, but I cut him another small chunk. He just shook his head.

      “Nah, that’s for you. You need the protein.”

      “And you don’t?” I argued. “Aren’t dragons obligate carnivores?”

      He chuckled lightly at me and that was still one of the best sounds on earth.

      “Maybe we were once, but it seems that shapeshifting also came with the added bonus of being omnivores. At least in this particular body. I have to admit, I don’t think I’ve actually eaten much in my dragon self.”

      “What? Really? Why? That seems like it would be, I dunno, bad for your health or something.”

      “Well, mostly it’s a matter of logistics, I suppose. I could eat this steak and maybe a few sides and end up mostly full, then go and fly for a couple hours. Or I could go fly for an hour, be stopped by ravenous hunger, and need to eat, like…three full grown deer and maybe a bear to feel satiated. So really, eating as a human is the economical choice. Besides, once I shift back to human, there’s far too much bathroom awfulness to deal with consuming that much wild game at once.”

      He said it so offhandedly that I nearly choked on the soft, roasted potatoes piled around the steak. Something about his tone, his look, and, well, the whole situation had me sputtering and trying not to laugh.

      “I… You know what. You’re right. It just makes sense to eat as a human then.”

      “I’m glad you agree. And speaking of eating, you still have plenty left on your plate.”

      “Alright, Mom,” I said teasingly, returning to the cutting of my food.

      It was a good moment, just me and him. No running, no talk of the end of the world. No dangerous battles or lectures on being careful. Just the two of us enjoying my dinner.

      “You know, you can eat too,” I remarked as I laid back in the middle of things, needing to take a break and rest my arm and back for a moment.

      “I meant to, but I had such a big lunch earlier that I just wasn’t in the mood.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Not in the mood to eat?

      “Who do you think you’re fooling?” I muttered.

      “Hmm?” He batted his eyelids at me. Oh yeah, he definitely was trying to pull something over.

      “…we’re not short on supplies and you’re not eating to make things last longer while feeding me steak, are you?”

      He flushed again, and normally while I liked it when he looked all flustered, I didn’t like the suspicion that was crawling up my back. “We’re rationing, yes, but it’s nothing like that.

      “You wouldn’t lie to someone with brain damage, would you?”

      “Are you going to use that forever now?”

      “That depends, are you going to keep dodging the question?”

      He heaved a little bit of a sigh. “I’m not purposefully skipping meals. Some of the dwarves did a supply run and I was…helping distract the rotted dragon long enough for them to get to one of the entrances down into the underground.”

      I dropped the knork thing. “You what?”

      “We needed more supplies and to help some refugees get to cover. It wouldn’t be right to hide down here when I could help. Besides, we figured that the rotted dragon wouldn’t be able to resist such a high-profile target.”

      I opened my mouth, that white-hot anger that came so easily just roiling up in a flash.

      “You—”

      But Bronn cleared his throat. “Before you say whatever you’re going to say, please remember that I literally had to leave an entire dimension knowing that you were going to sacrifice yourself to save others.”

      Ugh. He had me there.

      “Are you going to use that forever, hmm?” I said, echoing our previous banter. That broke the rising tension and he leaned forward, pressing a kiss to my cheek.

      “Ceasefire?” he asked, settling back in his seat.

      “Ceasefire,” I confirmed.

      “Good. Now eat your food.”

      I narrowed my eyes again, but this time in humor. “You telling me what to do?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He reached for the knork as if he was going to cut my steak and I slapped at it.

      “Hey, I’m getting to that. Eventually.”

      He smirked and I realized that I’d played right into his hand. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “You think you’re clever,” I said, returning my attention to the food. “But I’ll have you know, I was going to eat this anyways, not because you’re telling me to.”

      “I’m sure you were.”

      “You sound like you don’t believe me.”

      “And you sound like someone who literally fell asleep mid-conversation yesterday.”

      “…fair point.” I took the largest bite of steak that I was able to cut, chewing openly. Bronn just rolled his eyes as he chuckled, his arms crossing his chest. When I failed at grossing him out, I just settled for enjoying the delicious flavor.

      There had been a short while, in the nebulous time of coming out of my medical coma when I was actually allowed to eat, that I couldn’t taste anything. Nothing spicy, nothing sweet, nothing sour. It was all the same bland mush in my mouth, and I had been so upset that I would never taste anything again.

      Thankfully, it had returned slowly over the days and I was mostly back to normal there. Sure, my jaw tended to ache if I had to chew too much, and there were still a lot of nuances that I missed, but I was happy to be improving steadily.

      Especially if it meant I got tasty steak.

      I got almost to the end before my head started to droop forward and my eyelids flutter shut. My stomach was so full, which was pretty ridiculous considering how little I had actually eaten. I didn’t even want to think of how much weight and muscle I had lost. It was too depressing.

      “Can you finish this off?” I asked, looking to Bronn hopefully. There were only a couple of bites left, but he still looked dubious. “If I eat another iota, I will literally upchuck. I’m still getting used to eating again.”

      “Are you certain?”

      I nodded and he took it from me. In two quick forkfuls, the meat was gone and so were the remaining potatoes and greens. It vanished impressively fast, and I thought longingly of the way I used to be able to wolf anything down.

      Maybe someday.

      “You falling asleep?” Bronn asked, standing and helping me lay back. I tried to spend as much of my day as I could sitting up, but it was so exhausting, and I was just so weak.

      “Got it in one,” I murmured, feeling that sticky-syrupy fatigue climbing rapidly up my frame.

      “Well, you get some rest. I’ll wake you up for your night meds later.”

      “And you’ll stay the night?”

      “Yeah, it’s my turn. Afraid you’re stuck with me.”

      “Good,” I said with a nod, using the last of my energy. I didn’t think I ever wanted to be alone ever again.
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      I was used to my dreams being big, scary, and loud, but the thundering crash in my mind seemed particularly obnoxious, enough to startle me toward consciousness.

      Except it took a whole lot to wake me up as of late, so I managed to stay under—or at least I did until I realized something was brushing across my face.

      Now that startled me, and my eyes snapped open. Only to clamp right back shut again when I realized that no one was brushing me, but rather that dirt was gently falling on my face. Not in huge clumps, but in little dashes that tumbled down from the ceiling almost like dust.

      That… That wasn’t good.

      “Bronn?” I asked, my heart thumping.

      He didn’t respond right away, but before I could gather the energy to call his name again, another crack of thunder sounded and he jolted up, eyes bleary.

      “Davie?”

      “I—”

      Then there it was, a booming explosion and the sound of screams. The lights died, only for a loud alarm to sound and dimmer strips to illuminate along the halls.

      “Bronn,” I gasped, eyes going wide. We both knew what was happening. We were under attack. But it was too soon. I was too weak. I couldn’t even walk yet!

      “Hold on, it’ll be alright.”

      Bronn’s face had gone carefully blank and suddenly, he was moving so quickly. He went to the IV hanging above my bed and removed it from the stand, placing it in my lap. Then a run over to the drawer where he grabbed two more and put them right next to the other. He threw the spare blanket on his chair over his shoulders and then he was scooping me up like I weighed nothing.

      “I’m sorry for the jostling,” he said, already out the door and heading down the hall. I could see that part of the tunnel had clearly collapsed, and people were running out of rooms and bolting down corridors.

      “I don’t care,” I breathed, glancing up to see cracks all along the roughly hewn ceiling. “Just get me out of here. Please.”

      I’d been scared plenty of times in my life, but I’d never been so entirely helpless. I couldn’t walk. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t even see that well. I was so weak and useless.

      “Davie!?”

      “Mickey?” My head jerked in the direction of what I knew was my sister’s voice. “Bro—”

      “I heard her. Already on it.”

      Bronn took a sharp turn down the next hall and barely a beat later, my sister was running up to us. “Oh, you’re safe!”

      “Not sure that’s the right word for the situation,” Bronn said tightly. “How far are we from one of the escape routes?”

      “I, uh, not far, I think. Maybe—”

      “We’re not going to one of the escape routes.” Almost out of nowhere, Mal appeared from under a collapsed beam. “Follow me. I realized something a week or so ago.”

      “Wait, what?” Mickey asked, but Mal was already taking off. Bronn followed her without question, which was a relief because I wasn’t sure I could handle an argument on top of an attack.

      “What’s even going on?” Mickey asked, looking up after a particularly violent shake. “We’re so far underground. He couldn’t possibly be digging down this low, can he?”

      “You haven’t seen him,” I groused, my head spinning. Goodness knew that the image of that awful, evil creature was burned into my mind. His massive, rotting carcass, the open pustules and broken patches of skin.

      “I don’t think he’s directly attacking us,” Mal said. “I think he’s messing with the city and the earth is reacting.”

      “Messing with the city?”

      “Yeah, you know. Drawing on energy that’s not meant for him. Disrupting the flow of things. You suddenly change how things work and the ground ain’t gonna be happy about it.” Her tone grew thoughtful, which made it hard for me to concentrate on it. Gosh, my head was spinning. “I read about something like that happening back in my world. How there were unprecedented earthquakes and thousands died in that. It’s part of what helped hobble the resistance right off the bat. Didn’t even stand a chance.”

      “Wait, the anti-humanists learned how to abuse the magic in your world?”

      “No, but destroying half of the dragon population certainly did a number, I imagine. Also, heard they killed the last oracle about twenty years before I was born.”

      “Huh.” That was about all I could manage.

      Everything sort of faded into a hubbub of noise, flashing lights, and fallen debris. I was aware that Bronn stumbled a couple of times and that my pain level was rising bit by bit, but none of it seemed to be able to stick.

      Man, I wasn’t going to miss being drugged up. Even though I was relatively coherent, I wasn’t myself. Not entirely. Especially considering that my nighttime meds usually were a bit stronger than my daytime ones.

      Was there a time where I had ever been a threat? Someone that people looked to for protection? It seemed like another lifetime. I couldn’t do anything to help anyone. Even myself. I could barely keep my eyes open.

      “Hey, so where is it we’re going if not the escape route?”

      “Old waste tunnel.”

      “Waste tunnel?” Mickey snapped. “You are aware that Davie’s immune system is incredibly compromised right now as she recovers, right? Do you want her to get a staph infection?! Because that’s how you get a staph infection.”

      “You act like I know what those things are,” Mal said flatly. “Anyways, I said old waste tunnel. From what I found out, it was decommissioned less than ten years after the dwarves dug it out. They replaced it with an entirely new system. A more sustainable one. Ain’t nobody’s poop been in it longer than any of us or our parents were alive.”

      There was another cracking sound and a chunk of ceiling slammed down onto Bronn’s shoulder, jostling the both of us. He recovered quickly, however, and strode forward. “Let’s go then.”

      And we did. Maybe we were running. Maybe we were walking. I didn’t have a good sense of our speed or how we were moving through space. Or at least I didn’t until it sounded like there was a boom of thunder right above us and I was thrown to the ground.

      Ow.

      It was weird feeling pain when I was full of so many drugs. It was like I could feel it, but it didn’t quite reach my brain. Trippy.

      “Is everyone alright?” Mal asked from somewhere beside me. I tried turning my head to the side, but mostly I just saw darkness. And there was…. Something pressing into my chest? I raised my arms to pat at it, but I couldn’t quite interpret what was going on underneath my fingers. It was hard, solid, but very…crumbly?

      “Davie is pinned!” That was Mickey. I wanted to tell her it wasn’t a big deal, but I was pretty sure that I was just murmuring about peer pressure. “Help me get her out.”

      “I’ve got this.”

      There was a shifting sound, then grating, and then I could breathe normally again. My body grew warm and realized maybe I had been a little more crushed than I had thought.

      “Hey, are you alright?” Bronn asked, scooping me back up again. I wanted to answer him, I really did, but everything was so swirly and fast and jumbled together.

      He really messed you up, huh?

      My head lolled back, hanging over the edge of Bronn’s strong forearm to see my own personal reaper standing close to us. I tried to point, but I mostly ended up sort of half-smacking myself in the face.

      “Drugs,” I said in the way of an explanation.

      Yeah, I see that.

      “You come for me?” I asked, blinking slowly. Except I forgot that I was blinking about halfway through it and only remembered to open my eyes back up after what was probably a solid minute.

      It made sense that she was finally there to collect me. I’d asked her for more time, and she’d given it. And in the meantime, I’d lost my best friend, my arm, and some chunk of my cognitive function. If there was ever a time I was out of excuses for her to extend my already artificially long life, we had definitely arrived at that moment.

      No. The opposite, actually. I need you to hold on, Davie.

      “No fair.”

      “Davie, are you alright?” That was Mickey. She sounded concerned, which I guessed I would be too if I heard only half of the conversation I was having with a shepherd of death.

      I know it’s hard right now. And that you’re not exactly yourself. But I think that you and your friends are the only ones who have the tools to stop the rotted dragon.

      “Stop him? He’s already here.” She knew that. She was there…wasn’t she? Was she the one that had cut my arm off? I… I was pretty sure that I remembered something like that. “Can’t stop that.”

      “Less worrying and more running,” I faintly heard Mal say. “Come on, we’re almost there.”

      It was strange. I was mostly certain that my friends were all having an intense escape during a tunnel collapse, but I was so removed from it. So removed from it that I was having a calm, if slightly stunted, relationship with the grim reaper.

      A grim reaper?

      The grim reaper?

      Was there more of her or was she the only one? Was she oracle specific? I should have probably asked her more questions about things.

      There’s still hope, okay? I know it doesn’t seem like it, but— She cut herself off, skull face looking up, dark smoking swirling around her. I have to go. I’ll return to you later. Look, if anyone can find a way around this, it’s you. Got it? You’re basically a god of loopholes, Davie Masters.

      “Pffft god of loopiness maybe.”

      Nobody laughed at my joke. Oh well. Their loss.

      I’m going to try to help you, okay? It’s going to break a lot of the rules, but I can’t have you like this. You can’t even think, can you?

      Hey! I could think. Just like…not particularly well. But I wanted to know how she would act when she had several concussions all chained together in a single day combined with losing her arm, being poisoned, and otherwise getting the absolute crap beaten out of her by a couple dragons.

      But the figure that was supposed to be haunting me vanished before I could tell her off, leaving my head bouncing up and down during what was probably a fraught dash to safety.

      “Down here. Just need you to rip off this grate, dragon boy.”

      “Um, Mal, if you need Bronn to rip off the grate, how do you know where this leads? Or that it’s going to be safe?” Mickey asked.

      “Well, last time, I happened to have a whole lot of time and an old screwdriver on me. I have neither of those now, so lifty please. ASAP.”

      “I’m going to put you down, Davie,” Bronn said gently.

      “I’ve got her,” Mickey answered quickly. I was going to tell my older but much smaller sister that there was no way she would be able to hold me up, but then Bronn was setting me on the ground and she was holding me up.

      Huh, I really didn’t want to know what I looked like. Big ol’ yikes there.

      There was an ear-piercing screech followed by more rattling, and I found myself being picked up by Bronn again. This time, however, he adjusted me so that I was over his shoulders, in the strangest fireman’s carry I had ever been in.

      Then we descended into the dark. I couldn’t see anything then and I was pretty sure it wasn’t because of my injuries. That period of darkness seemed to last forever, with only the sound of my friends breathing around me and the scrape of their shoes on something that most definitely seemed to be rusted metal.

      And it was right about then that I realized it wasn’t the right number of sounds. We were short.

      “Where’re the others?” I managed to ask, jerking my head up—or was it down? I wasn’t quite sure of my orientation—and looking around as if that would help.

      “What was that, Davie?”

      I swallowed, trying to summon some moisture to my mouth and get myself together enough to not only remember what I had just said but also repeat it.

      “Krisjian. Sokhanya,” I said instead. It seemed to get the point across enough for Mal to answer.

      “Sokhanya and I were studying together when all this happened. She went to fetch Krisjian and bring him back here.”

      “She knows about this place?” Mickey asked as Bronn finally stepped down onto solid ground.

      “Yeah, I brought her here after I found it. Figured it would be important in the case of an emergency.”

      “Well, I’d say this is an emergency.” Bronn pulled me down from his shoulder, resuming his more comfortable carry that made me feel less like a sack of potatoes. “How are we doing, Davie?”

      “M’fine,” I answered honestly. Because I really was. Sure, there was an underlying panic, but it was so buried under everything else that I really couldn’t take the time to think about it.

      “Anybody got a torch?”

      “I have my phone,” Mickey answered. “The cell towers are down but it still works as a pretty nice flashlight.”

      “I can see just fine,” Bronn said, striding forward. “And it looks exactly like Mal said. We’re in basically what they used as an old septic tank and runoff system.”

      “Gross.”

      I couldn’t tell if Bronn smiled at my remark, but I felt like he did and that was all that mattered.

      “That’s nice that you can, but we need to if you don’t want us all holding onto your belt and stumbling around.”

      “…right. I knew that.”

      There was a flash and then I had to close my eyes against the brightness, the simple light of the phone blinding me like it was the sun itself. I was pretty sure that I was drifting in and out of consciousness after that, the dull shakes left over from the collapsing systems above leaking into my dreams, because when I tried to open my eyes, there was definitely a thin layer of crust on them.

      Still definitely very gross. I wanted a bath. And not the soft, almost too-tender sponge baths my sister had been helping me with, but a real, honest-to-God soak. Maybe even with a bath bomb. Man, I definitely regretted that my almost-drowning followed by teleportation with Sokhanya had me avoiding tubs for a while. What a bummer.

      “Is this a good place to stop for a while?” Mickey asked. I could tell through my eyelids that she was shining the light on my face to look at it and I tried to give her a comforting smile. Pretty sure it didn’t come across that way, however. “I don’t feel any more tremors.”

      “I think… Hold up a minute. Can I see your phone?”

      “Sure.”

      I brought a hand up and somehow managed the dexterity to rub my eyes open just in time to see a fuzzy Mal take my sister’s phone and shine it up into a corner of the underground room we were in.

      It wasn’t anything too huge, but it was a couple of heads taller than Bronn and big enough for us to spread out. I could see a couple areas where the walls were cracked and the support beams above were bowed in the middle, but all in all, the structure was very sound.

      “This looks really familiar,” Mal said, walking the perimeter. “I feel like… Do any of you know where we might be in the city?”

      “I’m not exactly overly familiar with human architecture.” That was Bronn, of course.

      “Nope. I can try to see if my GPS can pinpoint where we are, but I think we’re too far down for that. And again, that whole cell tower not doing so great thing.”

      Mal let out a resigned swear, rubbing her chin, before heading out. “Hold on, you wait here and see if the others catch up. I think… I think I may be on to something.”

      There was no further debate after that, the smallest of our group taking off before anyone could say anything. Things went a little wibbly around the edges again, but I could feel the drugs slowly wearing off as the minutes ticked by. It was like becoming aware of myself in increments that I didn’t know had passed until they were gone completely, so the whole journey was rather surreal.

      As I was becoming lucid enough to worry about withdrawal if I was suddenly cut off from my med supply, I heard a group of footsteps approaching rapidly.

      Bronn was on his feet instantly, somehow depositing me into my sister’s lap without jostling me painfully, and snarling. There was a yelp and then the familiar artificial light of a cell phone illuminating us.

      “Krisjian!” Mickey said, recognizing the youngest oracle from where he stood by the flashlight holder. “You made it.”

      He nodded. “Sokhanya found me and we managed to gather some people. Not a lot, but we’ve got some emergency supplies and the like. We were just trying to conserve our battery power since Sok here seemed to know exactly where she was going.”

      As if she heard him, the oracle came over to me, her fingers traveling my face. It was almost a bit ironic. While it felt like I had faded away to almost nothing, she seemed more alive than ever. Her hair had filled out, with no more bald or thin patches. Someone had cut it, leaving it looking healthy where it rested in a bob against her sharp chin.

      Her body had filled out, looking less like a walking skeleton and more like a young teen. Still not great since she was older than me, but it would take years for that part of her to recover. Her cheeks had filled out, however, and her eyes were bright and no longer sunken. Even her rash was gone. Sure, she was still recovering—especially mentally—but I wondered if she felt the same sort of sinking feeling while looking at me that I had used to feel while looking at her.

      “I’m alright,” I said slowly when her fingers moved to my mouth. We’d been working even more on lip reading in the windows that I was awake. Sometimes concentrating on a task was the best thing to calm me down after one of my night terrors. “You okay?”

      She nodded and I blinked, looking back at the crowd behind her. There weren’t a whole lot of people—just around seven or so, although it was still hard for me to count with my thoughts sliding away.

      “Was it mass casualties?” I asked. Sokhanya gave me a curious look, no doubt confused by all the stumbling and stuttering that it took to get me through the query, but then a demi-familiar voice answered.

      “As far as we can tell, almost everyone escaped or fled to safer parts of the underground network. We were just the last ones remaining, trying to grab supplies and all.”

      I squinted in the dark, trying to wrack my brain as to who that was. He was a dwarf, and I was pretty sure I’d seen him at the trials.

      Ugh. Thinking about those made me think of Mallory, so I forced my mind to something else. It wasn’t hard, considering how soapy my brain was.

      “Where’s Mal?” Krisjian asked with enough concern for even me to notice. Huh, that was interesting.

      “She went off a bit ago,” Mickey answered. “Said she thought something was familiar and took my phone.”

      “Mal, that the short one with the death glare?” Mr. Semi-familiar dwarf asked.

      “That’s her,” I said, laughing before stopping abruptly because I was embarrassed at how loud my laugh was. “She worked real hard on that glare, prolly.”

      “I see your friend is recovering.”

      “Thassa word for it,” I said, once more trying to pull myself together and once more not quite sure if I pulled it off. Chances were leaning more toward the not-so-much.

      “I think I hear her,” Bronn said, turning toward the direction that she’d bolted in. I peered into the darkness, the light of the new group’s cellphone not even reaching the edge of the room we were in. But sure enough, a couple of moments later, there was a glimmering light in the distance.

      “Hey there,” Mal said as she jogged into view. “Krisjian, Sokhanya, glad to see you made it.”

      The silent oracle nodded again, going over to offer her hand. Mal took it, and the two leaned toward each other until their foreheads touched. It was kind of a weird thing, and I hadn’t seen them do it before, but I didn’t ask. I was sure there were more pressing matters at hand.

      “Alright,” Mal said when they parted, addressing the rest of the party. “I was right, I do recognize this place. Sure, it’s in a lot better shape than it was in my world, but I once found this same room while I was exploring from my little sewer hideout I took y’all to.”

      “What, really?” Mickey asked. “I mean, I know I wasn’t there for the hideout, but you’re telling me that the old dwarf tunnels are the same between our two worlds?”

      “Almost. There were little differences here and there, a couple of drops, some lefts that were rights, but I was able to find a way to somewhere we can hole up for a bit and try to regroup with the others. Sure, it hasn’t been decorated as nicely as my last place was, but it’ll do, and it’s far enough down that whatever magic stuff that the rotted guy is doing shouldn’t cause too much damage.”

      “That’s incredible,” Bronn said, crossing over to pick me up again. I almost protested that I could walk myself, but then the sharp static of pain spiked up from the barrier the pain medicine usually kept it under, and I nipped that right in the bud. “Lead on then.”

      She did just that, and our small party followed her down a certainly complex set of tunnels, wide pipes, and stone chamber rooms, and then a connecting thing into what looked like a modern sewer system.

      Well, by modern, I meant something not made over a hundred years ago by dwarves, but definitely older than I was. If I had to guess, I would hazard that they had been meant to somehow be connected to the abandoned subway the city had poured hundreds of thousands of dollars into back in the eighties. Funny how I had never made the connection back when we were on Mal’s world. Startling, how our dimensions were so similar, separated by only a single turning point.

      But did that mean what happened in her dimension, the one that I had sealed off, was bound to happen in ours? Were we just permanently doomed? Was our kind in general doomed, cursed by the existence of the rotted dragon and his greed?

      Maybe that was part of it. Maybe wherever the descendants of that original dimension went was doomed to destruction. Corruption. Maybe there was a reason we’d gone extinct.

      Not exactly comforting thoughts, that was for certain, and I found my mood significantly swinging downward as we traversed along. By the time we finally stopped, I felt somewhere between bursting into tears because I was frustrated and bursting into tears because I was scared.

      And yet, as much as I wanted to, the tears didn’t do much bursting.

      “Here, I’ve got some emergency blankets and spare clothing,” someone said, approaching Bronn. I blinked at her, woozily realizing that we were in a room that looked like a sparse version of that hideout that Mal had ferried us off to upon first arriving in her world. “I’ll make her a bed so you can lay her down.”

      “Are there any of the medical staff in your party? I’m worried about her coming down off the meds too hard or going into withdrawal. They’ve been weaning her off, but this is a lot all at once.”

      “I grabbed a few, but I’m just a second-year med student. I know some basics, enough to think I needed to stuff as much as I could into this backpack, but I don’t know about your friend’s dosages or anything like that.”

      “That’s alright. I memorized most of them. I… Maybe after we rest, we can go back and see if we can find anything else.” Mickey paused and I almost told her that it wasn’t nice to discuss me like I wasn’t even there, but then she was already talking to Mal. Drat. Why was everyone always going so fast around me? “Mal, what time is it?”

      “About four in the morning according to your phone. Here.” She tossed it back and I was surprised when my sister caught it. Not because she was particularly clutzy, but because the world was sort of gently undulating all around us.

      Or was that just me?

      “Okay, let’s see what you got there. I’ll set an alarm for six and administer what I can then. Davie, you just go to sleep, okay? We’re gonna keep you as comfortable as possible.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not a baby, you know. You don’t have to talk to me like I’m three.” I mean, I knew I had brain damage, but it wasn’t that much brain damage.

      …was it?

      That was a worrying thought, but then she and Bronn kissed my cheek one after the other and someone pulled a thin sheet over me. Apparently, that was all I needed, and I was out like a light.
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      “Davie, come now, little one, won’t you wake up for an old friend?”

      I shivered, feeling like I was so cold that parts of me might snap off, but also drenched in sweat. I sat up with a jolt, my head spinning as I moved so quickly.

      “There’s my girl. Where have you been? I’ve missed you terribly.”

      It was like the world around me was a video game that was slowly loading. One moment, it was all just blank, then I blinked and suddenly, I was right back in that same ruined version of my city that I knew all too well.

      And the rotted dragon was looking back at me.

      It was far too much déjà vu to that moment when he had tried to eat Mallory’s corpse, that moment when he had grabbed my arm and lifted me from my feet. I threw myself back, but instead of landing hard on the ground, I fell into something soft, squishy, and far too warm.

      Acrid air surrounded me, filling my nose and forcing its way down my lungs in a violent scourge. I coughed and tried to push myself up, but my hands sank into rotted, pustulant flesh.

      Wait… Hands?

      I blinked and raised my palms, blinking at them. They were covered in slime and pus, already sizzling in the liquid, but they were both there.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, my head scrambling to put things together. I was in a vision? I hadn’t had one since that fateful day and I’d assumed that my brain was too busy healing myself for any magical shenanigans.

      “As I said, I missed you, little one. I’ve been searching for you. How is it you’ve managed to stay so hidden from me?”

      I felt a pressure at my back and realized the paw that I’d fallen onto had turned, lifting to pick me up and bring me closer to his face. My stomach practically fell out of me and the image of me being eaten flashed through my mind.

      I couldn’t remember the last time that I had been so scared. Hell, I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been coherent enough to feel scared. I flinched back and would have toppled out of his decrepit palm if his nails hadn’t bit into me to pin me in place.

      Ow.

      Pain flared into my mind like it hadn’t in weeks, and I gasped, writhing in his grip.

      “This isn’t real,” I spat. “This is just a vision.”

      “Perhaps when we were separated by dimension, there was a certain sort of protection for you, but that’s no longer the case, is it? We’re right here, in the same world, breathing the same air.”

      His claws bit into me more deeply, and that was when I knew he had me. He had me and he was going to tear me to pieces. Either there was something about the tunnels that I had been in that had protected me, or all that rumbling was some sort of spell to find me, and he had succeeded. Either way, I was pinned. Stuck.

      It was over.

      I went limp and he practically purred at me. It was an awful sound, a grating sound, but what could I do? I’d lost so much trying to fight him and had ended up not back at square zero, but instead at something like negative one hundred.

      “That’s it, my child. Don’t worry, there will be the peace that you crave soon, when we are joined.”

      His mouth opened wide, the same image that was burned into my mind from before. His spittle formed long, putrid strands and bubbled over the side of his torn lips. I threw my arms up, as if that would help me.

      But then, before he popped me into his mouth like some sort of bonbon, he dropped me, reeling back. Looking down at my body, I saw those same claw marks in me, but where they had pieced me was the same green, hazy sort of gas coming out of me. Just like the earth when he’d risen from the dirt.

      “What are you doing, little one?” he asked, tone agitated as he recovered, his head twisting down to look in my face. “What little trick are you pulling out of your sleeve to expel me from you?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly, gaze stuck on my body. And then, barely a beat later, the green gas turned to black smoke and I popped right out of the vision into nothingness.
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      I sat up with a jolt, unsurprisingly covered in sweat. It was dark, so dark, that I was certain I was still in the vision.

      “Hey! Hey, I’m here. You’re alright. You’re safe, Davie.”

      At first, the voice didn’t click. I was too pumped up on adrenaline and fear. But then all of my senses seemed to come back online at once and I began to realize what was happening.

      Bronn was holding me. I knew that voice and those arms anywhere. He was pressing me against his solid, warm chest, my head turned so I could hear his steady and loud heartbeat. It was so dark around me that I couldn’t even see him, but I could hear my ragged breathing as well as several others waking up around me.

      Finally, a light flashed, illuminating the space. I blinked, turning my head to the other side.

      “Is everything okay?” That was Mickey. Right, she was fine. We were hiding in our world’s version of Mal’s sewer sanctuary. Life goes full circle and all that. My memories all rushed back to me with much more clarity than before.

      “She was just having a nightmare.”

      “I’m fine,” I breathed, and I realized I was more acutely aware of my body than I had been in weeks. I didn’t feel pressed down or buried under a layer of drugs. I didn’t feel like I had to work so hard to be myself or to think or eat or to even inhale.

      “Here, it’s almost six. Lemme get you your next thing of medicine. They didn’t get Dilaudid, but I—”

      “No, no drugs.”

      “Davie, I know you’re not a huge fan of them, but you need to—”

      “No, you don’t understand. Something’s happened.”

      It was a testament to our sisterhood that she stopped what she was doing and crouched in front of me. Anyone else might have persisted, maybe asked Bronn to hold me down so they could do it for my own good. But Mickey always knew when to take me seriously and when she needed to be the big sis.

      “Davie, what do you mean?”

      “I… I’m not certain. But I feel different.” I took a deep breath and it was like I was connecting to parts of my body in a wave. “I think I want to stand. Can I stand?”

      “I don’t know. Can you?” It wasn’t a correction of my grammar, but I could hear the bewilderment in her voice.

      “Bronn, help me up.”

      I heard an agreeing rumble from behind me, then his arms loosened from where they had been wrapped around my waist. I felt him shift, then those hands were settling right back on me, helping me rise to my feet.

      I weebled, I wobbled, but I found myself able to hold myself up for the first time in weeks, my muscles remembering themselves and supporting me, Bronn only providing balance.

      “Holy…” I heard Mickey whisper from behind me.

      And I couldn’t blame her. We’d both had intense recoveries in the hospital before. We both knew that a single day of full bedrest was equal to about a week of muscle loss. I shouldn’t be able to stand. And even if I could, I should have been shaking like a leaf.

      But I was fine.

      A little trembly, sure—I definitely needed Bronn for balance—but I didn’t feel weak.

      “What is going on?” I heard Mickey ask, tone stuck somewhere between reverent and bewildered.

      “I… I don’t know.” I looked down at my hands, wondering if a miracle had happened, but then I saw just the one. Hand. Singular.

      Alright, so I hadn’t miraculously been returned to my old body by some unknown force. But why was I relatively okay? Nothing was making sense!

      I didn’t know. But I was certain that I wanted to move.

      “Can we walk around the perimeter of this room? If there’s space?”

      “Are you sure?” Bronn asked. It was the first that he had questioned me, and I could have blessed him for that.

      “Yeah. Just keep a hold of me. You know, in case.”

      I didn’t have to say what I meant in case of. He just knew. One arm wrapped around my waist, he moved to my side and guided me as best he could around the room.

      There wasn’t exactly a lot of space, with people sprawled out across different surfaces, some sitting up against the walls, some curled together on the ground, some perched on piles of debris with emergency blankets under them. It reminded me of all those disaster aftermath pictures that would play on the news after a tornado or earthquake, which I supposed was apropos.

      “Hey, you guys mind keeping it quiet— Whoa, is Davie walking?”

      Mal’s voice drifted from somewhere close by, but I couldn’t quite make out exactly where. So, my sudden and miraculous healing didn’t suddenly give me night vision. Shame about that.

      “I’m trying to walk,” I said, swinging my leg around and then planting my foot on the ground. Part of it felt disconnected from me, like I was relearning something I used to know like the back of my hand but had gotten foggy with time. “We’ll see if I can actually do it.”

      “I’ll be right here the entire time,” Bronn assured, giving me a reassuring squeeze.

      But if there was one thing I didn’t need to feel uncertain about, it was the dragon prince. Sure, I’d worried in the past. Maybe I’d even doubted him a few times. I also could admit that I had been unsure about our relationship, if we even had a relationship, and what someone like him could see in someone like me…

      But going through an apocalypse together, losing everything together, seemed to have scooped all those worries out and dumped them wherever trash ideas went, because I knew, down to the core of my soul, that he would do whatever he could, whenever he could, to make sure he was there for me.

      He loved me, and I loved him. The dragon shifter and the oracle. The rich, white-haired royal and the poor, Latina orphan. It almost sounded like one of the telenovelas that were my sister’s guilty pleasure, but it wasn’t anything like that.

      If only because most telenovelas antagonists weren’t giant, decomposing dragons bent on world destruction.

      “So, is this, like, magic?” Mal asked. I heard some shuffling and then she was walking into the narrow field of light from what I assumed was Mickey’s phone.

      “It’s definitely magic,” I answered breathlessly, almost all my concentration on my feet. “Just not my magic.”

      “Huh, well that’s something. Are we sure this isn’t like, um, some sort of sabotage? Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled about the improvement and this is the clearest I’ve seen your eyes in weeks, but I’m at the point where I’m suspicious at just about everything.”

      I couldn’t blame her. There was a worry, deep in my gut, that this was somehow a trick. “I don’t know. It’s hard to think about why someone would heal me for nefarious reasons, but I can’t help wondering too.”

      “Glad we’re on the same page. I will continue to be cautiously happy for you.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      It was slow going, and I progressively grew more and more trembly as we carefully picked our way around the other folks. I made it around two and a half times before my back started to shake and I felt sweat beginning to trickle down my brow.

      “I think we should take a break,” Bronn said, his tone diplomatic. “You don’t want to strain yourself in case we have to run again.”

      “Right,” I said, breathless once more, my chest rising and falling in quick pants. It was a bit embarrassing to be so winded from maybe fifteen minutes of walking, but it was more than I’d done in over a month, so I was still pretty proud of myself. Baby steps.

      Ha, almost literally.

      If I had the breath, I would have chuckled at my almost-pun. But I didn’t have the energy, so I mostly let the others help lower me back down onto my makeshift bed.

      “Should we try to go back to sleep?” Mickey asked, chewing her lip as she looked me over.

      I just shook my head. “I feel like I’ve had a lifetime’s worth of sleep. You all can rest, but I’ll stay up a bit.”

      “I have an idea,” Mal said. “Why don’t we take her pile and the bedding the rest of us were on and make a little nest in one of the cubbies around here. We can use one of the emergency lanterns Thad snagged for light.”

      “Cubbies?”

      “Yeah. Can I see your phone again? I’ll scout out where they are, but if I remember correctly, there should be a couple in this area. Probably in much better condition than when I used them.”

      “Why would they build cubbies into a sewer?”

      “We’ll they’re not literally cubbies, but they’re small spots that can still fit all of us together. Maybe they were like…emergency spots to get out of a flash flood, or old ports that were sealed off, but does it really matter what they were if right now they can be our little den and we can all curl up together without disturbing the other folk?”

      “She has a point,” I said, the back of my mind noting that was probably the longest bit of dialogue I had been able to concentrate on in what felt like forever. “And should we get Sokhanya and Krisjian?”

      “Sokhanya’s already up,” Bronn said, pointing into the darkness. It was amazing how the light from Mickey’s phone just seemed to drop off into nothing. We weren’t even in that large of a room. Barely big enough for the little over a dozen of us to find places to sleep or rest with some walking room between.

      “Uh, I definitely can’t see her.”

      “I’ll check if she wants to come. Hold on.”

      Mal took Mickey’s phone and headed off. I watched her path and did eventually see Sokhanya tucked under what looked like a fallen slab of concrete, a little cranny that was stuffed with what looked like the blanket Bronn had taken from my ‘hospital’ room and some empty packs. I wasn’t quite sure how her and Mal communicated considering neither had notebooks or were using the rudimentary signs we all had learned, but the deaf oracle crawled out and began to gather her things before trundling over to join us.

      Once she did, her eyebrows lifted, and she looked me up and down. I didn’t need a piece of paper to know what she was asking—how was I sitting up and functional?—but I just shrugged.

      She nodded as if that was all the explanation she needed, and knowing the girl, it probably was. She wandered off into the dark after setting her items down at my feet.

      I needn’t worry, of course, because she returned a few moments later with a very exhausted-looking Krisjian.

      “Hey, guys, do any of you know why Sok— Whoa, why are you sitting up like that? How are you sitting up like that?”

      Even though I knew it had to be a little disconcerting, his level of astonishment did seem like a bit much.

      “I’m just sitting. It’s not that big of a deal.” It wasn’t like he had seen me walk or anything. As far as he knew, my butt was just feeling exceptionally supportive all of a sudden. Thick thighs and all— I looked down, seeing sagging skin and wasted away muscle.

      Right. Didn’t have those anymore. I had a long road ahead of me to get myself back.

      But Krisjian ignored my grouse and looked to the others.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I would say we’re right between we don’t know and totally bewildered,” Mickey answered wryly, and I couldn’t help but echo the sentiment. “She just woke up like this.”

      “You woke up like this?” he asked me, accent thickening as his eyes went wide.

      “I woke up like this,” I confirmed. I knew that Krisjian was from another country and didn’t really get the meme he was referencing, but I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me.

      “And we’re sure this isn’t some sort of…rallying syndrome? Or terminal lucidity, or-or—”

      “Whoa, slow down there, kiddo,” I said, holding my one hand up. “I’m not dying, and this isn’t some sort of last-minute burst. I’m not even healed all the way.” I raised my stump of an arm as best I could, the muscles barely responding. It was just past halfway down my bicep, the bandages going all the way up to my shoulder.

      “Actually, that reminds me,” Mickey said, her attention brought to my limb. “Those are pretty dirty. How about we see what’s going on under there while I change and drain them?”

      I nodded, my stomach twisting at the idea. Apparently, the rotted dragon’s spit or venom or whatever it was that had gotten into me had caused a nasty infection, which was why the wound was packed with gauze and changed at least twice a day. Not that I was awake for most of those changings.

      Normally, I was under enough of the fuzziness that I couldn’t feel embarrassed by just how gross the human body could be, but I realized I was going to have to face the mess completely coherently for the very first time. As much as I hated the cloudy feeling those drugs had given me, I kind of found myself missing them.

      But I didn’t voice any of that to Mickey and she dutifully began to unwrap the outer layer. Then it was snipping away the inner layer with a tiny pair of medical scissors. Then it was taking off the gauze at the end of it, which usually was colored dark brown, green, and yellow after a few hours. I hated to think what it looked like considering I’d missed a dressing change with the whole escape.

      “Dios mio…” she breathed.

      That could go either way, and I opened the eyes that I hadn’t even known I’d closed. Looking down, I saw the stump there, scarred and gnarled in a way that was both familiar but also completely different from my burn scars.

      But it was healed. Skin fully around the limb. No pus. No ache. Just a stump of an arm, as happy and healthy as it could be.

      “I’m gonna palpate it,” Mickey breathed, as if she was afraid that if she spoke too loudly it would somehow go back to floating on the precipice between healing and necrotizing. “Just to make sure it didn’t seal anything inside or make a pustule packet.”

      I nodded. Although I’d been pretty out of it, I knew that was one of the reasons why they hadn’t stitched off the end of my wound beyond making sure that all the blood vessels were sealed off—doing so could apparently make a nice, warm, cozy home for infection to take place and really bloom. And that was just about the last thing that I needed, of course, so that was why there were the multiple packings a day until the antibiotics and rest eliminated the infection.

      And the poison.

      And whatever awful thing being in physical contact with a rotted dragon had done to me. The monster was a walking pathogen, which I supposed was appropriate. I wouldn’t be surprise if, given that the world lived long enough, a new plague suddenly burst into being just from his being around.

      “I don’t feel anything. I really wish we had a doctor on hand, but from what I can tell, you’re good.” She took a deep breath, in and out. “I don’t know if this is a fully-awakened oracle thing or what, but I feel like this is too good to be true.”

      “Well, your lupus has been better since your powers awakened, right? Only one flare?”

      “Yeah, it’s helped, but I still have to be careful. And, Davie, not to scare you, but you were in a real bad way. Something healing you this much makes me nervous.”

      I nodded. I was nervous too. I chewed at my lip, trying to think what kind of freak magic or failsafe could have saved me, but then tiny fingers were digging into my arm.

      “What’s up?” I asked before looking to the hand and realizing it was Sokhanya. She tugged again, pointing to the other side of the room, into the blackness I knew that I couldn’t see through. “I—”

      Those words died on my lips when I noticed what she was gesturing to. A smoky outline, flickering just on the edge of reality, barely visible but there, nonetheless.

      It was the spirit. The same one that had been hunting me.

      And she looked rough.

      Her normally billowing smoke was more like a light fog, and the way she would shift somewhere between the visage of a once-human woman to a skeleton had stopped, leaving her mostly bones and sagging cloth. The foreboding aura she had to her was gone as well as the warning tingle that always slid up my neck.

      “Oh,” I said, all of it sliding into place. “Was all this you?”

      I remembered, just barely, our conversation in the hall as we were escaping. Although calling it a conversation was certainly taking liberties with the idea.

      I’m going to try to help you, okay? It’s going to break a lot of the rules, but I can’t have you like this. You can’t even think, can you?

      She’d said that, hadn’t she? With those non-existent eyes and her non-existent mouth. The spirit had said she would help me. Would break the same rules that had compelled her to hunt me down in the first place.

      “You can heal?”

      She didn’t nod, she didn’t speak to confirm my suspicion, however. If anyone else thought it strange that I was talking to someone they couldn’t see, they didn’t say so. But considering that both Krisjian and Sokhanya were aware of the presence cut it down to just Bronn and Mickey, and I had the feeling that the two of them were just exhausted enough to go with the flow. Even if that flow was really, really bizarre.

      The spirit raised her hand, as if she was going to point just like Sokhanya, but then she vanished in a snap, leaving barely the faintest scent of sulfur and a wisp of smoke.

      “Do y’all want to explain what just happened for the peanut gallery here, or is this a fun mystery experience?” Mickey said, her tone lilting toward joking but not quite getting there.

      I swallowed hard, trying to gather my thoughts. I felt like I was leaping to one heck of a conclusion, but it was the only thing that made sense.

      “You guys remember that spirit of death that was hunting me because I’m not supposed to be alive?”

      “That’s not exactly something a sister would forget.”

      “Right. Well. I think she’s the one that healed me.”

      I could practically feel the sharp jolt of surprise from everyone.

      “And why do you think that?”

      “Well, for one, she just showed up and she wasn’t exactly looking brand spankin’ new. It was like she’d lost most of her energy. Secondly, last night she told me that she was going to help me because she needed me to not be, well, how I was. Said she’d be breaking a lot of rules. I’m not going to lie, I didn’t interpret any of that as ‘I’m going to perform some sort of miracle of science and nearly heal you,’ but if I had to infer, that’s what I would guess happened.”

      Mickey took a breath as if she had a reply to that, but then Mal was returning.

      “Hey, I found a spot. It’s only a bit away from where I remember it. Come on.” She gave a nod to Krisjian, who returned it, and that was her only way of a greeting before we were heading out as a group.

      It almost felt a bit like being a teenager and sneaking out. Not that I had ever had to do so as a teen. I’d never needed to be anything but completely honest with my sister. But we’d both done plenty when we were younger in the various foster homes we’d bounced around in. Whether it was hiding from drunk parents, mean siblings, or sneaking to the library or even out to see each other if we’d been separated, we always found a way back to each other and to safety.

      Hopefully, we could continue that trend.

      We found the spot that Mal must have been talking about fairly quickly, a circular opening that almost looked like a tunnel but stopped four feet in, only the slightest bit of grate sticking out of the cement that sealed it. Bronn and Mickey helped me up, and a few moments later, we were all pressed together, sitting along the hard partition with our feet pointing towards the opening of the tunnel.

      Bronn’s were the only ones that came even close to the edge, and it was a bit comical to see how much longer his legs were than anyone else’s. I was the only other tall person in the group, but since I was mostly torso, I wasn’t exactly hot competition.

      There was more shuffling as the blankets were arranged, then the emergency ones, then the other bits and bobs of cloths people had grabbed. After that, Mal set up the lantern thing that was apparently powered by winding, and it was almost like we had our own cozy little campsite.

      I wouldn’t go so far as to say it was nice, considering the circumstances and all, but it certainly wasn’t bad.

      As we settled, I slid my one remaining hand into Bronn’s. I wanted to do the same with my sister and actually tried for a beat before I remembered. Being down a limb didn’t seem like something a person would forget, and yet…

      “I gotchu,” Mickey whispered, so quietly that even I almost didn’t hear it. Her arm lifted and wrapped around my shoulders, leaving me feeling surrounded and cuddled in the best sort of way.

      Sokhanya planted herself right on the other side of my sister and turned, her back leaning against Mickey’s slender side and her feet over Krisjian’s lap. Mal sat to the other side of Bronn with her back up against the wall and her legs over Bronn’s, giving me somewhere to set our joined hands.

      It was the closest that any of us had been in…far too long. And yet there was someone missing. Someone who absolutely should have been there.

      A hot, sharp knife of pain stabbed through my heart and I shoved those thoughts to the side. Later. There was always later. I could deal with that pain when the world wasn’t about to teeter into the abyss.

      Although, to be honest, teetering was definitely seeming to become the new normal rather quickly.

      “You know, I bet if we went pilfering, I could get a few more blankets, some canned food, maybe some metal to make a firepit, and this could be our own little hangout,” Mal said coolly, one of her hands riffling around in her ratty knapsack. “Not that I want to return to my ol’ mole ways, but this isn’t even in the top ten worst places I’ve had to hole up. Cozy.”

      “I’ve also stayed in many worse places,” Krisjian said. “This reminds me of my last home. It was very hidden. Hard to find.” He craned his head to look over at me. “Except for certain ghosts, apparently.”

      “I’m not so sure I was a ghost,” I said with a laugh. “But point taken.”

      “Oh.”
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      Something about Mal’s tone was wrong. Leaning forward, I scanned her over to see that she still had one of her hands in the pack, her eyes wide.

      “That was a strange oh.”

      “Yeah, I uh… I kinda forgot about something important.”

      I raised my eyebrows and she pulled something out of the bag, revealing an old, barely-held-together tome that looked more like it belonged on a movie set than real life.

      And of course, I recognized it instantly.

      “Oh,” I parroted, my stomach dropping right along with my tone.

      Somehow, I had forgotten it too—the book that had called to Sokhanya and I back when we were trying to escape from the prince and Baelfyre, the fateful day when the deaf oracle had stabbed a golden quill with a peacock feather right into the side of his throat. I felt that same familiar pull of magic throb through me and considering how detached from my own energy and how drugged up I had been, it was almost like touching a live wire.

      “Is that—” I didn’t know why I was asking, I knew exactly what it was. But before I could even get the whole phrase out, Sokhanya was practically leaping over all of us, snatching the book up and holding it in the light of the emergency lantern. She couldn’t really read, so I wasn’t quite sure what she was doing, but none of us were going to grab the book back from her.

      She turned it this way and that, opening the pages and running her hands across them. I could hear Mickey draw in a sharp breath, as if she was going to warn the girl to be careful but seemed to cut herself off when she realized that it would fall on literally deaf ears.

      The parchment within was yellowed, brittle even, and the smell of both dust and damp filled the air. I got the feeling that the whole thing should have disintegrated right under the woman’s tiny fingertips, but it seemed perfectly fine.

      Huh.

      It was like all of us were waiting for some sort of revelation on bated breath, but after a few more minutes, Sokhanya turned around and knee-walked over Bronn to squeeze right between us.

      It wasn’t exactly a comfortable fit, but Sokhanya clearly didn’t care. She thrust the book into my hands, already open, and looked at me expectantly.

      “Read,” she said, nearly causing me to drop the whole thing. I could feel my brows shoot up, but she just pointed right back to the paper. “Read!”

      Her voice was thick with a deaf accent, but her meaning was clear. I was always of the opinion that she didn’t ever have to speak verbally if she didn’t want to—we were all learning sign along with her and I tried to always have a notebook around back when we were at the manor—but I was pretty impressed that she was.

      Now Krisjian was leaning over, practically climbing into Bronn’s lap as well. “Since when did you—”

      “READ!”

      “Okay, okay. I got it.” I finally looked down at the ancient pages, feeling my eyes drag along the faded ink. It looked to be some sort of runic language, one that made my head thrum in a way that I couldn’t tell if I liked or not.

      “Um, this is cool, Sokhanya,” I said slowly, making sure not to over-enunciate. “But I can’t translate this, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

      She didn’t seem satisfied with my answer, her finger tapping impatiently at the top of the page. “Read.”

      “I can’t just—”

      Apparently, she didn’t like my start of an answer because she stopped pointing and suddenly both of her hands gripped my wrist with a surprising amount of strength all things considered. I was startled for a moment that her fingers could completely encircle them, but then I felt a cool rush start to flow through me that made me forget about everything else.

      Concentrate. You can see the meaning.

      I was startled by her voice in my head, except it wasn’t really a voice, but more of a perception of what she would have written to me. It’d been so long since I’d really interacted with another oracle’s magic, it was like I had forgotten what it had felt like entirely.

      I didn’t let myself linger on that for too long however, and I looked back down at the pages.

      At first, it was the same runic symbols and shapes. Things I could tell meant important stuff, but I didn’t have a clue what they were. But then, as I stared, they began to move and shift. Just little wiggles at first, so subtle that they mostly just made me want to rub my eyes and wonder if I was insane. But then they started to melt, dripping down the page like they were hitting invisible walls that eventually channeled them into letters that I could understand.

      Bit by bit, it reshaped itself, until finally a full and complete expanse of English was in front of me.

      “What’s happening?” Mickey asked from beside me, nearly startling me into jerking the book up into Sokhanya’s chin. “I can feel that something’s happening.”

      “Apparently, this is in English now.”

      “Really?” Mickey leaned over, brows furrowed. “Still looks very un-English to me.”

      “Here.” I pried one of Sokhanya’s hands off my wrist and transferred it to Mickey before my eyes flicked back to the pages. The words wavered a little, like my eyes were watery, but I could still read.

      “Man, no wonder you oracles were so coveted back in the heyday,” Mal remarked dryly. “It seems the more of you that get together, the more crazy things we can do.”

      “It’s how their magic works,” Bronn said, his voice a deep rumble that helped ground me from the cool rush. “I’m not an expect, but as far as legends go, the magic that runs through all oracles is supposed to connect each and every one of them, like different trees in a forest. You cut down one tree, new ones will grow.”

      “But if you cut down all the trees…” Krisjian murmured, and he didn’t need to go farther than that. We’d been cut down alright, all of us, and it was only through some miracle that something had planted the seed that had allowed us to return.

      “All that magic dies and you’re left with dead earth,” Bronn finished.

      “Anyways, don’t leave the rest of us waiting. What does it say?”

      “It’s, um, I think it’s about…maybe it’s a legend? It’s in English but it’s not exactly modern dialogue. Gimme a second.”

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and started reading aloud. It was slow going, and I found myself tripping over words or stuttering when that had never been a problem for me before. I’d always been an excellent reader.

      I guessed my brain had more healing to do.

      The first mirror realm was seen not within the looking glass, but within a moonpool, reflected in warped waves and ripples. It was not purposely sought out, but discovered nonetheless by an apprentice of the Great Seer in our capital.

      “Great Seer?” I murmured. “I think I remember seeing her once when I was dead.”

      “You what now?” That was Mickey, of course.

      “Saw her. When I was roaming around in that…whatever place I was in, I saw all sorts of things I probably wasn’t supposed to. I saw all the way going back to the beginning. I can’t remember most of the details—side effect of being alive, I suppose—but I think I remember that much.”

      I closed my eyes again, trying to call back to it. I remember seeing a few things from her perspective. The building of her great college. When she accepted a new wave of venerated apprentices. A few more flashes here and there. I remember seeing long, long auburn curls and hands of deep mahogany, along with a couple reflections that were bleary at best.

      “Yeah, I’ve definitely seen her once or twice,” I said before continuing.

      The discovery of these new worlds, all so different from our own, inspired our people, spurring an entirely new era of research and magic.

      However, despite the popularity of the research, the study of the mirrors remained a fringe endeavor, fit only for scholars and mages with nothing to do but explore obscure magics. It became a school of its own, but one far removed from required curriculum of a capital oracle.

      It was three generations after their discovery that we now understand the turning point that has led us to all the war. All the death. Our society has all but collapsed, and our enemy is only temporarily defeated. I fear that, in the end, he will be unstoppable, and all of this will be for naught.

      Perhaps that is why I am inscribing this record, in the vain hope that someone will read it, someone will listen, and learn from our mistakes.

      “Well, that doesn’t bode well.”

      I shook my head, heartrate starting to pick up.

      Because it was on the one hundredth and fifty-seventh year that Faeldrus of the Shepherd’s Peak first looked into the moonpool and became obsessed with what he saw therein.

      Faeldrus? Why did I know that name? It sounded familiar, bouncing around my head like a nightmare that I had forgotten.

      A bright student, he was in line to be added to the new apprenticeship for the next Great Seer. Some thought he might even be apt to be one himself, in many decades to the future, and perhaps it was that expectation, or even that ambition, that started his greed.

      At first, he was candid about his machinations. He wanted to find a way to travel to these distant lands, to discover and learn and plant our own colonies to grow our empire. He often said that the others, the dwarves, the dryads, the shifters and the shades, the halflings, the nightshades, all of them were too stuck in the past, that they would drown in tradition and stagnation.

      Naturally, most considered his endeavors eccentric—perhaps even wasteful—but Faeldrus continued with his ambitions, learning and researching and gaining status within the fields of gifted seers.

      If we had not found his detailed records in the crumbled ruins of our city, perhaps we would still be in the dark to what he had done. But it is because of his meticulous planning and experimentation that we now understand the full scope of his ambition and greed.

      Those scrolls have been burned. Memorized by a select few of our surviving Great Seers, but otherwise wiped out. For it is his knowledge of these mirrored lands that has brought us to the brink of destruction. One I think we might not recover from.

      He sleeps, but I can feel in my bones that it is temporary. Perhaps, if Maedryell hadn’t betrayed us, we would not be so thoroughly torn apart from within. But I hear that she is close to capture. I pray that she pays for all of her sins.

      Wait.

      Faeldrus. Maedryell.

      My heart kicked up another notch as that awful memory played in my mind again, the one where the rotted dragon was ripping my arm from my body, trying to eat me, poisoning me. Everything had been happening so fast and my head had been throbbing while my stomach was heaving but I remembered those names.

      Faeldrus, that was what the reaper had called him, when she’d swooped in and saved me by cutting off my arm. And he had recognized her to call her Maedryell in return. They had known each other?

      And apparently, she had been on his side?

      I instantly felt nauseous. Had I been tricked? Had the spirit that I thought I had won over been playing me the entire time?

      Well, no, that didn’t seem right either. They had fought. She had saved me from him, and he didn’t seem pleased. She’d healed me. Was she the one who had hidden me from his gaze? That was the only explanation that made sense to me because I certainly hadn’t been powerful or lucid enough to generate a shield of that type for myself.

      “Davie? What’s wrong?”

      “The traitor it’s talking about in here is the spirit that’s been sent after me.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “This isn’t really something I think I’d joke about.” I turned the page, my hands back to trembling.

      “Is there more?”

      I knew I was dipping into sassy little-sister territory when I shot her a look. “There’s literally a whole book in my hands, Mickey.”

      “I’m going to give that a pass because you’ve recently recovered from brain trauma but keep going.”

      “Right, this page just needs to do the translating thing.”

      I waited for the words to do their move and melt thing, which was specifically less magical the second time and more akin to a loading screen that was taking way too long. No one spoke as it fixed itself, however, all of them waiting for me to read again.

      It was quite a bit of pressure considering that up until the previous few days, I hadn’t been able to read beyond a couple of letters at a time. But after a few beats, the writing settled itself, and I started again.

      Part of Faeldrus’s plan was to subvert the idea that the praxis of summoning celestial blessing was rooted in the practice of—

      Sokhanya shook her head and let go of Mickey to turn several more pages, then even more, her fingers stroking over the page as if they were Braille. Could she even read Braille? I was pretty sure she didn’t and also that that was a blind thing, not a deaf thing. But after skipping about a quarter of the thin journal, she settled and gripped Mickey once again.

      Letters melted for a third time and then I tried again.

      It was Maedryell’s trial today. Many wanted her executed on sight for the crimes she committed against us, but we could not deny that without her aid, we never would have been able to banish Faeldrus and lock him away, nor find an escape from our world before its total collapse.

      But it is also by her hand that the shades and shifters have been cursed to one form, even those who were not indoctrinated to the corrupt seer’s power. They demand justice of her, but by justice, they largely just mean blood.

      It was two years ago since my teacher gave me this tome to continue the record, lest we forget, and sometimes when I reread her words and the path that lead Faeldrus into the unstoppable beast, it’s hard to believe how much my ancestors missed. His studies and machinations seem so obvious to me now, several hundred years later, including how he indoctrinated so many seers. I wonder how much we can blame Maedryell, who was adopted by him when she was merely a few years old, her parents lost to an attack that we didn’t realize was orchestrated by the man himself.

      “Wait, so this is written by someone else than the beginning,” I said, turning another page. “It’s like a loose diary of the rotted dragon. Except, in this, he wasn’t always a rotted dragon. Or a dragon in general. In fact, this is sort of implying that he—or the reaper lady—somehow created the first shifter dragons.”

      “They… They what?” Bronn asked, sitting up straighter. “Our history said we crawled from the earth itself after lightning struck the heart of the world.”

      “…and you believe that?” Mal asked a bit incredulously.

      “I don’t comment on any of your religions, you know.”

      “Right. Point taken.”

      “Yeah, it says that shifters used to be a general thing but something about Faeldrus changed that. This part is after they locked him in that pocket dimension, and they caught Maedryell.”

      “And Maedryell is the grim reaper that’s after you?”

      “I’m pretty sure, yeah.”

      “…I am very confused.”

      “You’re not the only one,” I said before looking back to the page.

      What is the right punishment for someone who unwittingly led to the death of millions? To the complete destruction of our entire world, all the magic drained from it, but then saw the light and worked to save everyone that was left? None of us would be here if not for her.

      In the end, the few of our remaining Great Seers decided that she would spend an eternity in reparation for all she has done. Our burial grounds are forsaken, locked in with Faeldrus and his greed, and we abandoned the celestial gates. Those of us who have scattered to the different mirrored worlds have no guide to our afterlife, no celestial guides to take us to our final homes.

      So, she was given the last of our greatest powers, the dangerous knowledge that we learned from Faeldrus and his studies. She can move through the mirrors, an equal part of all of them and yet not a part of any. She will not know thirst, nor hunger, nor pain or fear. And it is with those gifts that she will collect our kind and return us to our final home so we may truly rest with our ancestors.

      I don’t know what I think of a punishment that lasts forever, I cannot even imagine such a thing, but I see the reasoning behind it. They say they are beginning the first of the rituals today and I cannot help but wonder what will happen to Maedryell in the physical sense. Will she die? Cease to exist? Or will she still be able to walk around as one of us, but unable to enjoy the pleasures of life.

      I am not sure it is something I ever want to find out.

      I gave a shorthand account of what happened and Krisjian let out a low whistle.

      “So that is the woman we hit with a car?”

      “Yeah. At least we know that didn’t hurt her. Just sent her away for a while. I wonder how that even worked.”

      “I just thought very hard about something that Mal taught me,” Krisjian said, a light color building on his cheeks.

      Ooh, that was interesting.

      “Wait, what’d I teach you? You didn’t stab her in the gut, so…you sure that was me?”

      He nodded. “We had a conversation about magnets. You showed me how they could attract each other or push them away if they were powerful enough. I just thought very hard about her and Davie being magnets of the same pole and how they would repel each other no matter how much one of them wanted to get close. And that worked? I’m not sure how, but I think my gifts might be something more like…um, I don’t know the word in English.”

      There was a whole lot I wanted to address right there about Krisjian being able to influence an actual spirit of death by just thinking real hard, but I was cut off by Mallo—

      No. Mal. Just Mal.

      “Ooh, right. Magnets. When I was giving the lockpicking lesson. Okay.”

      I shoved away the sinking, rending feeling that was quickly rolling through me and instead tried to put on a jovial smile.

      “Why were you teaching my teenage charge about lockpicking?”

      “It’s a valuable skill and you were busy being dead, so you don’t get to judge what I filled our time with.”

      “Good argument.”

      Sokhanya, who had been waiting patiently up to that point, let go of Mickey and I and started turning pages of the book, still tucked between Bronn and I.

      “Ah, well, I guess story time is over.”

      “Does she even know how to read that?” Mal asked.

      “Hey, don’t talk about her like she’s not here. That’s rude.”

      In response, Mal just flopped over all of our legs so that her head was in Sokhanya’s lap. “Hey, you, can you even read that?”

      The oracle just shrugged and that seemed to be that.

      “Well, that was quite the information dump,” I said, chewing at my lip. “I feel like I learned a lot and there’s more to go, but I don’t exactly know if any of that was useful or not. For all the drama it had about making sure it was found, I dunno, I thought it might have the secret to defeat the rotted dragon or something. Not his origin story. And only the cliff notes to his story at that.”

      “Well, there’s more to read. Maybe we should just focus on rest now, while we can.”

      “Good idea.” I settled a bit more, resting my head against Bronn’s shoulder. It wasn’t that difficult to let my eyelids droop and exhaustion to take me away. Even with all the magic used to heal me, I still had so much farther to go.
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      I wished that I could say being woken up by screaming was an especially novel experience for me, but that just wouldn’t be true. The moment my brain registered the high-pitched shriek of someone close to me, I was jolting up with both of my hands raised as if I was going to pummel someone.

      Bold reactions for someone who got winded walking around a room.

      A sharp roar sounded from Bronn beside me and I could hear scales beginning to scratch against each other along his skin before someone jumped forward and cranked the emergency lantern several times.

      “Mickey?”

      There was no attacker, no danger, just my sister, slumped forward where we’d all fallen asleep in our little pile with an unearthly sound coming from her mouth.

      I crawled over Bronn and gently helped her sit up. The sound cut off and her eyelids fluttered, a light blue glow behind them. Was that what it was like for everyone whenever I had a vision? It was a bit freaky, I had to admit.

      “Hey, Mickey, you okay in there? It’s alright. You’re only having a vision.” Or at least I was pretty sure she was having a vision. True, our gifts were quite different from each other, as apparently all oracles were, but we shared some habits. “I don’t know if you can hear me, but just breathe, okay? No matter how scary it is, you’ll come out the other end. It’s not real, okay?”

      “Can you hear us when you’re in your visions?” Bronn asked lightly from beside me, his features already back to being completely human.

      “No, not usually. But there’s always exceptions.”

      “So, would you want us to do this for you when you get visions?”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I even had one. I remembered back when they used to be a huge production for me. How they had allowed me to save the day more than once. If I had had any idea then how much our abilities would expand as more of us found each other, I probably would have run away screaming.

      “I mean, I don’t think it would hurt.”

      He nodded sagely and it was cuter than it had any right to be. But I was quickly distracted from my appreciation as Mickey let out a whimper in front of me, her eyes slowly cracking open.

      “Hey there,” I murmured as she blinked several times at me. “You back with us?”

      Her brows furrowed and I could tell she was taking a moment to come back to both herself and the reality we were in. “I… I think I just had a vision.”

      “They’re exhausting, aren’t they?”

      “Yeah, I guess I had forgotten. It’s been a while. Precognition isn’t really my thing.” She blinked a couple more times before Mal produced a water bottle from who-knew-where and handed it to her. I watched her carefully as she chugged it, making sure to look out for any signs of duress.

      “But I don’t actually think it was real precognition,” Mickey said once she’d drained the entire thing.

      “You think it was a fake vision?”

      “No, I think it was real. I just think it wasn’t something that is going to happen, but rather something that’s happening right now, just not right here.”

      “Ah, like my visions of the anti-humanist elders?”

      Mickey’s expression sharpened. “Funny you should mention them, because I think the blond one was definitely a prominent figure in what I saw.”

      My stomach dropped and I felt a cold sweat start to bead on my brow.

      “That actually doesn’t sound very funny at all.”

      “And you’d be right. But I think that earthquake last night wasn’t just a ramification of the rotted dragon doing spells. I think they were trying to flush us out.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, he basically told me he was trying to find me.”

      “He who?” Bronn asked sharply.

      “The rotted dragon, who else?”

      “And when did this happen?”

      Oh right, I’d told them about Maedryell coming to help me but not the conversation I had before that. Whoops. Oh well, it wasn’t like I didn’t have a ton on my mind at the time.

      “Right, during the whole chasing thing. I was on a lot of drugs, okay, and I might have forgotten to tell any of you about that.”

      Bronn stared for a moment then shook his head. “I understand that they were necessary for your healing, but I am glad you seem to not need them anymore.”

      “Wait until I can do more than walk around a room a couple of times before you declare that,” I jibed before returning to my sister. “So, what was the elder doing?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, licking her lips. I knew that look—it was the one she always got when she was debating on giving me bad news or not. Yikes.

      “It looked like he was…interrogating.”

      “Interrogating who?”

      “Some of the dwarves they rounded up who tried to escape the tunnel collapse. Not all of them, but at least twenty.”

      I sat back on my haunches, letting out a long breath. I could only imagine what she saw if it had her screaming out from her physical body.

      “What was he trying to find out?”

      “To be honest, I think he was mostly just enjoying himself. But as for specific questions, there seemed to be a pretty broad range. If they knew who you were, where you were. If they knew where any of the oracles were. Details about the underground. How sophisticated the setup is here. If any of them heard information from dragons, if they knew where most of the dragons were hiding.”

      “Most of us aren’t hiding,” Bronn said wryly. “We’re either dead or helping evacuate the humans.”

      “Well, apparently, they haven’t put that together yet.”

      “Probably because they can’t even fathom the idea of dragons putting themselves at risk to help mere humans,” Mal remarked with no undue dryness to her tone. And if anyone understood anti-humanist dragons who thought they had won, it was her.

      “So that was the full vision? Interrogation.”

      Mickey’s eyes slid to the side and I knew she was holding something back. I gave her a look and it was clear that she knew that I knew. Ah, the inconvenience of having a close sibling sometimes.

      “There was some torture on the side. I think he plans to make an example by feeding a few of them to the dragons that are gathering.”

      I paled at that, swallowing hard. Being eaten by a dragon was…not pleasant, and I’d only gotten a brief trial of the whole experience.

      “That’s awful.”

      She nodded, chewing on her lip some more. I didn’t know where either of us had picked up the habit, but it probably wasn’t very healthy. The silence only grew in our group, as if everyone were waiting for someone else to speak.

      As it so happened, we all broke around the same moment.

      “So what do we—”

      “We can’t just—”

      “There has to be a way we—”

      “We have to save them.”

      The four of us stopped short, with Sokhanya’s head swiveling this way and that as if she was still trying to catch all of our mouths moving at the same time. There was another beat of tension before Mickey clapped her hands and sat up straighter.

      “So, it seems like we’re all in agreement. Time for yet another rescue mission.”

      Oh boy. It never ended, did it?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It probably would have been more practical to find some dwarves and send them after their captured brethren. But considering there was no telling when we would find the main group and no assurance we wouldn’t be caught in the meantime, it made more sense to send the magic users and the dragon shapeshifter to infiltrate the prison we were going to bust the captured out of.

      Except it wasn’t really a prison, but rather one of the local mansions that hadn’t been razed by the rotted dragon. It was still being used to hold people against their will, so close enough.

      I could tell that Bronn wasn’t the keenest on the whole idea, especially since it involved both Sokhanya and I, but what could I say? I’d been bedbound for over a month, barely clinging to life, and now that I could, I wanted to fight. I wanted to do something.

      Even if that something was only driving a car.

      The funny thing was, while I wasn’t exactly skilled at driving and I certainly didn’t have my license considering that Mickey and I were never going to be able to afford a car, my sister and I were the closest to being able to do what was needed for the mission. Before that, it’d been Mallory who had been the main driver—even if she had to sit on phonebooks or use blocks on her feet to reach the gas.

      As always, the reminder of her filled me with a white-hot sort of pain that was mixed with a numbing sense of loss. I still didn’t want to believe that she was gone. The doctor said that I probably had PTSD from the incident, which sure, having a diagnosis was great but didn’t really help me much during the actual apocalypse.

      I had all this power; I’d even come back from the dead. It didn’t make sense that I couldn’t do something to bring her back. Like my own personal death-spirit had said, I was the King of Loopholes, or something like that. Surely, I could find one for my best friend in the entire world.

      The friend that I had turned my back on.

      A hand shook my arm gently and I glanced over to Sokhanya, who was looking up at me worriedly. Right. We were on our mission and I needed to concentrate. I couldn’t risk all of our lives. I needed to compartmentalize, and maybe after all the dwarves were saved, I could think about everything churning inside of me.

      Then again, there was always something to run toward, right? Something to bury myself in until I forgot all about the present and only existed on adrenaline and turmoil. Maybe it would just stay that way for the rest of my second life.

      And all things considered, that might not even be all that long.

      I pulled my hoody down over my frame, partially to feel secure in my disguise and partially because I was absolutely freezing. I couldn’t remember the last time I was so cold, but it was like the fall wind cut right through me in an instant.

      Of course, the term ‘disguise’ could only be used loosely. Obviously, the dragons were on the lookout for any of our descriptions, but other than Bronn, all of us were pretty easy to subvert.

      For example, I didn’t look like myself at all. I didn’t need a mirror when I could glance down at myself and see all the planes and curves of my body were different. My soft stomach and pooch were gone, leaving mostly sagging skin. My biceps were gone—one quite literally. My powerful thighs? Not so much anymore.

      Even my hair was wrong. All the coloring and blond parts had long since grown out. Since I wasn’t really able to brush and maintain any of that during my hospital stay, I’d asked Mickey to cut it like old times. Instead of hair past my shoulders, I was rocking a shaggy cut not too different from Sokhanya.

      I appreciated my body for getting me through all that it had gotten me through, but there was this intense feeling of it not being mine. It was even worse than when I had first awoken in my new golem, because at least that form had looked and felt like I was supposed to.

      As for Mal, her hair shoved up in a beany, wearing an oversized t-shirt with leggings, suddenly she looked like every middle schooler ever. I wasn’t even sure they knew what Krisjian looked like, but once he heard he was accompanying Sokhanya and I on our part of the mission, he’d shaved his head with one of the emergency knives.

      That had been shocking, to say the least, but he just shrugged it off and said it would grow back. Not that the young man had the longest, most beautiful hair in the world, but it was still pretty shocking for me to watch someone just massively change their appearance without a lick of hesitation. Sometimes, the youngest oracle reminded me that, even with the tense childhood that I’d had, I was still pretty spoiled.

      Mickey just wet her hair and didn’t brush it, rubbed at it the wrong way with some of the emergency blankets. That was enough to have it frizz up and turn into basically a bush around her head, which she wrestled into two poofy buns. I always loved when she let her hair have a natural texture, but since she wore it that way so rarely, it was unlikely that any of the anti-humanist dragons had ever seen her like that.

      Then there was Sokhanya. If there was anyone who had changed the most, it was her. With her figure filling out, her face no longer gaunt, her eyes unclouded, and her rash gone, I didn’t think any of the dragons had a hope of recognizing her.

      Granted, considering the circumstances I had found her in, I’d be surprised if any of them could recognize her properly clothed.

      Another shake of my arm. Right, I was drifting. I looked at the phone Bronn had given me to use. It was close to the time for our plan.

      Although ‘plan’ was another generous word considering we’d thrown it together in less than a day based on one vision and our collective knowledge of the city. But ‘suicide mission’ didn’t really have the same positive ring to it.

      Besides, it was almost our fifth or so impossible mission. After a while, the shock and awe wore off.

      “We need to find a car,” I said, turning to make sure I faced my deaf friend. I had a notebook in my pocket in case it was urgent, but if she wanted to practice reading lips then I would support that. I still wanted to learn ASL once the world went back to normal but that was… Yeah, that was a heady thought in and of itself. “One with the keys inside. The others think that because of the quick evacuation, that shouldn’t be that hard.”

      “Oh, are we not just going to hotwire one?” Krisjian asked, popping up from the dumpster he’d apparently gotten into while I was drifting.

      “I don’t know how to hotwire a car, and also, what are you doing in there?”

      “Just seeing if I could find any valuable.” When I continued to give him a look, he shrugged and climbed out. “Old habits. But in any case, I know how to hotwire one of your automobiles. Or…at least I do in theory.”

      I took a breath. “And let me guess, Mal taught you that?”

      “We learned together, actually. On the video site that has many tutorials.” A wistful sort of expression crossed his face. “And cats doing many funny things. I miss the cats.”

      If that wasn’t just about the most adorable thing I hadn’t been expecting at all.

      “I miss the cats too, Krisjian.” I looked to Sokhanya, who was watching us with a slightly perplexed expression. Did she know about dancing cats? Cats playing keyboards? Did she even remember what it was like to interact with a house pet? All questions that I added to my ever-growing list for after the apocalypse. “Anyways, do you have whatever tools you need to hotwire?”

      “Yes, this is why Mal wanted me to accompany you. How else did you think you would gain access to a vehicle?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t even think about it until we got here.”

      “That is concerning.”

      “Tell me about it.” Usually our fly-by-the-seat plans had at least a little more detail to them, but I had a feeling all our minds were a bit on edge and frayed from the whole situation. We’d been in bad positions before, but we’d never really been thoroughly defeated. And with the rotted dragon roosting in the largest building in the city, I would say that was about as defeated as one could get.

      Krisjian shrugged as if that was about all that could be said on the matter and approached the street. It was eerie how empty they were, echoing several of the awful dreams and visions that I’d had in the past.

      “We look for van,” he said as he walked past several cars. “As plain as possible. Truck if we’re desperate, but it will be easier to pick off anyone in the back.”

      Sokhanya tugged my arm, holding up her own phone that she’d texted a message into.

      Big enough four all?

      “Considering that hopefully Bronn will be carrying at least a few out…maybe?” I answered back, eyes scanning the street. “Mal can drive, but she’s the one who’s infiltrating with Mickey while Bronn runs the distraction.”

      And what a distraction it was. The renegade prince of the humanist dragons spotted running for supplies just outside the city? That was sure to draw a huge number to the pasture that we’d picked out. Unfortunately, there was most definitely going to be loss of bovine life, but with any luck, all of it could be scavenged later to feed the folks in the city. Waste not, want not.

      Of course, what the enemy didn’t know was that one of the entrances to the underground was under the barn on the very far side of that pasture. It didn’t lead to the main complex that had partially collapsed but to a long tunnel that led to a drop-off near the mansion, one that had been used for transporting supplies back when minecarts were a thing. We were hoping that all the travel time he cut off would allow us to also use him as an ambush measure.

      It made me nervous using him as both bait and battering ram, but I didn’t really have any grounds to object after some of the insane things I’d done.

      Oh well.

      Boy drive?

      I shook my head. “Krisjian can’t—”

      “What did she say?” he asked, popping out from behind a minivan. I wasn’t sure how he moved so silently and quickly or if my senses were still a bit dull from my brain recovering, but I was startled either way. “I can speak for myself.”

      “She wants to know if you can drive so we can take two vehicles.”

      “That would be smart. Your sister said there were nearly twenty dwarves there.”

      “No, it’s not a part of the plan.”

      “Our plan was made in two hours in a sewer. There’s a lot that’s not part of our plan.”

      He had a point, but I was feeling protective, alright? I’d already lost so much, the thought of the youngest of our group risking his life behind the wheel skeeved me out. Even if comparatively it wasn’t even that dangerous.

      “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

      “I am not overly familiar with cars. I assumed that one large vehicle could fit many.” He wrinkled his nose as he surveyed the cars around us. “I will walk more, but so far, all of these can fit perhaps fifteen at most. Dwarves are not as small in real life as they are in the movies you have shown me.”

      I thought back to the wide range I’d met, a few shorter than Mallory ranging all the way to about five and a half feet, I had to guess. They weren’t like humans with dwarfism, not at all. Instead, they all seemed to be fairly broad and muscular, ranging from as dark as onyx with an almost blue undertone to their skin to paler than even Mallory had been—and she was always very fair-skinned. I’d never seen a single one with glasses, although I’d spotted plenty with fingers that were as thick as sausages and thick hair that would have most people drooling over it.

      Ah, drifting again. Why hadn’t anyone ever told me that one of the side effects of brain trauma was the inability to hold my concentration? It was like after the fire all over again, my mind scattering even under the best of circumstances.

      “Yeah, they’re basically smaller, muscular, and heartier humans, it seems.”

      “With great hair.”

      So, he had noticed that too.

      “Yeah, with great hair.” I shook my head. He was getting me off-track again. “Anyways, even if I were to agree to you driving, what are the chances that we would be able to find two vans that you can—”

      “Ah look! That sign is for one of your mechanical shops, yes? I think they would have two vans there.”

      I squinted and looked in the direction he was pointing, but he was already halfway across the street, and considering it was after nine, it was already pretty dark.

      “I can’t see anything, but if it is, that is some uncanny luck.”

      “Luck? I think after everything that has happened I have forgotten the meaning of the word.”

      Boy, was that a statement and a half.

      “Right, well, lead on. Maybe it’s time for a change in our fortunes.”

      “We can only hope.”

      I wasn’t sure when Krisjian had gotten so…grown up, but I supposed finding his mentor bleeding out by her collapsed shield then forcing her into unconsciousness so she could be dragged to safety could do a number on anyone. Even a street kid who lived most of his life running or hiding from people who wanted to hurt him.

      We find big car?

      I nodded to Sokhanya, who was following the conversation surprisingly well considering that all of the streetlights were out.

      “Fingers crossed.”

      She gave me a curious look combined with a head tilt. I wasn’t sure where I lost her until she slid the phone into her pocket and held up both of her hands, interlacing her fingers with each other. Her eyes flicked to my face, watching as if she was hoping for a sign she got it right.

      If it had been any other situation, maybe I would have laughed at just how strangely wholesome that was, but it wasn’t the right time. With a smile, I shook my head.

      “It’s a saying. I’ll explain later.” She raised her eyebrows as if doubtful of my words. “I promise. Scout’s honor.” Those dark brows went up further. “I’ll explain that later too. Right now, we should probably hurry after Krisjian.”

      She nodded, able to understand who I meant. I understood that spelling his name was a whole lot different than recognizing my mouth shape, but I resolved to teach her how to write out all of our designations later. It was amazing how easy it was to take even simple things like that for granted. I hated to think of what else she had learned since her captivity that none of us had any idea about.

      I didn’t let myself drift again and get lost in that line of thought, however, quickly walking after Krisjian. Again, quickly might have not been the right word, but it sure felt speedy considering just how sedentary my life had become.

      And that was the reason Sokhanya was with me. I knew that some of the others had wanted her to stay in the sewers with the other refugees who were too injured, young or incongruous for our stealth mission, but the idea of sending me out with just Krisjian had been a no-go for both Bronn and Mickey. That way, even if I was reduced to just stumbling around, I could have one of the smaller people on either side of me.

      If I was healthy and fully recovered, I would still be dubious that either of them could support my weight. But as it was… Well, I had no doubts they would be able to handle to me.

      We walked into the mechanic’s shop, only a dim light from Krisjian’s crank-flashlight to illuminate the room for us. At first, I was surprised that it wasn’t locked up tight, but then I saw fresh glass on the ground and one of those bar-gates over the window pushed partially inward. Krisjian worked fast, I gave him that.

      “Did you find anything?” I called out to the empty room. The bottoms of my feet hurt, and I was a little winded from both our climb out to civilized lands and also the stroll down the street, so I took a moment to lean against the counter. I remembered when I used to be able to spar with Mallory or run up and down the stairs back at the castle or the manor. I’d always been a fan of being strong and built for endurance, but I didn’t feel like I had a handle on either of those things at the moment.

      Part of me wanted to whine that if Maedryell was going to fix me, why didn’t she do it all the way, but another part understood that she had used up so much of her energy and magic just to get me back to how I was. When Krisjian and the others had summoned me back from the dead, it had taken all of their combined magic, plus an ancient ritual, plus all the magic that I had siphoned off from the strange no-man’s land I was in plus the huge storm. All the spirit had was the very same curse that had been put on her as a punishment.

      Which, of course, led me to wonder, what would happen with her breaking the rules and helping me. Clearly, her one job was to lead me to our version of the afterlife. She hadn’t done that. She also was supposed to be apart from all the worlds, and yet she had directly interacted not only to heal me, but to save me from death yet again. There had to be consequences for that.

      “I’m in here!”

      The young boy’s voice was muffled, but I still caught the tail end of it. Following the noise, I entered what had to be the garage area of the shop. It was fairly huge considering it was one of those corporate places with locations all across the United States, and sure enough, there were four vans sitting in a row, Krisjian’s backside sticking out from one of them.

      “I picked the two with the most gas. I’m almost done with the first now. Can you check the tire pressure for me? They have been sitting here for a long time and the video I watched said they could be flat.”

      “What kind of videos were you watching?” I knew one could find anything on the internet, but hotwiring cars along with tire care seemed like a very specific mix.

      “Oh many, but this one was about urban survival in case of an apop— Apocali— Poppa—”

      “Apocalypse,” I supplied helpfully before turning to Sokhanya. “Come with me. I’ll show you how to test if tires are aired up. If they’re not, they can go flat and that’s very bad for driving.”

      She nodded eagerly and we scrounged for one of the pressure readers. It wasn’t hard to find given we were in a mechanic’s shop, and it only took us about ten minutes or so to check the eight tires.

      “Looks like only the rear right one here is low, the other vehicle is fine,” I informed Krisjian. He let out a grunt, and then suddenly the engine of the van he was half-in turned and roared to life.

      “There we are. One done. And thank you, there is an air pump outside I believe we can use. Time check?”

      “Nine-fifty. We have a half-hour before Bronn will make his way to the field.”

      “And we will know for sure that they’ve taken the bait because we will see them fly out towards him.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, rehashing part of our plan as a way to reassure myself. Sure, it was half-baked, but half-baked was better than non-baked.

      “And most of our intel says that many of the anti-humanists are holed up in the ruins of their palace with the dark-haired elder. They’re the smart ones that fled after the rotted dragon started killing and eating all of their kind, no matter who’s side they were on. With less than a hundred of them at the facility where they’re holding the dwarves, they’ll send a significant number out to catch Bronn.”

      “You think the elder will go out too?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I feel like there’s a fifty-percent chance he’ll feel the errand is below him and a fifty-percent chance that he wants to snatch up all the glory for himself.” My short experience with him played through my mind. His charming smile, the warm light to his eyes. How he’d tried to convince me to join them, to become a tool just like Sokhanya had been. Maybe if I hadn’t seen how his kind treated us oracles, I could have been convinced.

      Maybe, but probably not. I was stubborn that way.

      “Either way, he will be a difficulty.”

      “Yeah, most likely.”

      “But I do not remember our plan having a part about dealing with him.”

      “That’s because it doesn’t.”

      He let out another grunt and then the second van came to life. “These things make me nervous.”

      “Welcome to the club.” I said, climbing into the first van. “I’m still not sold on letting you drive. Who’s going to be your shotgun? Throw your door open when we bust into the building?”

      The teenage boy stood up fully and turned to give me a look. “You ask not what we do about the elder. You ask not what type of car we need or how to get it to run. There are holes in our plan that we could literally drive these vans through, but you worry about me driving?”

      “To be fair, the last time we were in a car together, we did crash into a malevolent spirit.”

      He leveled me with a reproachful look that could put my sister to shame. “I’m going to drive. Together, we will have room for all the dwarves, even if some are critically injured, and some of our own as well. The prince will not have to worry about ferrying any to safety and can focus on cleanly getting away and drawing their attention to the ambush the other dragons have waiting for him.”

      Ah yes, the grand finale of our plan, the part that was supposed to stop the dragons from realizing we’d made off with their prisoners and hopefully make it look like it was just a guerilla strike. I wasn’t sure how well it would work, but hopefully, we could take down a few of our more stubborn foes if they insisted on chasing Bronn into the night.

      “Okay, fine. I relent. You can drive. But you bring up the rear, alright? You follow me.”

      “You are more familiar with this city than me, so I would not dream otherwise.” He gave me a smile that was entirely teenage snark then closed the van door. I swore that he was gloating as he rolled down the window. “We shall go use the air pump now, yes?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him and held my fingers on my one hand in a vee, flicking them towards him in what I was pretty sure was the international sign for I’m watching you, before putting the van into reverse. I didn’t even take my foot off the brake, however, before putting it right back into park with a sigh.

      “Something wrong?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a sheepish sort of grin. “I don’t think either of us are gonna be able to drive out of here if we don’t open the garage doors.”

      Krisjian leaned out the window and looked to the front of the large room where, sure enough, we’d left the heavy metal grates closed and locked up tight.

      “Ah. That is embarrassing.”

      “Yup.”

      “I will go open them now.”

      “Good idea.”

      I watched him go in my sideview mirror, feeling my cheeks color. Saving the world was hard, alright?
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      Airing up the one flat tire and topping off the rest went surprisingly fast, leaving us with a whole lot of idling. I’d never thought that just sitting in a van could be so nerve-wracking, but every sound made me jump, leaving my energy waning and my body utterly exhausted without even actually driving anywhere yet. At about fifteen minutes in with ten left to go, Krisjian turned off his ride and said he was going to root around the shop for gas. That made sense to me and I joined him with Sokhanya watching us curiously.

      It was a nice expression to see on her face, however. Especially since her first few weeks were spent asleep, terrorized or uncertain. Maybe I could get her into some sort of official education program when things were settled. A GED program even? Considering all that the dragons had deprived—

      Drifting. Again. I shook my head and finished hunting for the gas with Krisjian then showed the deaf oracle how to put it in the tank. It wasn’t enough to get either of us to full, but we didn’t need to be at full. And as it were, we had more than what we should need. Hopefully. But it never hurt to have a little extra, so when we got into our borrowed vans and saw that they were a bit over half, I felt better.

      “Time check?”

      “Ten-nineteen,” I answered. “One minute until Bronn is supposed to leave.”

      Krisjian nodded, starting his van up again. We went one right after the other into the parking lot, facing out into the city toward the path Bronn was supposed to take to the cow field.

      The minutes ticked by like their own personal age. I wasn’t sure if time was wonky because I hadn’t been awake for so many consecutive hours in months or if it was just the anticipation, but either way, I was fidgeting, sweating, and otherwise making a mess of myself as we waited. And waited.

      “There!”

      Surprisingly enough, it was Sokhanya who saw them first, pointing into the night sky. I squinted, following her finger as best I could, but I couldn’t see anything.

      “Do you have eyes on it too?” I called over to Krisjian, who was half out his window already to clamber on top of the van.

      “I think I… Yes! I see a red dragon. I’m sure of it.”

      I leaned as close to the windshield as I could, wanting to see what my friends saw and trying not to think about whether I permanently needed glasses or not. For another few beats, I was sure I was just going to have to trust them—not that it was a problem—but then I saw it.

      A glint of scarlet red, a glint of gold a bit farther from it. Somewhere else, the soft shine of purple. That was dragons, alright. As I lived and breathed.

      “Time check?” I asked. Our final one.

      “Ten-twenty-seven.”

      “Alright then. It took them seven minutes to spot him. Not bad. We’ve got approximately a ten-minute drive to get there, and it’s a fifteen-minute flight to the field Bronn estimated.”

      “So, we ride now?”

      I nodded, finally throwing the van out of park. “We ride now.”

      And just like that, we were pulling out onto the near-empty streets.

      It was a strangely quiet and uneventful ride. Sure, there were a few cars that were left in the middle of the street that we had to go around, but otherwise, it was a clear path. The traffic lights were out, but there was no traffic to worry about. I still slowed at the first few stop signs before reminding myself that I didn’t need to pay attention to them.

      More dragons began to fill the sky as we drove. I couldn’t keep the most solid count, but it definitely seemed like over fifty of them had headed off in Bronn’s direction. They clearly had no intentions of letting the prince slip through their grip. While he was a commendable fighter, and powerful, fifty versus one was not a fight he would win.

      Thankfully, he had his backdoor escape and three dwarves waiting in that tunnel to make sure and cover any tracks before disappearing themselves. With any luck, it would look like he disappeared in a puff of smoke.

      Of course, once they figured that out, they were going to immediately double-back and return to their temporary nest. But the plan was that we would be long gone by then and Bronn would be leading them to the ambush that was scraped together through the few dragons he was able to get into contact with.

      I didn’t like our chances, but they were what they were.

      And also, we had arrived.

      We weren’t right at the mansion, that would have been far too obvious, but we were just to the side of the entrance of the gated community, not even a minute from the mansion that was left standing. I could have probably thrown a football at it even in my weakened state, we were that close.

      Neither Krisjian nor I dared be loud enough to ask for a time-check. Instead, we killed our lights and waited for the signal. Which, according to our plan, was supposed to go off exactly ten minutes after the dragons sounded the alarm to follow Bronn.

      The way we had figured it, there would be at least a minute delay between us seeing the dragons and them actually leaving, so Mal and Mickey were technically supposed to give off the signal as we were driving up. And that definitely hadn’t happened.

      My leg started to bounce as we passed the ten-minute mark. Then I was chewing at my lip again as the eleventh came and went. It wasn’t until we were almost about to surpass twelve when the signal finally sounded.

      And what a signal it was.

      A booming explosion sounded from in front of us, shaking the ground. It wasn’t the biggest explosion I’d been in, or even the most dramatic, but it was enough to light a small chunk of the street in front of the manor. Debris rained down all around us, some even hitting the van, and that was exactly our cue.

      “Here we go!” I cried, stepping on the gas and busting right through the gate.

      It looked impressive, sure, even though I knew that part of Mal’s job had been to disable to locking mechanism and the fail-safes before she even went into the manor. But I didn’t have time to enjoy my action movie moment. I turned on a dime and drove straight into the burning opening on the left side of the mansion.

      The van burst into what looked like the closest approximation to a ballroom that could exist in a modern home and I slammed on the brakes before I hit the closest wall. There was plenty of smoke around, but most of the fire was in other places, just like it was supposed to be.

      After all, there wasn’t a lot that a burning house would do to most dragons, but it did force them all to shift out of their human forms if they wanted to combat the flames. Not to mention, it provided excellent cover for fleeing prisoners.

      “Where?” Sokhanya blurted beside me, looking this way and that. I wish I had the time to be impressed with all the words she had learned to articulate, but the situation didn’t allow for that.

      “They’ll be here. Just give them a second.” I didn’t know if Sokhanya could see my lips move or not, but I did see Krisjian looking nervously at me through his van’s window.

      “Hey, make sure the back doors are unlocked,” I called over. “We want a quick getaway.”

      “Where are they?”

      “They were two minutes late setting off the pipe bomb. Maybe where they were holding the prisoners is deeper down than we thought.”

      “How deep down can a wine cellar be?”

      “I don’t know. Do I look like a fancy rich person? Just give them—”

      I cut myself off as a set of doors on the side of the ballroom burst open with several figures stumbling through. It didn’t take a pair of glasses to see that they were definitely our targets, some of them supporting each other and most of them looking pretty banged up. Mickey and Mal brought up the rear, both absolutely filthy and helping a taller dwarf hobble along between them.

      Relief flooded me, but that only lasted a beat, because then a door opened on the side of the ballroom that our vans were facing, and I saw a dreadfully familiar blond enter.

      No.

      And everything had been going so well up until that point.

      My eyes flicked between the two groups. They saw the elder alright, and they also saw that he was going to intercept them before they ever reached either of our vans. It was check and mate.

      Anger, burning hot and volatile, roiled within me. I was so tired of losing. Every step I took forward, they always seemed to push us two steps back. Whenever I thought that maybe, just maybe, those that I loved were safe, our enemies found some new way to hurt them.

      “Stay here,” I said loudly, hoping Krisjian would be able to hear me and Sokhanya would understand.

      “What?!”

      “Stay. Here.”

      And then I was undoing my seatbelt and sliding out of the van, singular hand up in surrender.

      “Long time, no see,” I said, walking forward and just like that, everyone seemed to freeze. It was like some sort of western standoff, with the escapees looking to get to the vans, the elder looking to get them, and me desperately hoping to keep them away from each other.

      “And you are?”

      Ow, okay. I knew that I looked different but certainly not that different. “What, you don’t remember me? I gotta admit, after all that sweet talk you gave me before about treating me right, I thought we had something special.”

      He gave me a sort of incredulous look and then I saw recognition slowly dawn across his face. Good, all I had at the moment were my wits and my ability to keep talking no matter what was happening. I needed to amuse him, to distract him—anything to give the others a chance to get out of there.

      But it wasn’t like they could just make a break for the vans while I was talking to him. I was stalling him at best. There needed to be something…else.

      If I had my magic, if my brain was working right, maybe I would have just summoned a shield and bought them time. But whenever I reached inward, I couldn’t feel much of anything. No snapping magic, no wellspring of power. Just a whole lot of hurt and injury. Who knew if I would ever fully recover to the point where I could cast a shield over the entire city again?

      And then, finally, it clicked with the elder. “No, certainly you must be jesting.”

      “Does this look like the face that would jest you? It’s me, in the flesh. Leader of the oracles and perpetual thorn in your side.”

      He licked his lips, and if that didn’t just ride the line between gross and intimidating. “You’ve changed.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, making a vague wiggle with the stump of my bandaged arm. “I’ve always looked like this.”

      “You know, it’s not too late to join us. Look how terribly they’ve treated you. Putting you on the front lines, letting you get hurt. Things could be so much better for you.”

      Really?

      It was the apocalypse and the world was in shambles, but the elder still wanted to act like he had the sway to recruit. Unbelievable.

      “Look, I don’t think you understand what’s going on here. That rotted dragon you worship so much is only going to use you for food. He doesn’t care about you. You were there when he ate Valeri right in front of you!”

      “A worthy sacrifice. We are willing to give all that the dragon needs, and then we will rule this world again, as it was meant to be.”

      “News flash, big guy, none of this was as it was meant to be. You, me, the dwarves, we’re all invaders here. Our original home and a lot of homes after that got all torn up by the same guy you’re worshipping. He doesn’t care about you, he doesn’t care about this power you think he’s going to give you. He will ruin this world like he’s done before just so he can be greater, not you!”

      I was shouting by the end, my breath running out and my words quick, but I couldn’t believe how stupid the man in front of me was being. With his own people decimated, surely, he could see that the creature he was praising was the one bringing about his own destruction!

      Apparently not.

      He took a step towards me, charming grin and winking eye, spouting something or other about me defecting. My ears were roaring with anger, infuriated at everything going on but also that this was one of the people who was there for Mallory’s death. She deserved better witnesses than a delusional old dragon clinging to some scrap of a belief that there was something to gain out of destroying the entire world.

      “It’s Daniella, right?” he said, voice as smooth as oil. “We’ll take care of you—”

      Someone made a noise behind me. I didn’t know if it was a shuffle or a tumble, but the elder’s gaze darted in that direction and he took a step toward them instead of me. That wasn’t good. I needed his attention on me and me alone. I trusted that someone on my team would think of something to do while the precious seconds were drifting away, but in order for that to happen, I needed to occupy all of his focus.

      “Hey, excuse me. I believe you were in the middle of wooing me over to your side?” I said, darting in between them and bringing myself that much closer to him. I was smack dab between him and the refugees, too far to dash back to the van before he could grab me.

      Not the best spot to be in, but I’d definitely had worse. Like dangling from the mouth of a rotted dragon, for example.

      “I mean, way to make a girl feel unimportant when you lose interest at the drop of a hat. And here I was just about to ask if you had any enchanted prosthetics or something like that. You see, my left hand was a much better nose picker than my right hand and I just miss that, you know?”

      He tilted his head, his eyes sliding back to me. “You are an amusing little thing, aren’t you?”

      “I mean, I usually would say I’m hardly little, but given the circumstances—”

      Suddenly, he was in front of me. Seriously. One moment, he was a good eight feet away, and the next, the was barely a hand’s length from me, towering over my form with that ruthlessly handsome face of his.

      “I remember once I had a child who loved birds. Kept them in pretty gilded cages and they would chatter at her all the time. I never understood it, until now.” His hand whipped up, too fast for me to see. I expected him to grip my throat, or perhaps even slap my face, but instead, he just stroked my hair and I realized just how sharp his nails were. “I think you’d fit just right in your own pretty little cage—with all the food and toys you need to occupy yourself while you chatter away with all those silly things.”

      His voice was low, but not threatening. No, it was like the smoothest honey, sliding around my head and down my spine. I wasn’t tempted, not in the slightest, but it was taking my brain a moment to separate his seductive tone from the awful violence behind what he was saying.

      “Would you like that? I’ll let all of these folks go, forget they were ever here. All you have to do is come with me and let me spoil you like—”

      I never got to hear what kind of diminutive thing he was going to compare me to, because suddenly, the room filled with the screech of tires. Both of our heads jerked to the side just in time to see Sokhanya in the driver’s seat and flooring it towards the elder.

      I jerked myself away, throwing my body backward and hitting the floor. Ow. I didn’t have nearly as much cushion as I used to, and my poor bones protested loudly from the hard fall.

      Of course, the elder had plenty of time to react if I did, and he calmly took two steps back, watching as the deaf oracle slammed on the brakes way too hard and the van tried to jerk to a stop before it crashed through the other wall.

      “Did you really think—”

      He didn’t get through that sentence either, and that was probably because Krisjian’s van collided with him at full speed, filling the room with a thud that I wasn’t likely to forget anytime soon.

      Like Sokhanya, Krisjian skidded to a stop ahead. But unlike the deaf woman, he didn’t stay there. No, his smoking van with the crumpled hood instead quickly backed up, bouncing as it went over the elder again, and the young man pulled up even with me.

      “Now are you glad you let me drive?” he asked, smiling toothily at me.

      “I’m not even gonna lie, that’s the best ‘I told you so’ I’ve ever seen,” I answered, picking myself up.

      “Did that really just happen?” I heard Mickey ask behind me.

      “When in doubt, I find ramming things with a fast-moving object does very well,” Krisjian said. “Now, perhaps we all leave? We are four minutes over plan.”

      “Right.” That seemed to galvanize all of us, and the refugees rushed toward his van. I hurried towards Sokhanya, who was still sitting in the driver’s seat, white-knuckle gripping the steering wheel.

      “Hey,” I said, leaning over her and putting the car into park. It was a fairly awkward task considering she seemed to be petrified and I only had one hand, but I got it to work. Twisting, I made sure she could see my face. “You did good. You can move over, and I’ll take care of the rest, okay?”

      She blinked at me for a moment, as if she was just coming back to her body, then nodded. I heard the back of the van open and the others pile in, but I kept my attention on Sokhanya as I buckled up and made sure I was ready for our getaway.

      “You were incredible, you know that, right?” I said as the last couple of dwarves dove into the back and slammed the doors shut behind them. Sokhanya just gave me an uncertain look, but that would have to do for the moment. I was pretty sure she was shocked at herself and the fact that she figured out how to drive a van for the express purpose of trying to murder an ancient dragon. “Alright, hold on everyone. This isn’t exactly going to be a smooth drive.”

      With that, I punched the car into reverse until we were back out into the night and on the road. It was bouncy, that was for sure, and I was fairly certain that the vans would not be drivable when we were through with them, but oh well. The mechanic shop could bill us if they were so concerned about it. My only worry was getting us to where we were safe.

      I could hear Krisjian’s van rattling behind me as I peeled out onto the main road, speeding towards the back paths that would lead us to where we were supposed to slink back into the underground. Or at least that was where we were supposed to drop off everyone we rescued. After that, us able-bodied folks were supposed to leave the vans somewhere far from any entrance to the tunnels and then hightail it to safety.

      There was still so much to do. The tunnels where the others were caught escaping had already been partially collapsed, but they needed to be further ruined so they couldn’t be followed into any of the main parts of the underground. Granted, all that accidental collapse sure did help in a backhanded sort of way.

      Despite everything my history had taught me, we actually managed to arrive at the drop-off site without incident. Krisjian and I went around to the back doors and let the dwarves out, taking count of about eighteen of them.

      “I thought there were a bit more than twenty that were caught,” I said as Mal and Mickey clambered out.

      “There were.”

      Oh.

      It took minutes for them to all start descending into what looked like a set of regular cellar doors on the side of an old house, but apparently was one of those really old timey mine elevators that was able to be cranked downward. It took two trips for all eighteen to get down, but once the second half of the group was in, we got right back into the vans and drove to the other side of town.

      A couple of times, I swore I heard a dragon’s screech or saw a shadow of one of them cross over the van, but no one attacked us. When we dumped them at a mall and got out, the lot of us exchanged a look.

      “I think that went better than any of us could have expected.”

      Mickey nodded, striding forward to wrap me up in a hug. I let her, of course, I wasn’t about to turn down hugs from anyone I love, but when she parted, she had a serious look on her face.

      “Let’s go back to our cubby before this all somehow backfires.”

      “I couldn’t agree more with you right now.”
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      I paced, back and forth and back and forth. Bronn was supposed to be back. He was supposed to be back, but he wasn’t, and I was sick to death with worry.

      “You’re going to wear yourself out. You knew that the ambush with the dragons could go into the early morning. Your body is still recovering.”

      I ignored my sister and continued to pace in the tunnel that led to our cubby space. We hadn’t gone to check on the dwarves we’d rescued yet, as our part of the tunnels was cut off from theirs. They assured us they would tell the others of our location and the engineers that were underground would work on connecting our two regions, but that wasn’t a solution that was going to happen within a day or two.

      Which meant Bronn could have survived the ambush and just had to go to a different underground entrance. It meant he was fine and safe with a bunch of other dragons in another part of the underground that I had never been to and wouldn’t be able to get to for days.

      Or it could mean he was dead.

      I didn’t really like any of those options, but that last one was a doozy that would send my head spinning, my stomach swishing, and my mouth drying out like I was in the middle of the desert. Ugh. Apparently, all that time laid up in a hospital bed did not help my patience at all.

      “Hey, Davie,” Mal said from where she was sitting, flipping through the old book as if she could read it.

      “I swear, if you’re going to tell me to sit down and chill—”

      “I’m not.”

      “Oh.”

      Mal was quiet a second before shooting me a gleeful look. “Krisjian ran over an elder with a car.”

      “I ran over him, then backed over him again,” Krisjian corrected happily.

      I had to admit, if there was anything that could knock me out of my increasing spiral of anxiety, it was remembering exactly how that smug blond jerk had looked as the van barreled right into him.

      “Yeah, you really did. Just so you know, once is an accident, twice is a pattern. Don’t expect that to go so well every time.”

      “You mean I cannot solve all of my problems by merely running people over with large vehicles?”

      “I mean…you could actually use that in a surprising number of situations, but you might end up making more bad consequences for yourself that way.”

      “Alas. And here I thought I had discovered the ultimate resolution of conflict without using a single oracle gift.”

      “Cheeky,” I said. The aside was enough to calm me for maybe ten minutes or so, but as the conversation petered out, I was back to pacing again. And pacing. And pacing.

      Mickey was right, though. I was getting exhausted quickly. I could feel the ache running up my legs, my back hurting and my neck tensing up. My stomach was growling for food at the same time as it was twisting with nauseating worry, so I really didn’t know what it wanted me to do there.

      I probably would have kept on pacing into oblivion if I didn’t feel a gentle hand on me. Instinct had me jerking away, but then the hand patted me again and I looked down to see Sokhanya standing there with a canteen of water.

      Once she had my attention, she held it up for me to drink. It was sweet, but I shook my head.

      “Thank you, maybe later.”

      But she just persisted, standing on tiptoes and pushing the cup toward my mouth. When I stepped away, she followed me.

      “Alright, fine. You win.” I took the cup and drank it slowly, mindful not to upset my already irritated middle. Sokhanya waited until I was done then took the cup from me, disappearing down the hall toward the cubby.

      “Wouldn’t it figure,” Mickey said with a chuckle. “That once she had the time to be something other than a prisoner, Sok turned out to be a mom friend.”

      “Hey,” I said with faux sharpness. “A friend group can only have one mom friend and I am definitely it.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Mickey shot back. “You are either the crazy aunt friend or the reckless little sibling friend. There is no way you’re the mom friend.”

      “Uh, excuse you, I literally sacrificed myself to save y’all. If that doesn’t scream mom friend, what does?”

      “What are either of you talking about?” Krisjian asked. “You are sisters, yes. What is this speaking of mothers who are your friends?”

      “Not mothers who are your friends, but mom friends,” I said, shooting my sister a look. “And it’s a whole thing. I’ll explain it later.”

      “Hmmm, I have heard that before. I think mayhaps that later may never come.”

      “Shoosh you,” I said with a grin. “I didn’t know you were learning all that new English so you could sass me.”

      “I learned the language so I could better educate myself. Sassing you is just an added bonus.”

      I looked to Mal with narrowed eyes. “You did this, didn’t you?”

      “I am but one person and he is his own human. His snark is all this own.”

      “Uh-huh, and I’m the Jolly Green Giant.”

      “The who?”

      “Later.”

      “So you say.”

      Sure, it was irrelevant banter, but it helped distract me. Or, at least it did for another half-hour or so, and then my legs really were shaking, and I felt like I might fall apart completely.

      “Here,” Mal said finally, tossing me the book as she stood. “At least read this while you worry. Maybe you’ll learn something useful. I’m going to see about rations and where we are on desalinating the water.”

      I caught the ancient book, giving her a bit of a glare as she went. Crossing to Mickey, I sat and let myself try to get lost in the book.

      I was surprised that I was able to read without Sokhanya. I thought that she had been the reason the letters did their weird melty thingy, but I seemed to be doing just fine on my own. Maybe she was more like a catalyst, and somehow, she had subconsciously taught me how.

      Maybe. Who knew? It seemed that everyone who really understood this whole oracle thing was dead, so we were all on our own.

      I couldn’t say how long I sat there, perusing through stories of the terrible things that Faeldrus had done. I’d decided to start at the beginning, way before the excerpts Sokhanya had picked out before, and see if that led me anywhere surprising. One moment I was focusing and learning about the horrible path that led to the near extinction of my people, and the next, I was being gently shaken awake.

      “Davie?”

      My eyes fluttered open and I wiped the drool from my mouth, realizing I’d fallen asleep against an equally unconscious Mickey.

      “Did you try to wait up for me?”

      My head snapped in the direction of the voice, almost unable to believe it was Bronn who was crouched in front of me, a pleased look on his face. He wore a weary but true smile, his exhaustion evident.

      “Bronn!” I leapt forward. Or at least the closest approximation I could get to leaping. I more kinda tipped forward in a lurch that had the shifter catching me in those strong arms of his.

      “Hey there. It seems like you’re glad to see me.”

      “You have no idea,” I said, tilting my head to press a kiss to his lips. “How did the ambush go?”

      “Fairly well. Not a huge number followed me to it, but we did manage to fell most and capture the rest. I estimate the stronghold you guys found has less than half of the loyalists than it had before. We had some injuries on our side. A few serious, but nothing too awful.”

      “That’s good.” I continued hugging him, not wanting to let go. “Krisjian hit the blond elder with a van.”

      “…he what?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said with a laugh. “Why don’t we all go to our cubby, curl up, and we can catch you up to speed. After all, we’ve got a few days of just recovering while the tunnels are rearranged, right?”

      “Yeah. We do. Although I doubt the rotted dragon will behave himself for that long.”

      “Ugh, you’re probably right.”
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        * * *

      

      Perhaps it was strange to have a bit of an interlude in the apocalypse, but that was exactly what we had for two full days after our little rescue plan. It wasn’t until the end of the second day, when our pilfered supplies were running fairly low, that the first of the dwarves broke through a wall in the old septic tunnel, armed with a massive drill-looking thing that made my ears ache.

      After that, there was a fair rush of things as people were united, we were led away from our little hideaway to another area of the underground that was deeper and older than the previous one we had been in, and most importantly, we got to shower.

      Okay, maybe finding out the status of the dwarves we rescued was pretty important, but showering was also really up there.

      It wasn’t until we were all eating and preparing to go to one of the bunkrooms we’d all been assigned to when one of the dwarven leaders intercepted us.

      “Can I speak with you?” she said, voice low. It was very clear that she was serious, so we all nodded and followed her to what could best be described as a supply closet. It was crowded with all six of us plus her in there, but I made sure to shut the door behind us.

      “What’s up?” I tried to ask lightly. “Judging by the look on your face, it’s not that any of us have won the lottery.”

      “There’s been an attack.”

      “Oh, alright, we’re going to just jump right in there then. Okay.”

      “What happened?” Mickey asked more calmly. I knew that I needed to serious up a bit, but my nerves were frayed and it seemed like my mouth had healed faster than my brain had.

      “It was our stronghold, the same place we held the trial. We thought we had a reasonable enough defense along with the fact that we had nothing of value, but early this morning, the dragon attacked. He decimated the building.”

      I swore. Bronn swore. Mickey swore. Mal definitely swore. Basically, there was a lot of foul language in a very short span of time.

      “How many survivors?” I asked when my brain booted back online.

      “We only had three casualties, from crush injuries with fallen debris. As far as we can tell, he only took a single person, then left immediately.”

      “What?” I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. No matter how I shook it, that was not normal behavior. “Who did he take?” One of their leaders? A scholar? Someone who had expansive knowledge of the underground?”

      “One of our little ones.”

      “I’m sorry, he what?”

      “Her name is Arielle. If you want, you can meet with the father, but I warn you, she’s his only family since his wife died from complications giving birth to her. To say he is beside himself is putting it lightly.”

      I instantly thought of how I had felt when I lost Mallory. I didn’t need to experience that again through the eyes of a parent.

      “No, no, that’s alright. Can you tell us anything about this girl? Was she gifted, mixed, something?”

      The woman just shook her head. “She has a brown eye and a green eye but other than that, is your average dwarf child. Nothing that we can tell. We had hoped that maybe you more magically inclined folks might understand what use a single eleven-year-old girl could possibly have. He clearly knew that she was there down to the level and was interested in only her. We tried to stop him, but it was as if we didn’t even exist to him.”

      “That’s…strange.”

      The woman nodded. “I will keep you abreast of anything else you should know. But please look through whatever connections you have to see why he needed her.”

      “What about the rescue?”

      “Pardon?”

      I looked uncertainly to Mickey, then to the woman. “The rescue. You know, the plan to go get the girl.”

      The woman gave her a long look and then sighed. “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation. Our last stronghold has been completely destroyed and we’re suddenly having to get everyone underground or into human channels for their own safety. A single child was taken to the nest of our greatest enemy and one that currently has the world at a standstill. You know they sent a bomb, right? A literal bomb and he just teleported it away to Washington DC. We will not be sending a team after a single child because it will result in the death of all of them, including the girl. We can only hope that whatever he wants from her requires her to be alive.”

      I drew in a sharp breath, my temper ramping right back up, but it was surprisingly Mickey who slid into the corner of my vision and put her hand on my arm.

      “Let’s rest, alright? Nothing will be done tonight. After a full night’s sleep, we can look at this from all angles.”

      I wanted to argue with her, to tell the woman that war wasn’t an excuse to be cruel. But I also knew that nothing would be accomplished while the seven of us were crammed into a supply closet, and also that she didn’t have to tell us at all.

      “Please keep us informed of any updates.”

      The woman nodded. “Likewise to you. We’re aware that oracles have access to information and knowledge that we have no way of obtaining ourselves. So if you were to suddenly find out crucial information, we are always willing to change our plans and priorities.” She gave a curt nod. “My people owe you a great debt for what our kind has done. We will bear the scars for generations.”

      Huh, that was surprising. Sure, there had been a trial and all, but it had been easy to assume that the conviction for all of those who were manipulated by the anti-humanists to kill oracles before they could awaken had been mostly political. I wasn’t aware that a chunk of the population was on our side.

      Maybe we weren’t as alone as I felt sometimes?

      Maybe, but best not to get carried away.

      I returned her nod then headed out, silent as my mind churned. Where was the girl? Was she even alive? She had to be terrified. I couldn’t imagine being hunted down and picked up by something as heinous as the rotted dragon when I was just a kid.

      I knew, without a doubt, that my dreams would be full of her. Even if I didn’t know what she looked like.
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        * * *

      

      True to her word, the woman did keep us informed, or at least someone always did. And unfortunately, there was a lot to update us about.

      The next day, before even the noon meal, we got word of a military base being attacked all the way in Japan. They had unloaded everything on the rotted dragon, but none of it had worked. I was beginning to fear that they were going to try to nuke it, and I wasn’t nearly educated enough to try to extrapolate all the awful ramifications of that.

      So it seemed the entire world knew of dragons all of a sudden. Although I didn’t have access to international news channels or really any form of media, it made me wonder what our planet would be like if we ever made it through to the other side. It was the end of an era. Before Dragons and After.

      Wait… There already was an AD. That was just confusing.

      And once more, it seemed our enemy was only after one thing. There were more casualties, that was for certain, but that made sense considering that trained soldiers with human weapons and no knowledge of what was going on would fight harder against something that wasn’t supposed to exist suddenly popping into the sky. But even with all the death, there was only one person taken: an older sergeant there, one who had been considering retirement but was well respected and stayed on longer than most would. He was American Japanese who had been born on base shortly after the second world war and had lived in both countries. By that night, we got two images—one when he was young and one that was current—and he was an interesting mix of features. Bright green eyes like his American father, but dark hair and that slightly cool olive tone of his Asian mother. He wasn’t like Mickey and I, who were pale enough that we were often mistaken for being Caucasian from our grandmother on our maternal side, who had been entirely Irish. He was a clear and direct mix of the two.

      And it was the next day that we got some of his family history. His father had died in a shooting when the sergeant was young, and he’d been raised by both his mother and his father’s sister. He had a wife who was also a soldier and a first generation American, her parents hailing from Senegal, and her interview with the news was just about as heartbreaking as I’d imagined it would be.

      Time was passing too rapidly and yet I didn’t know what to do. Nothing in my short experience with the dragons had ever been like what was going on. There were no dark dragons come to knock on the shield and demand our surrender. There were no power plays to try to wrest the throne from Bronn or to get at us oracles. It was clear that the rotted dragon had to be planning something, but I had absolutely no idea what.

      I tried to have a vision. All of us did. We held hands while we meditated, we tried gripping each other’s wrists while looking at the book and its melty letters—although still apparently only I could read it. We tried sleeping with the printed-out pictures that we managed to get of the two.

      Nothing.

      It was frustrating to say the least. I hadn’t realized just how much I depended on random visions fueling me forward until I didn’t have them anymore. In fact, if I wasn’t in direct physical contact with one of the other oracles, I couldn’t so much as feel a pop of magic at all. It was isolating and made me feel useless. I couldn’t fight—I was still real shaky on the whole walking thing. The only thing I had going for me was that I could conjure impossible information out of thin air, and if I didn’t have that…what was I?

      That sense of responsibility and failure followed me into the next day. And the next day as well, when we heard of yet another attack. This one was all the way in Australia and was at a hospital. A patient in recovery was kidnapped. He was a twenty year-old who had been very, very sick and had undergone an experimental procedure where they’d 3-D printed his heart out of cells that had somehow been made into a ‘personalized hydrogel’ and a mechanical valve or something. Other than that, he was a typical Caucasian guy. Brown hair, brown eyes, average build.

      We increased our efforts, and it seemed that everyone could feel time ticking down above our heads. When I wasn’t sleeping, I was either trying to force a vision or reading the book, hoping that it would give me some sort of insight into what the rotted dragon was doing.

      Because he absolutely was doing something incredibly specific. That was his style. I hadn’t known it at first, but he’d invited me to his prison, planted the idea of using it as a central hub, and then just waited for me to use it so he could infect one of my friends with some bit of himself.

      It was because I had underestimated him that Mallory was dead. It was because I’d been playing the short game while he’d been playing the long one that the world was falling apart, and he was in it. If I ever wanted to somehow undo everything, I needed to see at least as far as he did.

      But poring through the pages wasn’t exactly quick going, and I couldn’t skip anything lest I lose out on some important detail. I missed the days where my latent oracle-ness would just lead me to whatever part of the book I needed to read. Doing things manually sucked.

      We were so sure that Faeldrus’s machinations would be for naught. After all, how could he connect mirrors that had never touched? He had nothing from them; they had nothing of our world. We were separated by the divide.

      We would have done well not to underestimate him. It took him years spent as a pariah, but he was able to create a ritual that allowed him to reach into the other realms. He did the impossible. It could have been an incredible accomplishment. Perhaps could have changed the way we looked at our gifts permanently.

      Except for the fact that it required death to fuel it.

      Blood magic is forbidden. No power is worth the sacrifice of a soul. But that did not stop Faeldrus. Like the four of our holiest stars, he needed a quartet of blended souls, those that were split between what we considered to be two ideals.

      A mother from the north and a father from the south? That seer would do.

      A seer who was blessed with the touch of the chimera? That seer could be the next point.

      An orphan seer who was adopted and loved by their chosen parents? That would work as well.

      Two things at once, a whole with two halves. Distinct ideas living in harmony. This was the foundation of his ritual. In killing them on his altars, he built the lines of his new order.

      I wish that the carnage had stopped there. But the final straw, the final boost of greatness and power that was supposed to connect him to each and every mirror world, laid within the shifters.

      A rare enough of the fey, I had only met a handful of shifters in my life. Truly astounding, they could take the shape of any living thing, adapt its mannerisms and sounds. While there were certain breeds of shifter who chose specific forms and kept to those forms only, they were not the majority.

      Until Faeldrus wove his way into their ranks.

      We do not know of how he wooed them, or how he convinced them to take on a body that we’d never seen, but in just one century, most of their kind had rallied to him in a beauteous but deadly form. They had wings, and great snapping jaws. Most had no legs of which to speak of, but that did not seem to slow them down. They flew, great wyrms through the sky, breathing fire or lightning. They abandoned all other forms, all of their connections to magic and the inner workings of the wild, and served only him.

      What I don’t understand is how they couldn’t see what he was doing to them. How some of their young went missing, stolen from their very beds. How their maidens began to disappear into the night. How they couldn’t smell their blood on him, in him.

      But they worshipped him still, even as he consumed them each night at his table. But no one knew, especially not us, and we were shocked when he emerged as one of them.

      Faeldrus was never a shifter, never blessed with such magics, and yet he was able to twist things and turn into one of them but greater. He had legs. He had many, many horns. He was coated in overlapping, natural armor across his whole body. It was both amazing and terrible, and he used his new body to take over the capitol with his horde of acolytes.

      I am sure that they thought themselves quite smart, aligning themselves with someone clearly so set on ruling the world, but they couldn’t have counted on being the final peg of his great ritual.

      I wonder, even if they had known, would they have stopped him? He required a hundred willing sacrifices. Those willing to let their blood flow in the name of his gain. Considering the fervor of his following, considering how much the shifters worshipped at his feet, would they have said no? Or would they have thrown themselves at his feet?

      A moot point, I suppose, as it is Maedryell who turned at the last moment and foiled him before he could enact that plan.

      It is unfortunate that it took her over a hundred and fifty years to shake herself from his shackles. Perhaps if she had resisted his influence earlier, our society wouldn’t be on the brink as it is now, with thousands of the winged shifters wandering with all of their memories erased. Many of our leaders think we should adopt them—

      I stopped as it shifted into a discussion of what responsibilities their society had toward the dragons that apparently couldn’t remember their entire time while serving Faeldrus. My mind was spinning.

      I knew what the rotted dragon was doing. Finally, I knew.

      The child was half an orphan with her mother dead and half not. Her eyes were both brown and blue—heterochromia, I believed it was called. The soldier had been of the east and the west. He’d been of a soldier and a civilian. He too had been half an orphan. And the kid with the heart? Part human, part machine. He was both dying and brand new at the exact same time.

      Two halves inside of a single whole person. People of duality. He’d gotten all of the points he needed, which apparently could only mean a singular, very specific thing.

      Once more, he was trying to unite all the realms. All those mirror worlds that I had caught glimpses of when I was dead. Worlds where the anti-humanists had won. Worlds where we’d never arrived. Worlds where some of us had arrived and flourished, and others where we’d been wiped out. Worlds nothing like our own. He wanted to connect all of them, reunite them with direct passageways until they were all one, interconnected mass that he could rule.

      It would destroy so much. Nearly all life could be wiped out by that kind of shift, and only Fauldrus would be left to absorb all the power that gave him.

      What then? What would he do when the universe was in ashes and he was sitting alone? Would he finally be satisfied? I doubted it, but at the same time, I couldn’t imagine what happened if everyone was dead. Not just everyone in my world, but everyone in every world. Would the universe wink out? Or would it birth itself again and Faeldrus would just wait until the timing was right before culling all of them too?

      The thought made me sick. It made me burn. But it also gave me hope.

      Because I knew what he had to do.

      He had to gather all the dragons that he could, at least a hundred of them, and have them willingly sacrifice themselves for him. I had no doubts that he would be able to twist the words to make it sound appealing. Most of them probably wouldn’t even get that they were about to die.

      All I had to do was stop that, and then he would be up a creek without a paddle. He could attack and kidnap as many dual people as he wanted, but he wasn’t going to get anywhere without the sacrifice of his dragons.

      Maybe if he hadn’t eaten so many of them, he wouldn’t have such a shortage on his hands.

      But I got it. I got why he had to eat him. In the end, he was right. Me and him were a lot alike, at least genetically. He was an oracle just like me, or a seer as the journal called them. It was only through twisting the natural laws and consuming the flesh of children and maidens that he’d been able to take on the dragon form. It seemed that coming to our physical world had forced him to consume quite a bit of his flock in order to maintain his shape.

      …could we starve him out? Was there a way to keep most of the dragons safe from him until he eventually burst in a rush of pus and decomposing matter?

      I had so many questions, all stacking in my mind on top of each other, but I was invigorated by the rush of it all. Because finally, after days of having nothing, I had an answer.

      I jumped to my feet, nearly hitting my head in the process. I was tucked into the little cubby that we had abandoned when the dwarves had dug out a new access tunnel to the main chunk of the underground. It was quiet and people were less likely to bug me, so it served my purposes well enough. Unfortunately, it meant that I was at least a fifteen-minute walk away from everyone else and waiting that long to do something seemed wasteful and also like it might actually make me lose my mind.

      First things first, I needed to know more. I had enough to lay the foundation of what I needed, but it wasn’t enough. I needed someone with insider knowledge. Someone who probably already knew what kind of trap Faeldrus had laid for the other dragons and how to subvert it.

      Someone who’d already done it before.

      It was a tricky thing, going about summoning a spirit of death, someone who was cursed not to be a part of my world but had directly interfered with it. I supposed there was always the chance that she had stopped existing entirely, undone by breaking the rules and saving me. But nevertheless, I went about paging through the book until I found an explanation of the curse that was placed on none other than Maedryell, my own personal grim reaper.

      It wasn’t hard to find the spot—it was full of diagrams and arrows and all sorts of things I didn’t remember. But even without the push of my magic to tell me what to do or how to write or how to channel things, I was able to find the symbol that I was pretty sure was supposed to represent her. Or maybe it was her duty. Either way, it worked for me.

      A sharp piece of metal worked well enough for scratching the spell circle I needed into the floor, copying lines and changing a few depending on what I remembered from my short time of being a ghost. I didn’t want to redo her curse, or somehow double it. I just wanted her to come to me, even if she didn’t have the energy to do so herself. A sort of…spirit delivery system, as it were. Maedryell Prime.

      It probably took me more than fifteen minutes to draw it all out, but it didn’t matter. It was fifteen minutes that I had been proactive. Every single line was something I carved out of the rotted dragon’s hide. I was a thorn in his side, alright.

      Sitting back, I allowed myself a single nod of accomplishment before I settled. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on only her. The way the smoke wafted from her, the slight smell of sulfur and a campfire whenever she was near. How gratefully she’d sipped that coffee in the fake diner we’d been in. The way I could almost see her face, shifting as if it was actually there, but translucent enough so that the skull below the shifting smoke was always visible. And then I thought of how she cut my arm off. Of her conversation in the hall.

      I linked all those spaced-out events in my mind, one right after the other, compressing them into a single string of energy. And it was with that string that I yanked her toward me, pulling her closer and closer until a blast of heat knocked me flat onto my back.

      “How… How did you do that?”

      It took a bit more effort than I liked to admit to sit up and look at my handywork. Sure enough, the spirit was right there, her form heaving as if she was breathing heavily.

      “Oh hey, it worked.”

      “What worked?”

      “I would think the whole being summoned to a spell circle on the ground part would be obvious.”

      It was almost comical how she looked down, looked up, then looked down again. “You read the book.”

      “That I did.”

      She sagged in relief, her smoke puddling out on the ground like water. “I’ve been so weak. I couldn’t reach you. I couldn’t do much of anything.”

      “Yeah, I figured. Thanks for the whole healing thing, by the way. Still a bit screwy in some ways, but much better than I was. You know, actually functional.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more, but that took up nearly all my energy. I… I wasn’t supposed to.”

      “Yeah. I got to that part of the story. You did a real number on your own people.” It was strange to see her looking so human, so vulnerable. Even though she hadn’t been my direct enemy in a long while, she was still some sort of ancient, intensely mystical being that dozens of earth cultures shared. It was like seeing the boogeyman act all nervous. Uncomfortable.

      “What happened to make you join someone like him just to turn around and foil his plans in the end?”

      “It is a long story.”

      “I doubt it. That’s just what people say when they don’t want to talk about whatever you’re asking about. Come on, give me the cliff notes version.”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, just floating there, barely visible if the lantern I had flickered the wrong way. But after a few beats, she spoke. “I wasn’t from the seer continent. I was born to a fey mother and father, but neither were oracles. When I displayed ability, I was elected as my village’s mouthpiece to the gods.”

      “That sounds like a lot of responsibility for a teenager.”

      “It was. And then my village grew sick. I prayed and prayed and prayed for our gods to help them. And then this man began to appear in my dreams, and he taught me, bit by bit, how to save them. But when it came time for the final steps, he told me knowledge always comes with a burden and a price. I had nothing to pay him with, so he had me sign myself over to him.

      “I can’t entirely explain what happened after that. I wrote on a piece of paper and then suddenly, he was the center of my world. Everything out of his mouth was amazing. I loved him, truer and deeper than I had ever loved anyone. I would have done anything he asked of me.

      “…I did do everything he asked of me.”

      “And how did you break free?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know? How is that possible?”

      “If I don’t know, how can I have an answer for you? It wasn’t like a block broke over my head and suddenly I was able to see through all of his lies. It started as little things, questioning in my head why he wanted something done. Wondering if his choices were the best decisions. Then it went on to noticing the missing shifter children. Then the maidens.

      “But it wasn’t until I began to remember all the people he’d ended that the cracks really started. Little by little, they grew all along the core of me until one day, I realized that following him was the last thing that I wanted to do.”

      “And that was when you turned?”

      “Pretty much. There’s more nuance and story, but that’s the rough draft of it.”

      “Well, we’re on the same page now then for the most part.”

      “Alright… Was all that why you summoned me?”

      “No. I mean, don’t appreciate you implying that it wouldn’t be worth the trip, but there’s more. I actually called you here because I want you to help me.”

      “I’m not sure what you think I can do. I’m barely even here. I couldn’t guide a single soul to the beyond if there was anyone to take. Even being corporeal enough for you to see me is difficult.”

      “Believe it or not, you not being seen is a help.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s so because Faeldrus is trying to start the same ritual that you managed to stop the first time, and I think he’s going to sacrifice the rest of the anti-humanist dragons he has in his fold to do it. I need to know where he’s doing that and when.”

      It seemed like it would be impossible for a ghost to go pale, but she absolutely blanched at my words. “How do you know this?”

      “The book. I read all about the ritual. He’s already kidnapped all the humans he needs. Been around the world. I’m surprised you didn’t notice, you know, given that he’s a giant dragon.”

      “I’ve been in slumber, unable to reach your mortal plane,” she said sharply. “If you hadn’t summoned me, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “Ah. Right. Well, I need you to do that. Find out the thing for me.”

      I was pretty sure that she didn’t need to breathe, and yet the spirit let out a long sigh. “And you are aware that he is able to see me, correct? That even at my weakest, we are bound together by my punishment.”

      “I, uh, guess I didn’t get to that part. Tied to him how?”

      “He can’t destroy me. I can’t destroy him. His power fuels me and my power stops him from ever being able to pass on.”

      “Wait, your curse is what made him immortal? Why would they do that?”

      “As someone who was dead once and magically became not dead, I’m surprised you even have to ask that question.”

      “Ah. Right.”

      “All he would have to do was kill himself in his prison and he could possibly be resurrected in a different dimension. In order to be trapped, he had to be prevented from having any possibility of escape. Even in death.”

      “So we can’t kill him then? There’s no beating him?”

      “You can defeat him. But if your plan involves ending his life, then no.”

      I sighed, rubbing at my temples. “Look, I don’t know how, I just need you to find out where he is and when this thing is happening. Maybe, like, go spy with the dragons. See if that elder we double-tapped with a car is still alive.”

      “You hit an elder with a car?”

      “Twice. That was implied with the double-tap.”

      “Fine. Whatever we need to do to stop him. But I need energy. I barely have anything left. The moment you break this circle, I’ll return to the ether until I’m strong enough to reform.”

      “And how long do you think that might take?” Overnight? A couple days? Did we even have that kind of time?

      “I can’t say exactly, as this has never happened before. But if I had to guess based on the time that’s passed already, anywhere from a decade to a century.”

      “A what!?”

      The spirit leveled a look at me that made my toes curl inside my shoes. “The dead are dead. It’s not like they have anywhere to go while they wait.”

      “I… Let’s not even go into that. Alright, so I need to give you energy. How do I do that?”

      “You can’t. You’re still healing and using what I gave you. If you were to return it to me, I fear it could end you entirely.”

      “And I’m guessing I wouldn’t be able to be brought back like last time.”

      “You could potentially, but I am fairly certain that Faeldrus would do his best to make sure that your flock won’t have the ability or resources to do so.”

      “Right. Okay, so we need to get you energy, but not from me. What then?”

      “Actually, I think our answer is already here.”

      I craned my neck to look in the direction that the spirit was staring in and was surprised to see Sokhanya standing there with her arms crossed, observing the two of us.

      “Oh hey,” I said, standing. “I know this might look weird, but—”

      She just walked past me, holding up her hand. There was already a piece of paper in it and I took the thing, unfolding it to reveal shakily-written words.

      I ALREADY SEE

      Ah. A vision. Weird when other people got those and not me. But Sokhanya didn’t pay my surprise any mind and marched right into the summoning circle, offering her hand.

      “Are you sure of what you offer? It will hurt.”

      “She’s deaf. She can’t—”

      “We can communicate just fine. You would be able to again if you were fully connected to your gift.”

      “Ah. Right, I knew that.”

      There was another moment where an exchange happened between the two that I couldn’t hear and then Maedryell’s smoky, bony hand joined in Sokhanya’s.

      I wasn’t prepared for the blast of light that filled the entire tunnel, causing me to throw up my arms to shield my face. It was like the sun had just risen right in front of me, minus all the temperature and cosmic radiation that would kill me instantly, of course.

      But there was a weird sort of pulling sensation in my chest, like all the air was being sucked out of the room. I stumbled forward, barely catching myself by gripping one of the metal bars of the grate, which unfortunately took a hand away from my eyes, which were registering way too much light even with my lids closed and one palm over them.

      It was all over in just a moment, however, and then I was left standing there with light spots dancing in my eyes.

      “Hey, I’m totally blind here. Is everyone okay?”

      I didn’t hear anything, and worry started to bubble up in me. What if it had all gone wrong? What if Sokhanya was dead!?

      But then a cool hand caressed my cheek, barely a breath of air. “She’ll be fine. Make sure to get her food, water, and rest. I will return when I have the information you need.”

      I nodded. “What—”

      But I felt the absence of her as she left, leaving me alone in the silence.

      It was at least five or six minutes before my vision began slowly crawling back, and the cubby returned to me in patches. I called out for Sokhanya a couple times, but naturally, she didn’t answer. Man, I wished that I had any iota of my abilities. I had never realized how much I depended on them, even for little things like being able to tell where the other oracles were relative to me or communicating with Sok. Sure, we had paper and pen, all of us were learning sign, but none of those really made up for being able to communicate mind to mind.

      When I could finally make out more details, I saw her sprawled on the ground, her dark hair fanning around her head almost artfully. Rushing over, I feared the worst.

      She was still breathing, which made some of the urge to heave dissipate. But she was clearly unconscious, and her skin was deathly pale. She looked similar to how she had over a month back, when she was recovering. I knew that she had to be in terrible pain, or at least she would have been if she was conscious.

      “Hey there, don’t worry. I got you.”

      I slid my arms under her, fully intending to pick her up and cart her off, but then I almost ended up toppling forward. For a moment, I couldn’t understand what was happening considering I had once carried her on my back with no problem, before I remembered that I wasn’t exactly myself.

      Whoops.

      “Okay, change of plans.”

      I grabbed the bag I had brought with me, pulling out a water bottle and the small ration of jerky I’d managed to yoink. Sliding the bag under her head, I set the supplies out and settled next to her, pulling her feet into my lap to get her circulation back toward her heart and her head.

      “Thank you, Sok. Really.” I gave her leg a pat then opened my book. If I was going to have to wait for Maedryell to come back, I might as well be productive.
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      “On the beginning of the new moon, he will hold his ceremony. He has called all that are able to come to him under the guise of preparing a full attack on humans. He has summoned dragons from all over the world, not just the few anti-humanists left in the city. Even with significant interference from all your resources, I have no doubt that he will have a great enough number to sacrifice.”

      

      Those were the words that haunted us. It hadn’t taken long for Maedryell to get them back to us. There were perks to not really being a part of our world but still being able to listen and look. I wasn’t sure why none of us were able to force a vision with that info, but if I had to guess, it was probably Faeldrus running some sort of interference. In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had been using some sort of spell to obscure certain things from us ever since Sokhanya awakened.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Bronn asked grimly. I understood it, though. We’d gone on a lot of impossible mission before, but our current one? Well, it was about as lethal as they came.

      Mostly because we weren’t rescuing anyone. We weren’t escaping, spying, or fighting. We were merely going to crash the event where all our enemies were going to be gathered and try to convince them that Faeldrus was about to kill them all.

      And if that didn’t work…well, the whole place was probably going to be bombed.

      I didn’t know where the dwarves got access to planes or munitions, but that probably wasn’t information they felt a twenty-something oracle with no abilities needed. It wouldn’t kill the rotted dragon, of course, but it would wipe out all the dragons before they could sacrifice themselves to him.

      It also stood a very good chance of killing us.

      Ironic, us trying to stop them from sacrificing themselves by risking sacrificing ourselves, but we didn’t really see a way around it. Especially since we only had a total of three days to stop him. And true to the spirit’s word, Bronn reached out to all the dragons he could to intercept those traveling to our city. They did what they could, but it wasn’t like there were enough to provide a round-the-clock barrier, and if we did, the rotted dragon would definitely know what we were up to.

      So that was how Krisjian and I ended up with Bronn, waiting for what could be our final mission. Mickey had wanted to come, of course, as had Mal, but there wasn’t much they could do. Besides, if we failed, I didn’t want them to be there for it.

      I didn’t like the idea of Krisjian being there either, but something that the seer had said about Faeldrus’s appeal had reminded me of a couple of things the boy had done. I couldn’t help but wonder if the power of persuasion was a literal oracle gift. It would make sense considering I’d seen him compel someone who hated me to tell the truth and a spirit that she and I were magnets that were repelling each other.

      “I am,” I said with a nod. I’d done my good-byes. I’d cried. I’d been uncertain and scared and all of that was dealt with. It just made sense for me to go with Krisjian. He was too young and too inexperienced to have to face off alone in what could be the most important diplomatic moment of our kind, and I’d already died once. Plus, if we were all brutally honest, I was detached from my own power. I couldn’t protect myself, couldn’t see into the future, couldn’t even run from one end of the room to the other. If things did go south… Well, they wouldn’t be losing someone helpful beyond being able to read a book. And in reality, Sok could do that herself once she got better at learning to read in general.

      We really were at the end of the road. Either we won or we didn’t. I didn’t see any other outcome besides that. We were about to break into a religious event with the equivalent of a cult leader and a horde of his followers and try to convince some of them not to drink the Kool-Aid. That was it. No bells, no whistles.

      “Wait, no, I’m not.”

      “What do you—”

      I turned to Bronn and pulled him down into a kiss, my mouth moving against his, trying to send him everything that I was feeling. No matter what happened, I wanted him to know that he had my heart. That I would be forever grateful for that moment he ran into me in the café that I worked at and tried to protect me from harm. That he never really forced me to do anything, that he trusted me even when I asked impossible, unfair things from him.

      “Uh… I will get some water.” I heard Krisjian say behind me then a small set of footsteps receding away. Okay, maybe we were being a little heavy on the PDA for a young teenager, but I didn’t want to die with any regrets.

      Well, any regrets about showing my love. I still wasn’t too happy about being tricked into ending the world by our greatest enemy.

      I was breathing hard when we broke our kiss, Bronn resting his forehead against mine as his arms wrapped around me. We stood there a moment, just rocking, before he spoke again.

      “Of all the people in all the worlds, I still thank every ancestor that somehow I was the one lucky enough to run into you.”

      Oof, that went right to my heart, filling me with warmth from the soles of my feet right up to the top of my head. He was just so good.

      “Me too,” I said with a sigh. “You know, when this is over, we’re going to have to go on a real date. Just the two of us.”

      I could feel his grin against the top of my head. “I would like that very much. There’s this nice sushi place that I remember I used to love to go to. Maybe we could make a whole night of it.”

      “Yeah. That sounds nice.” I pressed another kiss to him then took a step away. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      “As long as you’re holding me at all.”

      “Cheesy.”

      “Are you two done, yes?” Krisjian asked, approaching again.

      “Hey, just because you’ve got a crush on Mal doesn’t mean you get to be grouchy about me kissing my boyfriend.” Huh, it still felt weird to say that word. Maybe it was because we were so much more than that. Maybe because he was a literal dragon and royalty. Oh well. It didn’t matter.

      “I know not of which you speak,” Krisjian responded with perfect flatness. “Time to fly, yes?”

      “Time to fly,” Bronn confirmed before walking to the other side of the roof we were perched on. It was still beautiful to watch him shift, his human features giving way to his dragon ones. In less than a minute, the handsome, six-foot man I loved turned into a towering, silver beast with glowing scales and great, expansive wings.

      “Come on, Krisjian. Let’s go save the world.”

      I wish I could say either of us were graceful as we climbed up Bronn’s leg and onto his back, but we most definitely weren’t. At least neither of us fell and cracked our heads, so I decided that was good enough.

      We took off into the night, the moon not even a sliver in the sky, leaving mostly faintly sparkling darkness. It was harder to hold on considering my thighs had lost most of their strength, so it was Krisjian that did most of the work while I held onto him.

      In the distance, we could see other shapes in the night, all ahead of us on the same path to the sports arena that hadn’t had any games there since everything had started. It made sense that would be a place for a large meeting of dragons, but I had a hard time believing that several hundred would fit.

      Maybe we would luck out and it would be too cramped, so dozens would fly off in protest.

      And maybe pigs would also fly.

      Then again, I supposed that stranger things had happened. Not that I could readily name those things, but my memory was full of holes that Krisjian could drive a car through, since that seemed to be his go-to strategy.

      The stadium was approaching rapidly, and I began to wonder if we really had lost it. We were flying in a straight line and I had no shield to protect us. What if we didn’t get a single word out?

      I supposed I would find out, and quickly.

      It didn’t take long for us to get a clear view. Thankfully, the rotted dragon was nowhere in sight, leaving what looked like a very full house of dragons.

      They weren’t all like Bronn. There were drakes, wyrms, and wyverns. In fact, I saw just about every type of dragon that I had learned about since coming into their world. From wingless and four legs to no legs and winged, just like the ones I had read about in the book. They were all assumedly dragons who thought my kind was no more than livestock to be used and culled on a whim, but it was still difficult to swallow that—if Faeldrus got his way—all of them would be dead before the end of the night.

      “There, Bronn. On the top of that advertisement.”

      I wasn’t sure if he heard me, but then the prince braked hard. In one fluid motion, he did end up perching right on top, letting us look out over the field. None of the dragons had noticed us, but I assumed it was because they were preoccupied looking in the other direction for the rotted dragon to approach from his nest.

      “Alright,” I said, climbing up his neck. “It’s now or never. You ready to work your mojo, Krisjian?”

      He nodded, swallowing hard. “I will do my best.”

      “That’s all we can do.”

      I reached the top of Bronn’s head, kneeling between his twisted horns, and took a deep breath. I could feel Krisjian’s hands press into me, his power flowing cool and sweet through my body.

      “Hey, dragons!”

      Sure, not the most gracious opening, but my voice echoed through the empty space, and the next thing I knew, hundreds of heads were turned towards me. Well, that was intimidating.

      Shrieks and squawks sounded along with several roars. It was easy to see the lines of tension ripple out through the shifters and it was very clear to me that they were about to attack.

      “Hold on a moment!” I cried, raising my arms as if I was going to call up a shield. Thankfully, that worked. The benefit of them not knowing that I was powerless.

      Then again…maybe some of them didn’t recognize me at all, only Bronn. Wouldn’t that be something?

      “Look, I know why you’re all here, but I came here in the interest of a truce. I’m trying to save all of you from death, okay? For the good of our world, I need all of you to live on to terrorize me and my people for another day.”

      There were more snarls and roars, but no one attacked. For a moment, I thought we were in the clear, until several large dragons parted, revealing a massive golden one that had been laying on the ground, clearly resting.

      Uh oh. I had an idea of who that was.

      Sure enough, as steam filled the space then dissipated, there was none other than the blond elder standing there. He looked practically brand new, aside from a scar that was visible down the side of his neck down below the collar of his fine tunic.

      “Last time we met, you surely weren’t trying to save any of our kind.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s been an eventful week. Look, I know you’re all about the rotted dragon and you think he’s going to hand you the world on a silver platter, but that’s not how any of this is going to go. He’s going to sacrifice all of you for his own gain!”

      “And you expect us to believe this?”

      “Yeah, Krisjian,” I whispered softly behind me. “Are we expecting them to believe me?”

      “I am trying. Like you said, letting them see the cracks rather than telling them outright that everything is wrong.”

      “Alright. I’ll keep buying time.”

      Really, that was my main job. I might not have had my abilities, or my bruiser status, but I always had my wit.

      Well, at least I did when I wasn’t drugged up to my gills.

      “Why would I come here and risk my life otherwise? Faeldrus—that’s his name—isn’t one of your kind. I know he looks like it, I know that your religion has him prominently featured as well, but he’s not. He’s actually an oracle, one of my own people, who got his power from killing and consuming yours.

      “He got here on your backs, on your blood, but he wants more. I swear on my dead parents and on the head of every oracle that has existed, does exist, or will exist, that I am telling you the truth.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw some of the dragons exchanging looks, their large heads swaying since they didn’t have forward-facing sockets. Was that doubt? That looked like doubt.

      “If you really believe that to be so, then deliver yourself to us.”

      “What?” I blurted out. That was just about the last thing that I had expected.

      “You want us to trust you? Then trust us. Give yourself up and we’ll all leave this place. Our leader will understand that a pure opportunity arose. And when we prove that he has no nefarious needs, you agree to cooperate with us and bring all your flock into our fold.”

      My heart thundered in my chest, my vision going dark at the edges. He wanted me…down there?

      The thing was, it was worth it if it stopped them from being in the ritual. But we had only minutes before a missile was dropped. They weren’t supposed to fire until they saw the rotted dragon, but even if they waited until the last possible second, I didn’t foresee being able to get me out in time.

      I would die.

      “So what is it, Daniella the Oracle? Do you wish us to trust you or not?”

      I took a deep breath. Then another. I already knew what I had to do, but that didn’t mean that it was easy.

      “I’m sorry, Bronn,” I murmured before popping to my feet and taking a running leap off the top of his head.

      He let out a roar that just about shattered my heart, layered with rage and betrayal. So much for all my promises. But I hardly even had time to feel guilty before a wyvern leapt off the back of another and caught me against his back, slamming down hard on my front and driving the air from my body.

      “See,” I wheezed as I was set on the ground. I tried not to look behind me at the angry noises that Bronn was making. I was doing it to him again, even though I said I wouldn’t. Forcing him to watch me die. “I trust you. Now let’s all get out of here, okay? War can be back on tomorrow, but not tonight. Ceasefire.”

      The blond man strode forward, and suddenly, his large hands were gripping my arms. “You’re here. You’re actually here.”

      My stomach dropped. I had thought he was going to default on our mini deal, but I had also hoped that maybe he would stick to the terms.

      “I really am. But come on, we don’t have much time. Please, don’t back out on this.”

      He looked like he was going to, he really did. “You know, I could rip your throat out right now and my whole people would praise me. Even the Great One Himself would praise me.” He licked his lips, and I sighed. Oh well. “But my word is my word. Besides, I have a special, golden new home made just for you. Let’s go.”

      Oh.

      “Wait, what?”

      Was he really…

      “What, did you think I wouldn’t keep my promise? I am many things, but a liar is not one of them. I trust you can hold on tight?”

      I couldn’t believe it. It was working? I was getting them all out? Sure, I would be a prisoner, but I could be rescued another day. Our deal was only that I would bring all the other oracles into the fold if the rotted dragon proved me wrong, which he wouldn’t. “I can try.”

      “Good girl.”

      That grated on me, but I didn’t say anything. I knew when to keep my mouth shut. The elder just smirked, and then his body began to expand and shift.

      I didn’t know if it was Krisjian’s influence or not, but I didn’t care. I all but leapt onto the crook of his leg and a drake used the top of his head to boost me onto the elder’s back.

      I risked a glance back at Bronn, and I could read the pain across his dragon features. That was definitely something I would have to deal with once I was back where I belonged.

      But that was okay, because I would have time if we just—

      A downbeat of air had adrenaline suddenly pouring through me and I looked up into the night sky to see a familiar shape lowering itself down.

      Oh no.

      “There you are, my sweet. How did you find my little engagement?” he practically cooed, hovering there.

      “Oh, you know, I have my ways.”

      “I bet you do.”

      Suddenly, he opened his feet and four shapes were falling. Bronn shot through the air, catching them then barrel-rolling impossibly fast.

      It felt like a sledgehammer crashed into my side, but one moment, I was on top of the golden dragon, and the next, I was in the air. When I could see again, I was astride Bronn’s back with four very frazzled humans clinging to different parts of him.

      The sacrifices.

      “Those aren’t yours,” Faeldrus said with a purr. “While I appreciate your attendance, remember that you are a guest here.” He looked at the dragons below. “You weren’t about to leave me now, were you?”

      I could see the golden dragon turn, and I wondered what kind of excuse he was cooking up, but he never got it out. The rotted dragon suddenly descended almost too quickly to see, and there was a sickening crunch as the elder was slammed into with Faeldrus’s long, wicked claws and powerful feet. The entire stadium went silent, until the sound of the elder being consumed began to fill the space.

      Surely that had to be it. The moment the other dragons would see that he was dangerous. That he had no care for them at all.

      But most importantly, it kept them occupied. Enough for Krisjian to pull a rope from the saddlebag between Bronn’s shoulders to hand to the four humans who looked like they were barely hanging onto reality and secure to his horns. When he was done, the young man clicked his tongue, and Bronn started to lift off.

      I suddenly understood why when I heard the distinctive noise of some sort of aircraft. Oh right. The missile. Looking up, I saw a couple of blinking lights and then the whistle of something dropping quickly through the air.

      The missile.

      Bronn pushed off backward, pulling off a move one wouldn’t think that something of his size could do. I braced myself, preparing for yet another explosion.

      Except that never happened.

      Because of course Faeldrus looked up and of course he opened his bloody mouth and tilted his head back. Like something out of a cartoon, the bomb went right into his body, a soft glow and muffled boom sounding from inside him.

      And that was it. Our failsafe was gone. It hadn’t even so much as nicked the ground. Our Hail Mary was much less Mary and more Maury, leaving just a silent crowd that was trying to catch up on what had happened.

      “All your attempts really are cute,” Faeldrus chuckled. “Do you see this, my children? How these oracles use lies and trickery to manipulate you to their own ends? So how they were able to turn one of the oldest and most loyal of you with what seemed like a deal that could only benefit you?”

      I could hear the crowd beginning to agree. Rumbles and snorts, assorted noises of approval. It was in that moment that I knew we had probably lost.

      “Get these humans out of here,” I said quietly. “We have to keep them away from him.”

      Bronn didn’t argue with me, just putting as much distance between us and the stadium as possible. As far as mission went, a half-success wasn’t so bad. I hadn’t counted on the rotted dragon dropping them right into our laps, so to speak.

      …wait, why would he even do that?

      “But you are stronger than that, my children. You know how to look past their lies, do you not?! You know that I only seek to lead you to the glory you all deserve.”

      Those sounds of agreement reached me even as Bronn raced to get away.

      “All I ask of you is that you willingly give yourselves to me. Worship me, let me lead you, and I will never leave your side. The question is, do you believe their kind, or are you willing to give yourselves up to the greater good?! Do you trust me?!”

      Huh, the whole cult thing was absolutely spot-on.

      The dragons didn’t seem to hear it, however, cheering and jumping and otherwise agreeing. I knew then there was no saving them. They were too brainwashed to see the noses on their own faces.

      “Then join me, join me in the glorious future that only I can lead you to. Be willing to die in the name of the glorious battle to come, and no one will be able to defeat us. Are you all willing?!”

      Another responding roar and then suddenly, everything stopped.

      Or maybe everything kept right on going but my mind was suddenly able to take in everything that was happening at once, because a whole lot happened at once.

      It felt like a dagger was dragged up both side of my ribs and then the sky cracked in two. Out of nowhere, lightning lanced down in dozens of places, leaving the air feeling like it was raw electricity.

      There was a cracking sound behind us, loud enough to make my ears pop. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that a dozen more bolts of lightning were all striking the rotted dragon at once, leaving the entire stadium illuminated and sparking.

      After that, there was a split moment of peace, not even a full second, where the whole world paused.

      Then it all exploded.

      Lightning lashed out from the rotted dragon, going through every single creature in the stadium like an arrow with a remote-control guide. Dozens of the things, crackling and full of plasma, tore through all the shifters like they were absolutely nothing.

      “Fly, Bronn!” I cried, whipping back forward. “You need to fly!”

      But there was no outpacing lightning.

      I looked over my shoulder just as a sharp bolt stabbed right through the middle of the humans, lifting them off Bronn’s back and yanking them backward. Four souls, four innocents, gone just like that.

      I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out. But that was probably because the world was cracking apart, geysers of white-hot light bursting from the ground like reverse bolts, growing in size until they wiped out everything in sight, including Krisjian and the very dragon prince I was riding on.

      It was into that blinding, burning energy that I fell.

      We’d failed.

      We’d all failed.

      The humans were dead. The dragons were dead. Faeldrus was absorbing every last bit of their power that he could. All his centuries of planning had finally come to fruition. Despite everything, despite having a team of oracles up against him, he’d won.

      The convergence of worlds had begun.
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      I was falling.

      Not a fun, weightless sort of tumble, the kind that happened just before falling asleep. Definitely nothing like that exciting gap of time between leaping off a diving board and crashing into the water below. Not even like the headlong drops I’d taken into other dimensions.

      No, I was falling with no speed, no direction, and yet I could feel the momentum building within me in jerking, violent motions. Like I was supposed to be landing on several somethings but whatever was supposed to be there wasn’t. All of the walls, boundaries, and rules that made up realities, that kept them separate, all crumbling before I could even so much as touch them.

      It was like dying again, but so much different. So much faster.

      The first time I’d slipped away from my body had been like slowly draining through a funnel, growing colder and sleepier as the seconds ticked by until I slipped under. And then there’d been the slow coming back to myself, collecting bits and pieces of whatever made me, well, me, until I was whole again. Or at least whole enough to observe as I traveled through that strange in-between place I’d ended up in.

      I also wasn’t alone.

      Krisjian and Bronn were falling around me, all flailing limbs and rushing wings. Both were trying to fight the plummet, to make some sort of sense of up or down or even the laws of momentum in general, but there were none. We were falling without gravity, unmoored from the laws of nature.

      But then, just beyond them, in the endless expanse of white, I saw something else entirely.

      My eyes widened, breath quickening as claws came into view. Then shimmering scales. It should have been impossible for anything to move at its own discretion within the void. We were outside of time and space without a single thing around us. And yet the shape grew closer, its edges defining themselves and colors shining that much brighter.

      The rotted dragon.

      Except he wasn’t rotted anymore. That much became starkly apparent as he burst into full view, wings flaring and his shining feet aiming toward us like a raptor about to snatch a fish from a lake.

      The holes were gone. The pustules were gone. The old scars and chipped scales were gone. Everything noxious and awful about him had vanished, leaving one of the most beautiful dragons I had ever seen, and I just so happened to be dating a gorgeous silver one.

      His scales weren’t any one set color. They shone so brilliantly they were practically iridescent, one moment a shimmering red when the light hit it directly only to shift into a truly royal purple. Then a ripple of light and they would be something else entirely. I didn’t think it was possible for a dragon to be holographic, but that was the closest word I could think of to describe him.

      And those broken, cracked or otherwise rotten horns were all back, nearly a dozen atop his head like a crown and more going down his back, ending in a weapon-like cluster at the base of his tail. Each one of those points almost seemed to glow, and actually… I wasn’t certain that they weren’t really glowing. It was too hard to tell in the incredible void we were all tumbling through.

      Well, we were tumbling. He seemed to be flying just fine.

      And that certainly wasn’t good for us.

      His eyes locked with me—beautiful, golden pools of sparkling magic. It wasn’t right for something so evil to be so beautiful. If I didn’t know better, I would think he was the hero, all resplendent artistry and perfection, beautiful lines and shining glory.

      His outstretched wings, shining like gossamer though there was no way they were that delicate, suddenly folded in while his talons flared. I couldn’t be absolutely sure, but those curved claws looked to be a shining gold, surely a testament to his vanity and dramatic flair.

      But what I was absolutely sure of was that he was about to divebomb us and snatch us right up in those vicious claws.

      It surprised me how adamantly I wanted to avoid that. We’d already lost. We were dead. The convergence was happening, and sure maybe we were breathing, maybe we were technically alive, but there was no way we would be for long.

      Yeah, the dimensions were similar, some of them even so similar that it would take a thorough investigation to figure out what was different, but that didn’t mean that all of what existed could be pushed into a single thing.

      I’d drifted a lot during the time I was dead, learned a lot, saw a lot, all through the eyes of other oracles. And while I had lost much of that knowledge when I came back to the land of the living, I did remember how strange some places were. And not strange as in fascinating, but as in completely incompatible with my world’s way of life. In a way that made Mal’s world look like a cakewalk. Some worlds with giant monsters. Some with technology far beyond our own. Some with not-quite-humans. Not to mention all the duplicates. It had been confusing enough when we had met Mal. What happened when five more Davie Masters beings popped up? What if not all of me were good? There was a reason why we were separated by the fabric of reality. And yes, sure, I’d torn it a little when I’d made sure Mal got through the veil and stayed in our world, but one teeny, tiny little hole was nothing compared to the way Faeldrus had ripped it right in two.

      So anyways, we were falling, we were about to die, and we were at the point where it was stupid for me to resist. And yet, right there in my chest, was the burning desire to fight back.

      The rotted-but-totally-not-rotted-anymore dragon’s claws flashed, and I reached out for my friends. Somehow, I hooked my foot through Krisjian’s loose shirt while my hand caught the sharp point of Bronn’s horns. It was like that prick of pain, blood already welling up from the cut and traveling down his horns, was enough to wake me up within, because I felt a fizzing sort of power that I had missed oh-so-terribly.

      Faeldrus must have sensed it, he must have, because there was a sharp flash in his eyes and a snarl from his mouth that revealed row after row of perfectly-pointed teeth.

      And then he was gone.

      Everything blinked out and I thought I was really dead, but then reality rushed right back in again. Between breaths, I swore I saw that kaleidoscopic energy stream that I had spent so much time in, but they disappeared as soon as my mind could register what it was seeing.

      Then there was a great pop, one that I felt right down to my heart, and then we were…hitting water?

      I was so surprised that I gasped, which was not a great thing to do while underwater. My feet touched something solid and I rocketed myself upward, praying that I wasn’t too deep.

      Thankfully, I did burst into oxygen, coughing and hacking. I tried to open my eyes, but they burned something terrible. However, I didn’t need to open my eyes to hear the cries of shock and alarm all around me.

      Huh.

      I bounced on one foot in the water, the other bent to accommodate where it was twisted in Krisjian’s shirt. Enough to wipe at my eyes furiously. Familiar scents were coming back to me, coconut, sunscreen and acrid chemicals.

      …were…were we in a pool?

      An enraged roar sounded from above us and I decided to deal with the burning pain. Opening my eyes again, I saw we were indeed in some sort of apartment complex pool. Of course, it couldn’t just be any regular sort of hot summer day we were interrupting. That was clear by the decorations, modest pile of presents, and cake over in the shade with all the other snacks.

      Great, on top of the world ending, we’d crashed some kid’s birthday party.

      A screech sounded in the air and I winced, glancing up as best I could, chlorine making my face and eyes burn. Sure enough, Faeldrus was high above us but diving again.

      How had he followed me? Even I hadn’t known where I was going!

      Eyes feeling like someone had held a match to them, I reached right back out for Krisjian, grabbing blindly with my bloody hand. Faeldrus was approaching so fast, I didn’t know if I could get us away in time.

      He swooped down, claws still out and reaching, only to bounce right off something like a bird hitting a window. It might have even been comical if I hadn’t been so sure that we were all about to die. There was a faint ripple of color where he’d collided with the invisible force, reminding me of how my shield used to look before it was completely destroyed.

      “Was that…” I heard Krisjian murmur beside me.

      “I think so,” I answered back breathlessly, looking around for what could have made the unseen barrier. It didn’t take me long to find it, energy practically pouring from two little girls by the cake, holding each other’s hands and looking calmly upward while everyone around them was either screaming or scrambling to safety.

      My first instinct was to start towards them, not sure what use that would be, but nevertheless wanting to be closer. I stopped dead in my tracks, however, when I was close enough to realize just who they were.

      Both with dark, wavy hair. One with solid features and build while the other was finer. Familiar features, but usually housed in my memories, not right in front of me. It was Mickey and me, yet both the same age and dressed in identical outfits.

      Were…were we twins in this world?

      The idea was both heartwarming and so entirely alien that I couldn’t figure out how I felt about it. And I didn’t get a chance to before that same cracking sensation shook the entire world and it felt like the pool was sucking us down into it.

      I’d seen enough horror movies with inventive deaths to know that decidedly wasn’t good, but I couldn’t even fight it. It was an impossible pull, yanking us down and back. But instead of meeting our end at a surprisingly-powerful drain, we were instead tumbling right through the void again—bright, white light all around us.

      Why did I get the feeling that we were just getting started?
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      Tumbling, falling, careening, my mind rapidly went through all the different words that roughly meant flying haphazardly through the air with no hope of stopping. I couldn’t turn myself, couldn’t do much besides hold onto Bronn and Krisjian, but I could hear the rotted dragon behind us, snarling and wings furiously moving.

      I didn’t know how we were keeping ahead of him, considering that we couldn’t influence our speed, and apparently he could, but I certainly wasn’t complaining about it. It was unsettling to feel like he was that much closer with every passing second while being in my blind spot, though.

      No matter which way I craned my neck, I couldn’t see him. I could only see his shadow as it fell around us. And that shadow… Whew, boy, was it growing awful fast.

      My stomach was doing something between twisting and turning itself into a figure eight when I caught the distinctive smell of his breath. It wasn’t as putrid as I was used to, missing the sulfur and the camphor of deathly fire, but it was still pungent.

      He had us. Any moment, his teeth could clamp onto my ankle and that would be the end of it.

      But then we were bursting back into color, back into reality, my arm barely going up in time to protect my head as we skidded across a solid surface. I wasn’t sure how we weren’t turned into a compete paste considering how fast we had been falling, but it seemed that our momentum was either an illusion or didn’t carry through dimensions. Or maybe it was my magic. I still couldn’t get a solid handle on it, but obviously, I had been able to use it at least a little bit to grab both of my friends and drag them out of the path of the rotted dragon with me.

      “I would very much like off this ride,” Krisjian groaned, his voice muffled by something. “And please remove your foot from my face.”

      Oh, that was me, apparently. Shaking my head, I sat up and realized that the three of us had landed in a heap. Bronn was back in his human form after our two jumps. I wasn’t sure when he had changed, but it couldn’t have been that long ago considering my hand was still bleeding steadily.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, looking to me. But I was too distracted to answer, staring back at the dozen or so ashen faces in the room we’d fallen into. They looked human enough, but they were all dressed in period costumes like we’d fallen into the middle of a movie set.

      “Wisschen?” one of them asked the other, breathless and with a thick accent. I was pretty sure they didn’t speak English, which actually made a lot of sense.

      “Lauffsen!”

      That was all the dozen or so young women and men needed to scatter, rushing out of what seemed to be some sort of medieval kitchen. It would have been fascinating if it wasn’t all so darn confusing.

      “Davie, why do I feel so nauseous?” Krisjian growled from beside me, one of his hands resting over his eyes.

      “I’m pretty sure there’s no magic in this world,” I said, standing and going to help him up but startling at the blood down the front of his shirt. Had he been hu— Oh wait, no. That was me and my hand again. What was it about hands, feet, and heads that liked to bleed so dramatically?

      I opened my mouth to ask the others as much, hoping to bring some much-needed levity to the situation, when so many screams sounded above us that I could hear them through the stone floor. I jolted, swallowing hard when I recognized the roar that shook the cold building around us.

      “Is he hopping with us?” Bronn asked, looking up to the ceiling. “Or are we all just caught in the same pull?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “But I think we should get out of here.”

      They nodded and we took off down the same stairs the other had fled through. It was pretty surreal to be in some sort of ancient castle. While I knew there was an infinite number of possibilities of worlds, I hadn’t thought about any of them basically being a free version of Medieval Times.

      It didn’t help that we were damp, and the castle was fairly freezing. Either the world we had fallen into was extremely cold or they were in winter instead of summer.

      Either way, my teeth were chattering despite our exertion by the time we burst out of the stairwell into what looked like a fancy hallway. From there, it was easy to merge with the fleeing folks all trying to duck debris as they escaped.

      If any of them thought anything strange about our outfits, they certainly didn’t take the time to say so, and it wasn’t too much later that we erupted into what could only be some sort of fancy noble’s garden.

      If I’d had more time, maybe I would have poked around. Our whole surroundings reminded me of one of my favorite movies—a multi-hour epic full of elves and other magical creatures—but I didn’t exactly have the time to linger, considering there was a very ancient and very angry dragon/oracle after us.

      I didn’t get why he was so set on killing us. He had won. The worlds were converging. There was nothing he could do. Wasn’t he wasting time trying to go after three defeated enemies?

      Then again, considering that he had won, did he even care about time? He had an eternity, thanks to his life being tied to the same reaper that had tried to collect me, yet had ended up saving my life a few too many times to be considered an enemy anymore.

      “Watch out!”

      A shoulder connected with my ribs, shoving me out of the way. Bronn caught me, still urging me forward even as I tried to figure what all of that was about. It only took a glance over my shoulder to see what looked vaguely like a flaming harpoon sticking out of the dirt right where I had been running to.

      “Thanks, Krisjian,” I said with a nod, regaining my stride and hauling forward with the part of the crowd that had dashed in the same direction as us. It wasn’t as many as had been crammed into the hall as we were escaping, but I figured that was because they’d scattered in every direction as soon as we’d erupted outside.

      Maybe it was selfish, but I was relieved that Faeldrus seemed more occupied with the ancient militia than us. Sure, he was torching their towers right and left, and their massive harpoons were bouncing right off him, but he wasn’t massacring them outright, so that had to mean something… Right?

      There was another keening screech and I felt the rush of a breeze as his shadow crossed over us. It seemed like he was done playing with the mortals. More screams sounded around us and the citizens that had been running with us turned back. I, however, knew there was no point and skidded to a stop.

      There he was again, my inescapable fate. Flying just above our heads, his giant wings barely moving but able to keep his truly massive form just floating there. He was a sight, a vision some might even say, but I only felt terror when I looked up at him.

      Can you feel it? he asked, and I swore his voice was ten times worse than before. Instead of being something cold and oily, slithering around my ears and poisoning the back of my tongue, it was a booming force. Like lightning and thunder and an earthquake all at once. It made me want to fall to my knees, and it was only my ardent desire to run that kept me standing.

      There’s no magic here, little one. Not even a drop. Your kind never made it to this world. Not a single oracle, seer, or even a miracle. Can you imagine what kind of progress we’ll be able to make when all are joined and the energy sweeps through here?

      Oh, I could imagine it, alright, and it wasn’t good. Not even by a long shot.

      “You’ll be turning this world inside out! Its natural order doesn’t allow for magic! You could cause irreparable harm.”

      What is harm but a chance to learn?

      I couldn’t stand his smug tone, especially in so much stereo inside of my own head.

      “Don’t try to cushion this with talk of learning or benevolence. You want to use this place, take everything you can from it, then move on. And you’ll do that to all of existence until you’re all alone.” I didn’t know where I was getting my words, but they were all rushing out, one right after the other. “And what then, Faeldrus? What happens when you’re all that’s left, floating through nothing, just hollow shells of what was? Who are you going to conquer? What gain can there be in ruling over dust? There will be nothing, nothing but you and your ego, and we both know without others to look down on that you’ll wither like the parasite you are!”

      His responding drop to the ground was impossibly graceful, but also so sudden that I let out an undignified sound and leapt back. Bronn was in front of me in an instant, teeth bared. I had to admit, however, that it was a whole lot less intimidating in his completely human form.

      Oh… There was no magic in the world. Did that mean he couldn’t shift? Was he unaware of that change or was the action just a habit? Did—

      Ugh. Sidetracked. Even with all the adrenaline pumping through me, it seemed that my brain damage could still get me off-track.

      Enough of this. We’ve played the game to the end. Do you really want your last words to be so bitter?

      “Bitter enough for you to choke on? Absolutely.”

      Clever. I won’t miss you.

      He opened his mouth wide and rushed forward. My mind played several memories in an instant. The way that he’d done the same thing before and caught my arm. How many visions I’d had with his jaws trying to surround me. The way I always sank into his rotted flesh. Not even a second in real time, and yet it was a terrifying slideshow, a sort of preview of the death I had rushing for me.

      But then there was a loud pop to our side and suddenly a bus crashed right into the side of his head.

      …what!?

      The horn blared and there was the sound of a terrible collision and shrieking metal. I faintly saw a flash of the driver, and I swore that she looked like one of the dwarves in our refugee group, just a bit…different? Older?

      “Bronn!”

      This time, it was the prince who Krisjian was shoving aside, just in time for a refrigerator to crash into the ground where he’d been, sparking and exploding outwards. I blinked at it, almost forgetting about the rotted dragon entirely, until a rumble sounded below my feet and something was pushing me upward.

      I swore something fierce and rolled, getting out of the way just as what looked like the front end of a subway cart burst out of the ground, steaming and smelling like burning chemicals. I could faintly hear the rotted dragon snarling and his claws scraping against something with a horrible shriek, but somehow, he was the least of my worries.

      “We need to find cover,” Bronn said, pulling me to my feet. My bleeding hand had stopped most of its leaking, only if because it was caked with dirt and what looked like oil. I wondered if I was going to live long enough to get an infection. So far, we were maybe ten minutes into the convergence, and it was definitely a wild ride.

      “No kidding,” I said as he pulled me along, back toward the castle and away from Faeldrus.

      It was like something out of some film student’s apocalyptic film, with things raining from the sky that weren’t even remotely acquainted with rain and other things bursting from the ground that weren’t ever supposed to be underground. Occasionally, things were still moving at full momentum, while others just popped into existence like they were always meant to be there.

      There were so many cars and appliances, chunks of houses, things I couldn’t recognize. I swore I even saw a cat at some point.

      Poor cat.

      We made it inside, but the castle wasn’t exactly safe either. It was billowing dark smoke inside with the groaning of injured people bouncing off the cracking walls. Things were just randomly appearing into existence there too, then winking out, sometimes taking chunks of stone and debris with them.

      “I don’t know if this is the best plan!” Krisjian cried, diving forward as the floor literally rolled in a wave under him. I jumped over the strange movement, my eyes tracking it as it continued its journey down the hall like it was the world’s longest waterbed.

      “This is insane,” I breathed. I had a long history with drugs considering my extensive injuries and ensuing visions, but nothing made me feel more delirious than what was going on around me. Part nightmare, part circus, one hundred percent disaster—it was a real cacophony of noise and sensation.

      But still we ran, trying to duck out of the way of anything that would hurt us. We didn’t get very far, however, before a hand reached out of the wall in front of me, grabbing the stump of my arm and yanking harshly.

      “Bronn—” was just about all I managed to get out before I was yanked right through the solid partition.

      Fifteen minutes since convergence and it just kept getting weirder.
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      I tumbled out into a bedroom, Bronn and Krisjian right behind me. Their considerable bulk nearly crushed me into the soft rug. Ew. I hated rugs.

      Blinking, I let out a groan and they scrambled to get off me, each urgently apologizing, and I was pretty sure Krisjian slipped back into his native language for a moment. There was a time, not too far back, where I would have had plenty of cushion for all of us to take a hard landing and then laugh it off. But as it was, I had considerably less bulk than before. Did that boy have extra-hard elbows or did it just feel that way?

      That question remained unanswered, as I finally noticed the human attached to the hand that had grabbed me.

      She was petite, stylishly dressed, and looking down at us through practical glasses. I stared up at her, my brain slowly churning like it was trying to catch up with all the madness that had beset us in the past fifteen minutes.

      And then it clicked.

      Sokhanya?

      I signed, recognizing certain parts of her face. Sure, her features were less gaunt, and she was bigger in general, looking like a small framed but fully-grown woman instead of an extremely small framed preteen. Her hair was full and healthy, and she didn’t have a single discoloration patch or scar visible.

      Huh, it was like the opposite of meeting Mal.

      The woman tilted her head then shook it, her expression confused. I almost wondered if she wasn’t deaf at all when she began to speak, her words layered thickly with a hard of hearing accent.

      “I think I’ve been dreaming of you.”

      “Um, flattering, but—”

      “You’re going to stop the monster that swallows all worlds.”

      Oh man, that twisted like a dagger in my gut and I stuttered out a few nonsense syllables before my brain caught up.

      “Uh, about that. I, um, that’s already out of the bag. We failed. He got the spell off and the convergence is happening.” Strange to think how the deaths of hundreds of anti-humanists would have once been a boon to my entire group, but it didn’t even matter anymore. There was something so much worse after us.

      The woman shook her head, movements strong and sure. It was strange to see Sokhanya-not-actually-named-Sokhanya be so confident and able-bodied. It made me wonder if every version of us had oracle gifts and if we were the same people just copied across different dimensions with different circumstances of birth, or if there was only just so much genetic variance with oracles and fey that left the same combinations to happen over and over again across the different dimensions.

      Dimensions, genetics, apocalypses. I remembered, almost too long ago, when my biggest concern was if I’d accidentally put regular milk into a drink order that had requested soy product and how I was going to pay my rent. I didn’t even have a rent anymore. I just had world-ending crises.

      “No. There’s a way to stop it.”

      “What?” That had me scrambling to my feet. “What is it? What do we have to do?”

      “I… I don’t know. All I know is that it has to be you. You were there when this convergence began, the enemy has chosen you as his nemesis, so it must be you who stops it.”

      “Gr—”

      There was a deafening cracking sound and then the house split into two, debris and particles falling everywhere. I tried to stay upright, but a moment later, I was slamming onto my back and sliding down the tilted floor into the abyss. Bronn tried to burst into his dragon form, I could see steam coming from his skin and his body rippling, but he couldn’t even get a wing out before we were falling down, down, down.

      This time, our trip through the strange between place was like the blink of an eye, and then we were crashing into concrete hard enough that I knew I was going to have a nasty bruise. I groaned but managed to roll away when I heard Krisjian retching next to me.

      “Whoa,” I said, rushing to him somewhat wobblily, pushing his messy bangs out of his face and gently rubbing his back in big circles. “You okay?”

      “Nauseous,” was all the young man managed to gasp before he was sick again.

      The noises of it, the way the muscles of his back bunched and jumped, all made me think of Mallory and my heart squeezed so hard that I was surprised I didn’t lose my lunch too. Suddenly, I was back in that moment, surrounded by the green gas and full of fear, delirious from all the head trauma and from causing Baelfyre’s death.

      But then, like a sharp pinprick of reality, something bit my ear.

      “Ow!” I cried, swatting at the errant bug only for my hand to be caught by what felt like tiny paws tipped in tinier daggers. Nearly jumping out of my skin, I looked on my shoulder to see a shining, pure silver little dragon.

      “Bronn?!” I asked, hardly believing what I was seeing. He wasn’t just a shrunken down version of his bigger self, he was elongated, his features turned soft and almost cartoonish. It was almost as if someone had fused those long, eastern dragons with the western version to make the cutest little mascot. “That can’t be you.”

      He stood up on his hind legs, grabbing my hair and chittering away. Oh, it was Bronn alright. I could tell.

      “I know I am relatively new to this magic thing, but that seems particularly strange.”

      “We just watched a bus come out of nowhere and slam into the rotted dragon.”

      “Point taken, but still… Why is this? And what are with the copies we are seeing? That woman, she was Sokhanya, but also not Sokhanya.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good way to put it. So, you know how Mal is from a different world, right? And how she looked a lot like…” I tried not to, I really did, but the word still skipped in my mouth, like it didn’t want to come out. “Like Mallory?”

      “…yes.” Krisjian was just as cautious about the name, no doubt holding onto that fear that I would reject him for using his influence on me to drag me away. I wouldn’t, of course. I understood why he had done what he had done. But I also understood why he was worried. Mallory was my lifetime friend—even if we’d had that awful falling out for a short while—and Krisjian was just some kid I’d roped into my plans in order to bring myself back to life.

      “Okay, well, it’s not just that one world that’s like ours. There are dozens and dozens and maybe even thousands of worlds out there, all stacked on top of, around, and in each other. Some of them have tiny differences, some of them have huge differences, and we wouldn’t know until we see them.”

      “And those differences make some worlds incompatible with each other?”

      Bronn let out a chuffing sound, no doubt wanting them to pay more attention to why he was tiny, but honestly, I could only handle so much at one time and Krisjian’s questions were way easier.

      “Correct. That’s why combining all of them, in the end, means death for all eventually.”

      “I don’t understand why the rotted dragon would want that.”

      “Eh, it’s about power. He just wants to be able to rule over everything and feed off of all the magical energy that the convergence is causing. You already saw how restored he was.” Yeah, restored was a good word, because calling him beautiful made me feel like I’d eaten the contents of an ashtray. “Maybe he doesn’t believe that everything will end. Maybe he thinks he can build a new existence with only loyal subjects. Despite all the talking and insulting he does, he hasn’t exactly monologued about the inner workings of his plans.”

      Krisjian nodded, holding his hand out. Bronn jumped to it, smaller but longer than a cat, but scurried to the top of his head so that he could look me in the eye.

      “I know, I know,” I murmured in what I hoped was a soothing manner. “But given how fast we’ve been sliding through worlds, I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      While I didn’t know he was asking about what we were going to do about his sudden shrinkage, I had a pretty good idea that was what he was concerned about.

      “Do you think…” Krisjian started slowly, as if he was carefully picking out his words, “…that there’s a world out there where we’ve defeated the rotted dragon?”

      Wouldn’t that be something?

      “No, I don’t think so, if only because he was trapped there for so long. For whatever reason, I was the oh-so-lucky version of Davie Masters who got to be his pet project. I don’t know if it’s something about me or just luck of the draw.”

      “More like unluck of the draw.”

      I was tempted to finger guns and ‘ayy’ that, but I was just too exhausted. Less than fifteen minutes earlier, I’d been signing myself over to an anti-humanist elder, and that was probably the least-insane thing I’d done or witnessed.

      Apocalypses were wild.

      “If that’s the case,” Krisjian continued, “then why did that not-Sok know about it? Can our powers see into other dimensions? Like, I know all oracles have the ability for visions, but none of us have seen into the other places on our own, right? You only did when Mickey accidentally sent herself there after they were attacked and her powers snapped to protect them, and after the rotted dragon connected with you.”

      “I… I realize you’re probably getting at something important there, but I’ve only recently been magically healed from some serious brain damage and only kinda healed.”

      “I don’t know if I have an important point. Just that… Just that it would be weird if that version of Sok is the only oracle in all existence to see to other dimensions without the help of something from that dimension reaching out to her. So that means either the rotted dragon reached out to her, you, and other oracles but for some reason chose our world and our dimension. Or…”

      “She’s connected to our realm in some other way.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I wish we had some way to ask her.” I hmphed, sitting down while Bronn ran all over me. He had sharp little claws. Next time he kissed me, maybe I would bite him.

      That made me flush brightly, but also realize that we might never kiss again. The world was ending, all of our dimensions smooshing together into a mishmash, and soon we would all be dead.

      Cheery.

      “If we could find a way to feel where she was, maybe you could slingshot us there, but you can’t travel dimensions on your own, right?”

      “Nope,” I said, popping the ‘p.’ “Like you said, even when I accidentally sent us all to another dimension, it was only because Mickey was there. Getting back here from the dead still took finding you to help yank me out. I wonder if that’s a part of your…influencing reality thing.”

      “Hmm, it seems a bit late in the game for that, doesn’t it?”

      “Maybe, but you’re in the midst of puberty. I have a feeling you’re gonna find out all sorts of interesting things about your magic.”

      “…Davie, the worlds are ending. I’m not gonna find out anything about anything.”

      …oh.

      “Right. I forgot.”

      He sat down next to me and even Bronn’s chittering died down, the three of us lost in thought for a long moment.

      “Do you think you were around her long enough to call to her?”

      “I… I don’t know. But I can try.” Closing my eyes, I reached out with the slight bit of fizzing magic I had before. It kind of felt like I was clearing the cobwebs out of my brain, reaching into a part of myself that had been cut off for months.

      Man, strange to think of how powerful I had once been, able to cloak an entire city and only passing out from it. At the moment, I wasn’t even sure that I could cloak my body.

      I conjured her up in my head, her stylish haircut, the way her cheeks weren’t shallow even after months of recovery, the way her skin didn’t hold discoloration and there were no fine scars around her mouth from biting at her own lips. I called her up as best I could, but when I tried to reach out to find her, I just got static.

      I tried. I really did. Furrowing my brow and concentrating so hard that I felt sweat start to bead on my forehead, but nothing. I was useless.

      “No. Nothing. Every time I feel I might know a direction, I run into a wall. I’m guessing that’s some sort of barrier between the current realities or something?”

      “Maybe that’s what’s containing our visions and stops us all from communicating with every version of us. The barriers.”

      “Yeah. Maybe. If we could just move or see through all of these, we could—” I stopped short, something that had been said to me a long time ago pinging at the back of my head.

      “What? What is it?” Krisjian asked, head perking up.

      “I think I have an idea,” I said, rushing forward on my hand and knees toward a creek that was babbling nearby. I didn’t want to verbalize it out loud, afraid I would jinx it, so I just dipped my finger into the mud along the creek and began to draw out some now-familiar runes against a jagged patch of stone.

      It wasn’t pretty, and it didn’t necessarily go quickly, but that didn’t matter. The marks were all there, in janky and hastily-drawn runes of mud. If Bronn or Krisjian had doubts, they didn’t air them.

      “Give me your hand,” I said to Krisjian, holding my palm out. He took it, lowering himself next to me. “I want you to use your influence to make me believe I’ve got all my magic back.” He was always so trusting, the youngest of our little family. He trusted me, and I’d let the world end around him.

      Shame.

      “Um, I don’t know—”

      “I don’t either,” I said gently. “But the worse that happens is it does nothing and I just draw from your strength where we’re touching.”

      “Oh…okay.” He took a deep breath and I saw his posture straighten, his shoulders broadening. Kid just kept on growing, didn’t he? If he’d had the time, he’d probably be taller than me.

      If he had the time.

      Anger and guilt rolled through me, hot and all tangled together like a mass of lava. Sure, I’d been plenty upset for months now, ever since it was so apparent that we were losing, but suddenly it all swept through my body in a renewed spike. I was mad at how much was just lost. Stopped in its prime or even before it had a chance to bloom or blossom. Kids who would never get to grow up. Gardens never harvested. Ideas never to come to fruition.

      All the beauty of life, the growth, the joy, everything, all coming to a crashing halt because some stupid, stupid, stupid oracle from millennia ago in an entirely different direction got all power hungry and nothing was ever enough.

      “Davie?” Krisjian asked quietly.

      I turned my head to peek at him and his expression was wide and open.

      “Hmm?”

      “Is it nice having your powers back?” he asked, voice smooth and more than a little comforting. I felt a strange sort of calmness settle over me. “I imagine it was pretty weird not having them for a while. Good thing they’ve returned, right?” He leaned in, looking up at me so earnestly. I found my eyelids getting a bit heavy, my brain turning pleasantly fuzzy as Krisjian continued. “I’m glad you’re back to normal. All that energy and magic in you. It’s really impressive.”

      “Is it?” I asked, letting him guide my hand as he placed it against the runes of the circle I’d drawn. I thought I remembered that I was still having trouble with them, but Krisjian sounded so sure. He couldn’t be that sure and be wrong, right? That wasn’t how the world worked.

      “Oh yeah. You know, I always wondered why I couldn’t have a gift like yours. It’s so flashy. I miss seeing it. You should show me now.”

      “I should?” Sure, that sounded like a good idea. I had an ancient spell circle in front of me and all that. I could give him a bit of a show before the end of the world stopped all that.

      “Yeah, you should. It would make me really happy.”

      “Alright then.”

      I reached down into myself, into the well of simmering energy that I thought had been empty. But Krisjian seemed really sure that it wasn’t, so there had to be something there.

      I rooted around, trying to grasp it, but every time I thought I found something, I was just greeted by echoing nothingness.

      “I can’t find it,” I murmured, closing my eyes and reaching deeper.

      “It’s there. Can’t you feel it? I can. All wild and bubbling. So much that you could burst. It’s right there.”

      His voice washed over me in waves and suddenly, like a crack of lightning, all that magic appeared inside of me, wild and rushing just like he said.

      “I got it!” I cried, and then I grabbed that energy with all I had and slammed it right down into the runes I had hurriedly scrawled out. I pushed and pushed and pushed, trying to put everything I could into the circle.

      For several minutes, it seemed like nothing happened. I poured out what I had into the spell, sweat dripping down the back of my neck and Krisjian’s hand growing cold and clammy in my overheated grip.

      But then I felt it. Rumbling through the matter of things, cutting through places I couldn’t see. Wind started to pick up around us, whipping grit up and into my face. But I didn’t stop. I called as loud as I could with my magic, reaching out across dimensions, across all barriers.

      And then, with a burst of light, none other than my personal grim reaper popped into existence in front of me.

      “Davie?!” she asked, sounding absolutely shocked. Hey, her and me both. “You’re alive!?”

      “You seemed rather shocked,” Krisjian said, finally pulling his hand from mine. It was only then that I remembered the whole influencing thing that he was doing, and I stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Whoa. That really worked. You convinced me that I had my magic again.” There was a responding surge within me, a white-hot crack of energy. “Wait, I do have my magic again! Like, a lot of magic. How did you even do that?”

      “I don’t know,” Krisjian said. “I didn’t even know that was something I could do until I was on those steps with that awful dwarf who’d killed so many of us. I’d just wanted her to stop lying, and then she did.”

      “Fascinating,” the spirit cut in. “But really, the convergence happened, so I was sure all of you were dead.”

      “Um, isn’t that something you would be able to tell?” I asked, getting to my feet and wiping off my messy hand. “You know, uh, being a soul collector or whatever.”

      “Shepherd to the Souls of the Seers, if you must know the word-for-word title for my curse. And maybe if I was fully powered, but I’m still recovering too and, I’m sorry to tell you, there are a lot of people dying right now. Although I gotta admit, Sokhanya gave me a real jolt. That was impressive.”

      I thought back to the version of Sokhanya we’d met, how the whole air around her had practically radiated with energy. “Yeah. I can see that. Look, I called you here because—”

      “Where’s your dragon boy?”

      “What? Uh—”

      Right on cue, Bronn came running from where he’d been lingering and pounced right up to the edge of the circle. The spirit looked down at him for what had to be three long seconds before her gaze returned to me.

      “…is this a joke?”

      Bronn let out a long stream of chitters that I was pretty sure it was a good thing we couldn’t understand.

      “No. It’s something about this realm.” I hurriedly continued so I couldn’t be interrupted again. “But we called you here because we need you to find someone.”

      “Really? It’s the end of the world and you want some sort of missed connection?”

      Bronn let out another loud growl at that.

      “Calm down, she’s just trying to get a rise out of you,” I said. “And we ran into another Sok, one who was never held by dragons or abused, and she said there was a way to stop the rotted dragon.”

      “That’s impossible. He’s done the spell. All the worlds are uniting, and everything is falling apart. I’m sorry, but this apocalypse is a done deal.”

      I growled in frustration. Of all the obstacles in my way, I hadn’t expected an argumentative spirit to be one of them. “Look, she was real convincing. I at least want to hear her out. We kinda got, uh, interrupted.”

      “The floor broke in two under us and we got dumped through the fabric of reality into a different dimension,” Krisjian supplied helpfully.

      “Ah, of course. Because that’s how conversations normally end.”

      “Anyways,” I cut in. “Can you help us get to her? And once we get to her, can you get us back to our friends?” I swallowed, almost dreading the next words out of my mouth. “…if they’re all alive?”

      “They’re alive, just…scattered, as far as I can tell.” The spirit didn’t say anything else for a long moment and I stood there, wondering if I would need to convince, needle or beg further. “I… Fine. We’ll go talk to this oracle who apparently knows how to stop the end of the world.” She took a deep breath, which I was pretty sure wasn’t necessary for her to exist but whatever. “I’m guessing that the elder didn’t like any of your compromises?”

      “No, he actually agreed. But then Faeldrus ate him whole in front of all of his other followers.”

      I’d never seen a grim reaper do a double-take, but she absolutely did then. “He ate one of his two remaining elders in front of his followers and none of them bolted?” Krisjian and I both shook our heads. “Huh, amazing how some folks are so indoctrinated that even their self-preservation goes right out the window. Unfortunate.” She straightened her stance and the smoke around her thickened, starting to move in more noticeable pattern. “Alright, give me your hand. Let’s go see if we can stop the apocalypse after it’s already happened.”
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      I expected there to be more words, more pomp, circumstance and ceremony, but one moment, the three of us were standing there, and the next, we were in the kaleidoscopic swirl of whatever was between realms. Except we weren’t so much falling through it as rocketing through it, moving so fast that I couldn’t even quite comprehend it. But almost as soon as I started to get a handle on it, we popped right back into reality.

      And by reality, I meant a raging inferno on top of what looked like a collapsed city.

      “Whoops, wrong plane of existence,” Maedryell said quickly, almost too quickly for me to comprehend, then we were speeding through the in-between again.

      It was borderline indescribable, the rush of it. A blink of an eye, and we were in a whole different dimension entirely. And then another one. Suddenly, it made sense how just one person could be the guide for all of the oracles who passed on and got a little…lost.

      But it also made me wonder, had she been lonely when we’d been wiped off the map? Or had that only been in our world?

      I readied to ask her as much when suddenly we popped right on top of what seemed to be the ruins of an apartment building. The sudden stop made my neck crack and my head spin, but I managed not to land flat on my butt.

      “Uh, this doesn’t look like the place we met her,” Krisjian observed.

      “The place we met her cracked in two, remember?” Bronn said behind him. Me and Krisjian startled at that, jumping and staring at the prince.

      “When did you change back?” I asked, alarmed. I quickly looked over him, checking for any damage. He was red-cheeked, and it look like someone had taken a whisk to his hair, but otherwise seemed alright.

      “About two dimensions ago.” He shook his head and then his arms, followed by his legs. “I don’t ever want to be that small again.”

      “Right. I’m sure that tiny-dragon-you will be of little consequence in the grand scheme of things. Anyways, whoever you wanted me to bring you to is here.” A strange expression crossed the woman’s ephemeral face and the skull hovering just behind her features came forward into prominence. “Oh.”

      “Oh?” I repeated. “This isn’t a situation that we really wanna hear ‘oh’ in.”

      “You need to hurry. Your friend is dying. When I said she was here, I believe that she’s…right here. As in, under our feet.”

      “What!?”

      I collapsed to my knees, digging through the dirt and shrapnel. Suddenly, I was aware of sirens all around us, and people calling for help. Had that always been there or did it just start?

      That didn’t matter. What mattered was that our only possible lead on saving each and every world had been buried under rubble while the rest of us all popped to safety.

      It seemed even in other worlds, Sokhanya had the worst luck.

      “Stand back,” Bronn said, pulling at my shoulder. I listened to him and he reached down, heaving up bigger pieces than I could ever hope to and slinging them out of the way.

      I had to help. I didn’t know how, but I had to. I stretched out my magic, trying to see what I could do, but all it did was leak along the crevasses, cracks and debris, filling every nook and cranny like it wanted to shield the whole mess.

      Useless.

      “Help us,” I said to Maedryell, knowing I sounded desperate but absolutely so far from caring. “Do something!”

      “I… Look, I know I’ve broken a lot of rules for you, but I literally can’t. I can’t lift these stones. I can’t suddenly teleport all of them out of here. There’s a limit to what I can do even with all the power that the curse gives me. That’s part of what makes it a curse.” I wanted to argue with her, I really did, but I knew she was telling the truth. “Can you imagine a worse punishment than standing by and watching innocent children die who could have been saved if you could affect their world? To seeing preventable, awful deaths but being unable to help in any way? That is not an accident.”

      There had to be something, though. What was the point in having a grim reaper on our side if we couldn’t use her to stave off death?

      “Could… You can feel them, right? Can you tell us where they are? Give us a place to dig?”

      She seemed to mull it over a second, watching as Bronn tossed an especially large piece of debris to the side, before nodding. “I’ll try my best. After a couple of millennia of being a permanent bystander to everything, I’m not used to all this…directness.”

      “So what, cutting off my arm so that Faeldrus couldn’t eat me was a spur of the moment sort of decision?”

      “Uh. Yes. I panicked.”

      I looked down at my only remaining hand, the short stump of my other arm feeling as if it extended too. “Right. Well, try not to panic now and just see what you can sense.”

      To my surprise, instead of answering outright, she sank into the ground, smoke billowing across the rubble. Fire engines had arrived and rescue crews and there were some people pushing themselves up from the rubble while others were scrambling to dig, calling for whoever was trapped. Strange how none of them seemed to notice the smoke, or even that Bronn was throwing things that no human should be able to do on their own. I supposed a crisis had a way of distracting people.

      A few moments later, the spirit was emerging from the rubble right in front of Bronn. “This way,” she said matter-of-factly, and then the dragon was rushing to follow her.

      Even though Krisjian and I certainly weren’t strong compared to Bronn, we still helped, digging where we could, trying to get the grit out of his way. And eventually, a gray hand reached up into the light, desperately grabbing at us.

      I gripped it immediately, comforting words pouring from my mouth. I knew it wasn’t the woman we were looking for—the skin was too dark and the palm too broad—but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that someone was scared and alone and buried under their own home because I had messed up.

      It seemed to take an eternity before we were able to dig full out, but when we did pull what turned out to be a middle-aged woman from the rubble, she was crying and coughing and holding onto my front with surprising strength for someone who had probably been running low on oxygen.

      “It’s alright, I gotcha,” I soothed, patting her back. “We’re right here. You’re okay.”

      She was wheezing, dirt from her getting all over me, but I didn’t really want to let her go either. It wasn’t until the rescuers came and swept her up to take vitals that I realized Krisjian, Bronn, and Maedryell had moved on.

      We pulled two others from the debris—kids who had hidden in a closet together. Then we pulled an older man out. None were Sok. And as if we needed anything else to happen, an ear-shattering explosion of thunder sounded above us, and the weather turned bad.

      Horror movie bad.

      I stared in shock as the winds picked up and lightning shot sideways through the sky. It was like the world was ripping itself apart and couldn’t decide which natural disaster it wanted to go with.

      “We’re running out of time,” Maedryell said, appearing up out of the wreckage again. “She’s deeper. If you want to ask her anything, you have minutes maybe.”

      “That’s not enough time!” I objected, my heart thundering in my chest. “There has to be a faster way to get to her.”

      Bronn let a bit of a sigh before his handsome face turned to mine. “I mean, it’s already the end of the world, so what’s throwing in a dragon?”

      Before I could say anything, steam covered him from view. I expected his large, shining form, resplendent and mighty, but instead, the same tiny version of him skittered forward, darting into a tiny space between two large chunks of debris.

      “What is he doing?” Krisjian murmured.

      “I think I have an idea. Who would have known that new form would come in handy so quickly?”

      She had an idea? I didn’t. I stood there, my whole body practically vibrating. I wanted to do something. This world’s version of Sok was trapped and probably suffocating and I just wanted all of the horrors of the day to stop.

      But then a rumble sounded from below our feet and I had to pinwheel my arm to keep my balance while the ground shifted. I heard myself let out a yelp of surprise, and then both Krisjian and I were tumbling backward.

      Shouts of alarm sounded all around us but that quickly faded to the back of my mind as the familiar, massive form of Bronn rose from the rubble, dirt and debris falling from his scaled sides.

      “Oh,” I said, feeling a bit awestruck by the scene. “That was a good plan.”

      His head dipped down, gently setting not-Sokhanya in front of us. I gripped her, bringing my ear close to her mouth, and I was relieved to hear the breath rasping in and out of it. Sluggish, but definitely there.

      “Dragon?”

      “What is that!”

      “Demon!”

      “We should leave now,” Maedryell said, tilting her face up. “I feel Faeldrus drawing close again. It looks like there’s one benefit to his stubbornness.”

      “Benefit?” I asked, carefully brushing the worst of the grit from Sok’s face.

      “He’s so obsessed with ending you to start his regime that he’s delaying the completion of things.”

      “Wait, something still needs to be completed? I thought the ritual was done?” Krisjian asked, also scrambling to his feet.

      “The ritual is done, yes. The worlds are combining. But he needs to connect himself to the well source of energy in order to benefit from it.”

      “Oh…”

      She held out her hands as Bronn shifted into human form. There were more gasps and screams of alarm around us, but by the time the steam disappeared, we were long gone.
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      “Davie!”

      I nearly stumbled back as the solid mass of my sister crashed into me, her arms about my neck and her lips peppering my entire face with kisses.

      “You’re alive, you’re alive, you’re alive, thank God, you’re alive!” she breathed between every kiss, and it really did sound like a prayer. “I knew you had to be alive, but I couldn’t feel you. Was that how it was for you when I accidentally sent myself away? Goodness, I thought I was going to go crazy!” She peppered my face with even more kisses. “The world certainly is.”

      “Worlds, actually,” Krisjian corrected with a wry smile. Mal waltzed up to him and slung her arm around his skinny shoulders.

      “Good to see you back, kid. I was sure you were dead.”

      Krisjian looked from Mickey to me then to Mal. “Why can I not have a greeting like that?” he asked as my sister continued to smother me in affection. I took the moment to gather where we were, and it looked like it was the ruins of some building, the way the light filtered in showing we certainly weren’t underground. Ugh, when was the last time I had been outside during the day in my own world?

      What a depressing thought.

      “Cause you’re not my sister, kiddo. Glad you’re back.”

      “What’s happened here?” I asked finally, disentangling myself from Mickey long enough to draw a breath. “Is it the same as everywhere else?”

      “Well, I don’t know about what’s happening everywhere else, but we’ve had earthquakes, tornados, and fires breaking out all over the city while things are popping in and out of existence,” Mickey answered calmly, her hands going to my shoulders and staying there. “Almost got beaned in the head with a toilet.”

      I looked around, trying to make sure everyone was there. “Sokhanya?” I asked.

      “Speaking of toilets, she’s just in the restroo— Uh, who is that Bronn’s holding?”

      “This is not-Sokhanya,” Krisjian said helpfully. “She is also deaf, but she speaks, and I think she knows sign as well.”

      “Okay,” Mickey said, running a hand through her hair. “I wish I could say that this was the most surprising thing that’s happened, but since this is the second time we’ve met a doppelganger from another dimension, it’s maybe less than my top five. Why is she here? You gotta collect ‘em all or something, Davie?”

      “She told me that I could still find a way to defeat Faeldrus and that it had to be me.”

      Mickey’s eyebrows shot up. “She did? And what was this super-secret thing that apparently no one in the worlds knows?”

      “Well, we didn’t get to that part.”

      “Didn’t get to that part? That seems like the most important part to get to.”

      “Yeah, normally, I would agree, but then the building cracked in two and we were flung into a dimension where Bronn was tiny and now apparently he can shift into a tiny, super-cute form.”

      “I was not cute,” Bronn objected. “I was compact.”

      “You were freaking adorable,” I contradicted before continuing. “But anyways, I managed to summon my grim reaper friend to help us find her and one thing led to another so now we’re here.” I let out a long breath, finally allowing myself to feel. “I’m so glad you’re alright. And I’m so sorry.”

      “Sorry? What for?”

      “I failed, Mickey. I couldn’t stop it. I wasn’t good enough.”

      “Oh, Davie, no. None of that.” Her hands cupped my face and even though I knew it was selfish to take the precious little time we had, I leaned into her touch. “You may be our leader, but you’re not a monolith. We were all outpaced and beaten. Faeldrus got the jump on us with Mallory and, well, we just couldn’t recover.”

      I tried to argue, because all the guilt inside me definitely didn’t agree, but then she was looking into my eyes in the way that only an older sibling could. There was so much love there, so much affection. Like she could see the part in me that had really hoped that we had had a chance. “We all tried, Davie, and no one more than you. But sometimes you can try all that you want, do every single thing right, and you can still lose.”

      Her words sank right down into me, and I felt myself sort of collapse, as if she had given me permission to just be weak like I felt for a moment.

      If it had been before Faeldrus had returned, I would have been much too heavy for her to support me, but, well…a lot had obviously changed since then.

      There was a soft grunt from behind us and then a strange sort of yelp. I steadied myself and turned with Mickey’s arms still supporting me to see that not-Sokhanya was sitting up and looking around blearily.

      “You found me,” she said, blinking several times as if she couldn’t quite believe that we were there.

      “We did,” I answered, taking a cautious step towards her. “Are you alright?”

      “I… I thought…” She swallowed, shaking her head, before her eyes flitted to the other corner of the room. “I saw you and thought I was dead.”

      “Me?” Maedryell said, sounding surprised. “Huh, normally, that is the case so I can’t exactly fault you on that assumption.”

      She then looked up to Bronn, squinting. “You…you were the dragon?”

      “Yeah, both of them.” He bent to set her down and she went to her feet on shaking legs. If it were a different situation, I might have pointed out the humor of Bronn reiterating he was both the big and the small dragon, but it wasn’t quite the right time. “Are you alright?”

      “Thirsty. Hungry.” Her hands moved rapidly, and I knew enough sign to know that much. But then a strangled sound came from the other side of the small, crumbling room we were in.

      I didn’t need to turn to know that was Sokhanya, our Sokhanya, returning from her bathroom trip. I wasn’t even sure if I had ever properly explained multiple worlds to her or if she knew. It was difficult to explain something so complex when we were still working on a lot of the basics of communications. Would she think it was a trick? Would seeing double of herself alarm her? Make her upset?

      All of those quickly-populated worries vanished when she raced forward and stopped just in front of her double. Except…double wasn’t exactly the right word. Sok was shorter than not-Sok, and thinner. Her hair wasn’t as thick, and her posture was much worse.

      To her credit, not-Sok only reacted with a sharp intake of breath and then a flurry of rapid signing. Sok watched in fascination, something pinched in her expression as her counterpart huffed and grunted along with her quick signing.

      “Why isn’t she replying?” Not-Sok asked eventually, voice sharp.

      “She’s still learning ASL,” I answered, feeling a twist in my stomach. We didn’t have time to explain Sok’s truly awful backstory, but also it felt wrong not to. “We all are.”

      “If she does not know ASL and doesn’t have a hearing aid, how does she communicate?”

      “I. Write,” Sok said with some effort, her brows furrowed. “I. Watch. Mouths.”

      “You can read lips?” Sok raised her hand and tipped it to one side, then the other, a sort of ‘so-so’ and not-Sok’s unhappy gaze was on us again. “Why am I like this here? What did you do to me!?”

      “Whoa, whoa!” I supplied, both hands up. Well…both if I still had them. Sometimes I forgot that I was down to one hand until I went to do something with my missing arm. Ugh. “We’ve been helping Sokhanya. That’s your name in our dimension. She was captured by anti-humanist dragons when she was a kid and held as their captive for over a decade. As you can imagine, they weren’t exactly nice about it. Sokhanya’s come a long way, and I think she would appreciate it if you talked to her like an adult. And if we all survive this and stop the apocalypse like you said we could, maybe you could teach her some stuff that us hearing folk just don’t get.”

      “And name,” Sok said firmly.

      “My name? Oh. My American name is Clarity, but my birth name is Bopha.”

      “Bopha,” Sokhanya repeated, the word clunky in her mouth. “Hello. Bopha. Sokhanya.”

      “Hello, Sokhanya,” the other woman said before extending her hand. “Nice to meet you.” They shook on it, and a strange sort of feeling filled me. It couldn’t quite be called satisfaction, but it was a good one at least. I wasn’t going to complain. Good feelings were in short supply.

      “Alright,” Bopha/Clarity/Not-Sok said, turning and looking to the rest of us. “Let me tell you about what I dreamed before my hearing aids need to be charged.”

      Strange to think that I had almost forgotten the entire reason that we had needed her, I’d been so caught up in our own personal little drama.

      “Do I need a pen and paper for this?” Mal asked. “Or would—”

      She didn’t finish her sentence, yelping and diving to the side. The reason she had to do that was because a giant dragon’s foot suddenly tore through the roof, crashing down into the center of our circle.

      “Faeldrus!” Maedryell cried, summoning her scythe to her hands again. “Get to safety, all of you. I’ll hold him off.”

      “Can you do that?” I called, scrambling to my feet and looking around to make sure that no one had been crushed. Somehow, all of us had survived and no one was a fine paste beneath the dragon’s foot. “What about no direct interference?”

      “No direct interference with mortal affairs. Faeldrus isn’t a mortal, and he and I have plenty of history together. Now go!”

      I didn’t need to be told twice.

      “This way!” Mal cried, grabbing my one good hand and hauling me after her. Thankfully, Mickey grabbed Sok and all of us were scrambling away together. We rushed out of the building and onto the street, and boy-howdy, did it look almost exactly like the awful pocket dimension that the rotted dragon had been locked into.

      Except more actively on fire.

      “Come on! I scouted this earlier. I think it should be safe for now. Concrete and all.”

      I didn’t know why Mal was telling me to ‘come on.’ She had such a tight grip on my hand that it wasn’t like I couldn’t follow her.

      Our group raced into what definitely had once been a three-story parking garage, heading down to a sub-level. After Bopha’s being buried alive in her collapsed building, I wasn’t so keen on being underground.

      But that was where we went, tucking into a back corner under concrete stairs, all huddled together.

      It was…strange. The lot of us so tightly packed, breathing hard and trying to listen to see if the rotted dragon was coming to finish his chase. Although we’d only had a short, half-hour break from him at best, I’d almost forgotten about his presence for a few moments. A mistake on my part, but I guess I got caught up in all of the talk about maybe having a chance to defeat him.

      A moment passed, then another, and then finally there was a stillness. Had Maedryell chased Faeldrus away or was he just out there, searching?

      “That spirit,” Bopha said after the silence started to linger on uncomfortably long. “That was death, was it not?”

      “Well, no, not the literal spirit of death, but she is, uh, I guess you could say that she’s an immortal charged with guiding all of our souls to our ancestral afterlife. Apparently, us being scattered across all the worlds can make us get a little…uh, lost.” It was a hard thing to surmise in hushed whispers, but I was pretty sure I pointed out all the relevant information. Or at least I hoped I did.

      “Immortal?”

      “Yeah, she’s not alive, technically. She has no body, so she can’t die. She just is. And apparently, her life is tied to Faeldrus’s as well. He can’t die either. Sounds stupid, but they did it so he couldn’t just kill himself then find a way to bring himself back like I did.”

      “So you already know the solution then.”

      “I’m sorry, I what now?”

      Not-Sokhanya affixed me with a stare that was both perfectly calm and yet entirely cold. “In order to defeat the great dragon, the spirit that keeps it alive must be destroyed.”
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      “Uh, what now?”

      That was Mickey, because I was too stunned to respond. There was something about the matter-of-fact way Bopha/Clarity/Not-Sok said it that unnerved me. Making it sound as simple as breathing.

      “The rotted dragon cannot be killed or defeated because his fate is tied to the one who betrayed both him and us. As long as she exists, he will not fall. So, she must not exist.”

      “Can… Is that even possible?”

      That was Krisjian, because I was still blinking stupidly at her. Sure, Maedryell had tried to kill me. And sure, she was one of the primary reasons that Faeldrus had been able to rise to power in the first place. But the only person I’d ever outright killed was Baelfyre, and now the small, Asian woman in front of me was basically saying I had to sacrifice someone in cold blood.

      …someone who didn’t even have blood! How were we supposed to kill a grim reaper anyways? She wasn’t even technically alive.

      “Don’t we need her to guide us to the afterlife or something?” Mickey continued, and honestly, thank goodness for her. I was staring so long that my eyes were dry, and it wasn’t until I felt Bronn’s strong hand against my side that I remembered that blinking and breathing were important.

      I couldn’t say why I was so stunned by not-Sok’s deadpan delivery. I’d certainly heard some grim things. I’d watched my best friend die. But maybe it was those very things that made me so sensitive to the idea of possibly ending another life.

      “Hey.”

      The timing couldn’t have been worse, but suddenly, Maedryell popped into existence in front of us. I might have let out a yelp, but given the situation, I was pretty sure it was justified.

      “I think Faeldrus is tracking your growing magic,” she said. If she’d been a mortal, I would say she was breathing hard, her form flickering before us. A more accurate way to describe it would probably be to say that the smoke around her was growing and fading like a heartbeat, more transparent than opaque. “I can probably take all of you someplace safe, but he’ll find it eventually.” She let out a soft, mournful sound that was probably supposed to be a laugh but definitely didn’t come out that way. “But as long as I keep you away from him, he seems to be too caught up in finding you to finish what he started.”

      I opened my mouth to say something. Granted, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say. ‘Hey, me and my friends were just discussing killing you to save the world’, but that seemed a bit on the nose.

      I didn’t have time to think of anything else either, because then she was whisking us away back into the in-between place. I heard some startled yelps all around me, and I briefly remembered that most of them had only been on the rush of colors and energy once or twice. It seemed impossible, but the experience was turning a little old hat for me.

      We eventually tumbled out into what I could best describe as a cave with sharp spikes of metal sticking up in certain places. It definitely had a sci-fi feel to it and that immediately put me on edge.

      “Where are we?” Mal asked, already on her feet and looking around. Trust her to adapt faster than anyone else. The girl had a flair for surviving, alright. I supposed being born after the apocalypse could do that to a girl.

      “An empty realm. There was maybe life here, once, and long, long ago. Enough to make oxygen, at least. Although you may find that this balance is a bit headier considering the air pressure here is much more dense.”

      “Oh, um, alright. I suppose—”

      “You have to die.”

      That put a kibosh on about all the conversation that might have come to that and our heads swiveled to Bopha. She didn’t say it maliciously or happily, just as matter-of-fact as everything else.

      “I…feel as if I have missed something.”

      “It’s simple,” the woman continued, her hands moving even though most of us could only comprehend just about every other word. “Faeldrus’s life is tied to yours. You were the one to keep him from finding a loophole to escape—which, clearly, he did, by the way—and you are also the one to give him his immortality.

      “A curse, sure. When he was rotting piece by piece in that pocket dimension our ancestors pushed him to, it wasn’t a great thing, but now he’s released and doesn’t have those same checks in place, so he can accrue power without anyone to stop him.”

      Maedryell said nothing for a long moment. I expected her to argue, to object, but instead, her form shifted. It was almost like she was sitting down, except there was no chair under her.

      “Interesting premise. We are tied. I suppose ending me would be easier than trying to find some obscure way to undo the curse. However, there are a few hang-ups in that plan.”

      I couldn’t believe how matter-of-fact she was being. A strange oracle had just told her that she would have to die with no context and she was sitting down as if for tea.

      Then again, considering her entire identity and existence revolved around death, maybe she wasn’t that perturbed by it.

      Or maybe…

      Maybe she was interested in the release.

      I hadn’t thought about it, but she’d been cursed for thousands and thousands of years. Everything she ever knew or loved was long gone. What was it she had said while we were in that fake diner together? Something about how delicious the coffee was and how it had been ages since she’d tasted anything, and it hadn’t really been tasting it. It had just been the information my mind had supplied her with.

      Maybe she wanted a break from all that. What was life without death, after all? Just an endless existence of watching everyone else pass on.

      …okay. Maybe it made sense that she was so nonchalant.

      “First of all, I don’t know how to die. Believe me, I’ve been at this a real long time and watched a lot of very smart and magically-inclined people who haven’t so much as found a clue.

      “Secondly, I don’t know how to sever the tie between the two of us. So even if you didn’t want to kill me—and to be honest, you sound ambivalent enough on the topic—we couldn’t do a backdoor-loophole-what have you.

      “Third, even if we did manage to subvert one of these two points, you then would have to kill Faeldrus. Taking me out wouldn’t hurt him. So you would find yourself facing down an opponent more powerful than any other that’s ever existed. More powerful than when it took our entire people and nearly destroyed our world to put him away. Is that something you think you can do?”

      Bronn sat up straighter, his hand leaving my arm. “I would. Me and the remainder of my forces—”

      “Forces? What forces?” Maedryell retorted. “Your dragons are scattered to the winds and realms, some of which where dragons have never existed. As you can imagine, not exactly going well for them.

      “Look, I would lay down my life this second if I could. But the issue is I don’t have a life. I’m not dead, I’m not living, I just am. And if you could find something to end this, I am all ears. But right now, my best plan is keeping you away from Faeldrus.”

      “Why can’t we do both?” Mal asked, also extremely calm. Why was everyone so calm!? We were talking about the end of the world and possibly killing an ally! Admittedly, we had gotten off to a rocky start, but she’d more than proven herself.

      We’d already lost Mallory. We’d lost the world as we knew it. Why was everyone around me seemingly so okay with losing someone else! I just wanted all of the loss to stop. Was that too much to ask?

      “Pardon?”

      “The guy’s only chasing after Davie right now, right? Sorta a revenge or control thing. So ferry her all around the dimensions, take him on a real chase, and buy us time to research.”

      “And pray tell, how exactly do you plan on researching?”

      Mal gestured to their little almost-circle. “We’ve got four oracles right here. I’m sure you could get a couple more while you’re out and about running circles around Faeldrus. Maybe with all of their powers combined, we can cook something up.

      “Of course, being a non-oracle person, I’d come with you. You know, for protection,” Mal interjected.

      “For…protection.”

      “Obviously not for you, but for Davie. Figure she’s one hand down, she could always use someone by her side who’s good in a fight.”

      “I…” I was the leader. I knew that I should say something, but no words came to mind. I felt like everyone was three steps ahead of me and I was still trying to catch up to the fact that we knew what we had to do to stop Faeldrus but it meant killing an immortal being that was cursed with the deepest magic of our people. “There has to be another way, right? I’m not sure when we all became so comfortable with killing people off, but I’m not really about it.”

      “I’m not a people. I’m more a figment than anything. A boogeyman. I’ve hardly even had an existence in thousands of years, and honestly, being able to just stop… Well, that sounds really nice.”

      She offered her hand to me, and I swore a soft expression was on her face, which was pretty disconcerting considering her face was only made of a skull and smoke. I reached for it, the smoke of her passing through me intangibly before solidifying into fingers that intertwined between my own.

      I knew it didn’t make sense to be so wrapped up in whether she existed or not when it was clear that the specter just wanted to rest, but I couldn’t help it. I thought of how she was tricked. How she had tried to save her village and ended up under some villain’s spell. How she brought around the end of her own people.

      “Come on, Davie. Are you telling me, if you were in my place, that you wouldn’t do the same thing?”

      Maybe I would have replied, maybe I wouldn’t have, but the moment she uttered those words, it was like a shock jolted through me and I was flung into the dark.

      

      Reality rippled in front of me in a wave, spreading out from my feet in roiling colors until a room began to take shape. I was in some sort of…castle? But instead of stone and darkness like the others I had been in, it was crystalline and decorated in shades of blue, making it almost seem like water more than anything else.

      But it wasn’t water. It was solid structures, borderline medieval but there was something else to it.

      “I know I don’t possess the same foresight that you do, but surely this is an unnecessary show of force, right?”

      A smooth, familiar voice drew my attention and I looked to the other side of the room to see two figures there, one kneeling and the other sitting in a lush chair, books and scrolls piled around him.

      “If you know you do not possess the foresight, then why do you question me?”

      That voice. Although I’d never heard it in person, never outside of my head, I knew instantly who it belonged to. And with that knowledge, I knew exactly who the woman was as well.

      Maedryell and Faeldrus.

      “I do not question in an effort to discredit, but rather to understand. I aspire to have your understanding of things, and I am frustrated that my own intelligence comes so woefully short.”

      “I suppose you can’t help your station, can you? Unfair to expect more from the daughter of an illiterate shepherd.” Faeldrus moved, his hand coming down as he shifted as if to pat her head condescendingly. The thought made my blood boil. But then he wasn’t patting her head at all, his hand moving at the last second so his boot was atop her head and shoving her downward.

      She hit the floor with a crunch that made my stomach churn. Her nose had to be broken, maybe even some of her teeth, but he kept on pressing down, pinning her there while she whimpered and squirmed.

      “Do not question things that come unnaturally to you, my child. You are my most valuable acolyte, but you are just that. If I see fit to teach you something, I will. Otherwise, you need never fill your head with those pointless questions again.”

      I could feel it as his words grew honeyed, layered over each other in sinful waves. Even from where I was, so removed from the situation and without his touch, I found my eyelids fluttering shut.

      I wanted to believe what he was saying. Wanted to tilt my head into his hand and feel his affection. I wanted him to like me.

      But this was Faeldrus, after all, so after a moment, I yanked myself back and fell into another void of dark.

      

      I burst into consciousness like I was erupting from beneath water, gasping and sweating. I looked around wildly and realized that I was in some sort of hallway with shattered glass all around me, Mal standing in what had once been a window and looking down.

      “Um, what kind of creatures are those, dead-lady?”

      “I’m not actually dead, you know. And I’m fairly sure those are wraiths.”

      “Wraiths?”

      “A type of curse. I’m not as familiar with this dimension, but they’re people who have fallen so deeply under the spell of another that they’ve lost everything that made them human and become mindless husks.”

      “So, like, zombies?”

      “Like what?”

      “Oh, come on. You’re telling me that with as much time as you’ve spent wandering around the planes of existence that you’ve never heard of zombies?”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, struggling to my feet. My head was spinning, and I knew we were definitely away from the cave we had just been in.

      “Glad to see you joined us again! We just popped in here a couple of minutes ago to get an oracle to help the other group but are having trouble finding them.”

      “They are most likely hiding from the horde.”

      “Yeah, that makes—”

      It seemed all of us were destined to be forever interrupted as a horde of the ‘wraiths’ burst in through the doors at the end of the hall, breaking them right off of their hinges.

      “Huh, guess locking that was pointless,” Mal said, jumping out of the window and grabbing my remaining hand to pull me along as she sprinted.

      Maybe it should have made me feel bad that her legs were about half the length of mine but she was still so much faster than me, but I was too busy trying to catch up with the situation while trying to keep the horde from catching up with me.

      I did risk a look over my shoulder and wow, was that a mistake. They were humans, alright, but only in the vaguest sense. Their bodies and faces were shriveled down to just skin and sinew, muscles and bones standing out in sharp relief. Their eyes were bloodshot and red while their lips were either shriveled or chewed off, pulled back to reveal yellowed, rotting, and jagged teeth. Their skin was covered in pox and pustules not too different from how Faeldrus had been covered, and I couldn’t help but wonder if wraiths were his invention somehow.

      I didn’t have much time to wonder about that, however, because then Maedryell was sweeping up behind us and as soon as we touched her, I slid right back into the black.

      

      Just like the first time, the void gave way to rippling color, and I saw Maedryell again, cloaked and huddled in a dark corner of what was truly an impressive library, books and tomes scattered all around her.

      She was muttering to herself and the closer I drew to her, the more I could make out random words.

      “It’s got to be here… I know it is…”

      I moved nearer to her, crouching so I could see her face. She didn’t react to me, of course, because I wasn’t really there. I was just watching my vision unfold in real time.

      Which was probably a good thing, because I couldn’t stop the feather-soft gasp that escaped my lips at the sight of her.

      She was worse for wear, with scabs deep and twisted across one of her cheeks. I knew from experience that was a burn wound that was struggling to grow new skin, and I could practically feel the tug and pinch of it against the healthy skin around it.

      One of her lips was split, blood dried against her chin in a tacky mess, and she had bandages over one of her eyes, the purple and blue of her busted, swollen nose covering most of that side of her face.

      She was trembling so hard that sometimes the page she was turning would slip out of her grasp and fall back down for her to have to try again. It was an awful sight, a pitiful sight, and it made my heart twist.

      “Man, Maedryell, what happened to you?”

      She didn’t answer, of course, still hastily flipping through the pages. I didn’t know what she was looking for, or why she was battered, and I didn’t even know why I was seeing what I was seeing.

      But none of that mattered because the scene turned to sand before me and I was whisked away once more.

      

      I sat up gasping, retching, and rolled onto my side to make sure I didn’t swallow anything that I wasn’t supposed to. I could hear coughing from beside me, but it took me quite a few seconds and even more deep breaths to lift my head and take in any details around me.

      We were at the edge of an ocean, but the water was almost impossibly teal, in that perfect, Laguna Beach way that only existed in heavily-photoshopped magazines. Mal was on her knees beside me, soaked from head to toe and coughing up a storm.

      A roar sounded at my back and I forced myself to roll the other way to see what was happening.

      And my heart just about fell out of my butt.

      Faeldrus was there, shining and golden, his scales shining in iridescence. He looked even bigger than before, wings flaring to block out the sun, which made the thin skin between them glow almost angelically.

      And the only thing between him and me was Maedryell, her scythe back in her hand and smoke billowing all around her, covering the ocean and ground with thick, inky black.

      I’d never seen her so powerful, so intimidating, and I wasn’t sure if she’d gotten all of that power from Sok or if the apocalypse and all the death was giving her some sort of boon. Either way, it was intimidating even for me, who knew she was my ally through and through.

      Funny, if the scene were in some sort of movie or comic, I knew that the specter would be the bad guy and Faeldrus would be the good one, all luminous and shining. Evil was like that, wasn’t it? Packaged up to be appealing and perfect, but I knew what was really beneath.

      Faeldrus roared again, shaking everything around him, but Maedryell held her ground. And by held her ground, I meant she launched herself up at him, smoke billowing and clouding, for her to slash at his face. He reared back, one of his massive paws coming up to smack her back down.

      Like always, your little rebellions are amusing but pointless. You can’t interfere directly, Maedryell. That’s the nature of your bonds. How long do you think you can keep this up before you weaken yourself to the point that you can’t protect any of them anymore? It’s over.

      “You forget, Faeldrus,” Maedryell spat, rising back to her feet. “Our fates are tied. The more powerful you get, the more I get too. So, in other words, I can go just as long as you can.”

      Faeldrus let out a rumbling growl that made me want to lay back down and squeeze my eyes shut. Petulant.

      Where was my fire? Where was my anything? I had once been so brave and biting and now I was just laying there and wishing I could disappear.

      But then it seemed like my wish came true, because I sank into the sand and disappeared into darkness for the third time.

      

      Another scene rolled out for me. This time, I was back in another palace-like room, except less blue and sharply angled. There were also hundreds of people sitting in seats, facing a stage where several older folks dressed in fancy robes were gathered, and then one woman in chains kneeling in the center.

      Maedryell.

      She looked even worse than before, if that was possible. Her long, long hair had been shorn short, in jagged, uneven patches that spoke of a dull knife rather than scissors. She wore an eyepatch, but I could see ugly scarring peeking out from under it. Her other cheek was similarly a mass of twisted flesh that reminded me of the hand I didn’t have anymore.

      “Maedryell of the Barvyss Clan, you have been accused of aiding the greatest threat to our people and contributing to the attempted genocide of three species. We, the Council, decree that you are guilty of all charges brought against you.

      “Such treachery, such violence, would normally carry the most painful punishment imaginable. However, considering that without your defection from the vile traitor we would never have stopped his plans, we have chosen to grant you mercy.”

      There was a gasp from the crowd and people began to loudly object. I flinched from where I was standing in the midst of them, feeling like I might be about to see a riot unfold before me.

      “Quiet!” another one in the fancy robes decreed, their voice booming in a way that had to be altered by magic. That seemed to do the trick, with a few grumbling, cursing outliers, and the original speaker continued.

      “But note, this mercy is not a kindness. You have wounded our people. Hurt us. Left children crying for their dead parents and parents searching for their sacrificed children. You have helped drench our lands in blood.”

      Maedryell remained silent, staring straight ahead without reaction. There was an iron sort of strength to her. And guilt. I could practically see it weighing on her figure, bearing down on her and keeping her still. I swore she was looking right at me, but that wasn’t how visions worked.

      “So, you will repay your debts to our people, one by one. We must leave the waste of our planet, as the war with Faeldrus has left it unfit to be inhabited. In less than a century, our entire world will be wastes.

      “We are under no illusion that our escape is not the nature of things. That we will be entering worlds never meant for us. And that spreading ourselves out amongst the mirrored worlds can cause some to be lost.

      “So, it is your cause now to shepherd us to safety. Your restitution is to preserve the presence of our people. Wherever you tread, oracles will rise—no matter the challenges we face. And when we succumb to whatever peril or peace that might await us, you will guide us to our peaceful eternity with our ancestors.

      “But you will not know that peace yourself. You will not know the comfort of touch, or the taste of food, or the quenching of good drink. You are denied the same life that you denied our brothers and sisters. You will be a shade, bound in perpetuity. That is your fate. Do you possess the grace to accept our mercy?”

      “I accept it,” Maedryell responded, her eyes boring into mine. There was so much on her face. So much expression. I swore she was staring right through me, seeing down to the core of everything that I was. She was just so strong.

      I wanted to tell them that it wasn’t her fault. That she’d been under a spell. I’d only gotten a tiny dose of it and I was nearly pulled under—and I had only experienced it through a vision. I couldn’t have imagined what it had been like for her, being magically drugged and kept compliant only to be beaten whenever she was coherent enough to ask a question.

      “I accept it. I will do my duty to my people for as long as I exist. The debt in my ledger is too great to ever fade.”

      There was silence for a moment, and I wasn’t sure what people were waiting for as the council seemed to discuss something among themselves. But then, a few beats later, another was speaking.

      “We recognize that you have delivered yourself to us and have accepted your punishment with grace. For this, we give you three full moons to enjoy what last vestiges of life you wish to. You will remain in the custody of the council and shall live out your days under watch, but you shall not know hunger, thirst, or pain. This is our final gift to you, our thanks.”

      “I don’t need it,” Maedryell hissed and for the first time, I heard a bit of a warble in her voice. “I don’t deserve your mercy.”

      “The will of the council has spoken. You will be taken to your quarters to rest and meditate on your final days among the living. Thus is the will of our elders, and so be it the will of the people.”

      “So be it the will of the people,” the crowd murmured around me, the shock of it driving me out of the vision and back into nothing.

      

      “Stop running! Fight me like a warrior! Or are you still too much of a coward to do that?”

      I blinked before leaning to the side and losing what little contents I had in my stomach. Normally, visions weren’t so bad, but I wasn’t meant to have so many back to back to back. It was making me feel groggy and drained, my stomach roiling and lungs aching.

      “Whoa, are you back with us?” Mal asked, her voice barely audible over the whipping wind.

      I blinked at her and realized that she was driving a car. Wait, no, not a car. Some sort of dune buggy.

      And… Were we in the desert?

      I looked out of the open window beside me, the one I’d unwittingly lost my lunch out of, and sure enough, we were indeed surrounded by miles and miles of sand.

      “What…” was all I managed before there was a shriek above us, then the awful sound of something grating against scales.

      “We got the oracle from the last place, dropped her off. I’m guessing right about now that they’re all joined up in a circle and doing whatever oracle magic you guys do. Or at least I hope so, and that’s why you’re passing out right and left.”

      “How long was I out?” I asked, craning my head back. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t Maedryell standing on our roof, covering the car with a mass of swirling back smoke but leaving the front of it clear for Mal to drive. Faeldrus was above us, spitting fire and trying to strike us down but being blocked by Maedryell at every turn.

      It was a sort of eternal stalemate, the two of them locked together, neither able to defeat the other or lose to the other. It could last for an eternity, it seemed.

      Except the worlds around us definitely wouldn’t. As we cut through the sands, skidding across the top of dunes and down into sandy gullies, things continued to fall from the sky, thunder cracking above as cars and cats and pieces of street signs tumbled down.

      Oh, and a mountain suddenly shot up from the ground, sending our buggy flying up and then flipping over several times.

      “Hold on!” Mal cried. “This thing has a roll-cage for a reason.”

      If it were any other situation, I might have asked Mal since when she knew about cars with roll-cages—after all, she was from a world without automobiles, libraries or anything like a mechanic—but as it was, all I could do was brace myself and try not to scream.

      I didn’t have to resist that urge for long, however, because after the second rotation, I flipped right into total darkness.

      

      “There are particulars of your curse that we want to make sure you understand. Things that could not or should not have been said at your trial. We want to make sure you understand.”

      It was the council again, standing in a circle around Maedryell, who was kneeling in the center. She was dressed in a white gown that looked remarkably similar to the shape and pattern her smoke took when she was at rest, and her hair—which had grown considerably in three months’ time—was shining and soft in gentle ringlets all around her head.

      “Does it matter? I will be the shepherd our people need. The last to die on our soil.”

      “You will not be dying, Maedryell.” The woman looked up sharply with her one eye, but the councilmember continued like she wasn’t glaring. “Dying would be a release. You will simply…cease to be alive and become something else.”

      “Alright. Semantics. Point being, I don’t understand why you need me to know all the details. I’ve killed thousands, helped kill millions, this is my punishment. The end.”

      Another robed figure stepped forward, the smallest and youngest-looking, her long brown hair done up in intricate braids.

      “Maedryell, one day, you could be the last arbiter of understanding what happened here. If we do not tell you, then who? We will write of it, yes. We will teach it, yes. But if anyone understands how even the most protected and best laid plans can fare, it’s you.

      “So, we will tell you everything, in the hopes that if one day all knowledge is lost, what we have done will continue to live on in you. Because should Faeldrus ever escape his bonds and finish his plan, we want our descendants to have a way to fight him.”

      Her face softened and I saw sorrow etched across her features. She looked so young, so full of so many things that would never happen. She couldn’t have been much older than me, and yet she’d helped start a war and ended it.

      Oh… I supposed I’d done that too.

      “Your fate is to be tied to Faeldrus. As long as you exist, he cannot fade. And as long as he exists, you shall as well.”

      “You’re granting him immortality? Why would you do that?”

      “We thought if anyone would understand, it would be you. Or are you not the woman who drove a dagger into his spine and watched as he bled out only for him to find a way to give himself a new body?”

      Wait, she had what!?

      “Death, as we stated before, is an escape, and it is not one we can grant Faeldrus. So, he will wait and rot in the prison we have sealed him in, unable to die, unable to do anything but decompose.”

      “…I understand.”

      “This curse is about balance. Two seers and yet two who are not seers at all, bound for eternity. As long as the two of you exist, our magic will always return. There will always be more of us, even if we must shift and adapt. You will be the relief that guides all our children to their final rest, and that wretched traitor will be the nightmare that reminds us all of what will happen should one of us go unchecked again. You are his guardian as much as you are our shepherd.”

      “But I thought I would not be able to interact directly with mortal affairs?”

      “You will not. For the most part. We have never done a spell such as this before and I’m sure there’s to be exceptions.”

      “I understand.” There was that phrase again. Maedryell was taking it all much better than I would. “And what if somehow, someone in the future finds a way to kill me?”

      “You cannot kill what is not alive. You cannot be killed. The curse is a rule of our people, binding to reality itself. There will be no breaking. There must be a dragon and a broken seer, two halves of a cursed whole.”

      “I’m finally free of him, and you’re tying him to me yet again.”

      There was the slightest hesitance from the woman before she answered. “Yes. It is a mercy—”

      “—but not a kindness,” Maedryell finished. “Yes. I… I understand. I am ready.”

      The woman nodded and stepped back with the others. The same robed figure that spoke at the hearing began again, but the floor opened below me and I sank into darkness once more.

      

      One would think after so many times being rudely jolted back to reality, I would have grown used to it. But as I was thrown back into my own body, it felt like I was turned inside out on the way there.

      That could also have been because I was flying through the air and my clothes were on fire.

      I really needed to stop taking mini mental vacations. I was missing all the fun.

      I hit the floor, bouncing several times, and as soon as I had control of my momentum, I used it to roll around back and forth. I was vaguely aware of sharp glass crinkling below me, but that came second to the fact that the fire was being smothered.

      When I was certain I was only smoking and no longer actively on fire, I sat up, groaning. I was on the floor of some office building, the inside completely ruined.

      Except by the floor, I meant the ceiling, because the entire place was upside down on top of being wrecked.

      “Oh hey, you back?” Mal asked, her hand in my face. “We took a direct hit there. Thought you were done for.”

      I took her offered palm and she helped me to my feet. My knees almost buckled but her hands on my middle gave me some stability. “Easy there, easy there. You’ve been glowy-eyed and mumbling for almost an hour now.”

      “An hour?” It hadn’t seemed like an hour. My vision had been minutes, barely.

      “Yeah, about-ish. Not like there’s a bunch of clocks in the apocalypse. But big shiny dragon guy is chasing us, so you know. I think you brought up a shield or something because I’m pretty sure we should be burnt to a crisp right now.

      “Where is Maedryell?”

      “She disappeared with the other oracle we found. You should have met the guy. He was real big and strapping. You left quite an impression, though. He’s gonna go back to the others and join with their little prayer circle to keep trying to connect to ancient knowledge or whatever it is.”

      “It’s not going to work.”

      “Pardon?”

      “There isn’t a way to break the spell. It’s just… It just is. As long as oracles exist, there must always be one dragon and one shepherd to balance us out. Without them, we all disappear. All of us. So they never put in any backdoors. Any loopholes. They made it unbreakable.”

      “Nonsense, all things can be broken.”

      “I don’t think this one can.”

      There was a roar above us and suddenly, the wall was torn away, revealing the face of Faeldrus. He grinned, rows of perfectly white and shining teeth glinting in what was left of the fluorescent lighting, and then he opened his mouth.

      I knew that he was going to toast us even before the back of his mouth illuminated, fire quickly blooming to life. I threw my hands—er…hand—up and screamed something that even I couldn’t quite catch.

      And like an old friend returning from a long trip, a wall of magic rippled into being in front of Mal and I, the fire hitting it with the force of a truck.

      Wow, it hurt. It hurt like being hit with a baseball bat all over my body. But it was also exhilarating. I was calling up a shield.

      I was calling up a shield!

      I let out a laugh that might have been a little bit on the insane side, but I didn’t care. I hadn’t had a grip on my magic, hadn’t been able to fight, in so long. But I was finally doing something. I was an active participant in my destiny once again.

      I let out a cry and shoved the wall of energy forward. It rippled in rolling shocks, slamming right into Faeldrus and sending him tumbling away for a moment.

      I knew that it would only be a moment, but I suddenly felt more capable than I had in weeks. “Come on!” I said, adrenaline pumping through me as I grabbed Mal’s hand for once and pulled her along.

      We raced along the ceiling-floor of the office, vaulting over broken furniture and jumping over others. I wasn’t exactly an Olympian with it, all things considered, but it was good to be on my feet again.

      “Hey, Davie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What are we gonna do when we reach that window on the other side of the room?”

      Oh. That was a good question. “Uh… Jump?”

      “Jump? Not knowing what’s on the other side of that dirty glass?”

      “Uh… Yes?”

      “My kind of gamble. Remember to pull in your arms and protect your face, friend. Glass likes to get everywhere.”

      I nodded and that was about all the time I had before we were launching ourselves through the window.

      It hurt a little more than I thought it would, kind of like hitting a wall then the wall exploding outwards in a way that was very…prickly.

      But that prickliness vanished as I looked down and my stomach dropped. We weren’t above a chasm or a pit of spikes, but we weren’t exactly on the ground either.

      “When we hit, pitch yourself forward then roll on your shoulder. Make sure to bend your knees,” Mal said with a bright grin. It seemed like she was absolutely loving this.

      For once, she wasn’t alone. Sure, I was terrified, it was the end of the world and I was still conflicted about the whole trying to sacrifice Maedryell thing, also there was the whole rapidly popping in and out of visions, but I was kinda having a little fun.

      Just a little.

      We hit the ground and even though I tried to listen to Mal’s advice, it still hurt quite a bit when I rolled forward. I was pretty sure that I felt my chin and elbow both get clipped, the skin scaping raw, but I wasn’t dead when I skidded to a stop, so that seemed like a victory.

      “Uh, Davie?”

      “Yeah?” I repeated beat for beat the same as our conversation before.

      “We’re about to fall.”

      “We’re about to what—”

      “We’re ab—”

      It was right about then that I realized we hadn’t landed on ground at all. No, in fact, what had scraped me was the partially rusted and jagged roof of some kind of van.

      A van that was only half on the little plateau the office building had crashed into, the back already leaning off the precipice.

      “Oh, sh—”

      There wasn’t time to move. Wasn’t time to roll. One minute, we were crouched there, and the next, the whole vehicle was falling.

      We didn’t have far to go, however. A vicious jolt shocked my arm as we hit, but somehow both of us managed to stay on top. We didn’t stop moving, though, instead sliding down what I guessed was an embankment, occasionally getting air, before the van crashed right into the oiliest, greenest body of water I’d ever seen.

      “Ah! This way!”

      Mal was already up and scrambling for a partially-fallen interstate sign. It was in a language that I’d never seen before, its letters more runic than our Romanized alphabet, but its older purpose was clear.

      I grabbed it right after her, swinging myself up and letting Mal haul me the rest of the way when my shaking arms and legs couldn’t manage. Man, I missed being strong. If we did somehow manage to stop the end of the world, I hoped that I could find a way to bulk up again.

      “You okay?” Mal panted.

      “Yeah,” I breathed. “I guess Maedryell really can’t leave us alone even for a minute.”

      “I guess not. But we managed.”

      She huffed a chuckle at that, looking up at the sky. We were partially obscured, but I had no illusions that we would remain that way.

      “Come on, we need to find a safer place before Faeldrus can find us or until Maedryell pops back to this plane. How long is she usually gone?”

      “Minutes. You woke up right after she disappeared. Honestly, I’m surprised she’s not back yet.”

      “More of that classic Davie luck.” A screech sounded somewhere close and we both flinched.

      “Geez, this guy is really after you. Too bad you can’t transfer his attention to someone else for a bit, give yourself a break.”

      “Hah, right? Like money from my checking to my non-existent savings account.”

      “I don’t know what either of those things are, but if it’s anything like transferring a jinx, you owe me a ration.”

      “Basic—” I stopped short, my heart stuttering to a halt in my chest as my brain seemed to zoom ahead at unchecked speed.

      “Uh, Davie, you alright?”

      Transfer. Transferring money from one account to the other. Transferring a jinx. Transferring a debt.

      There must be a dragon and a broken seer, two halves of a cursed whole.

      Gasping, I vaulted to my feet, every nerve in my body feeling lit up with excitement.

      “Mal, I know how to deal with the spell.”

      “You figured out a way to break it?” She sounded somewhere between elated and shocked, but I couldn’t blame her.

      I just shook my head, feeling the weight of my realization wash over me.

      “No. We’re not gonna break it.”
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      “What could you possibly mean by that?”

      I could have answered her, probably, but then Maedryell popped into being and grabbed the both of us.

      “Here we go!”

      That was all the warning we got before we were spinning through the in-between place, colors flashing by too fast to comprehend. Thank goodness I’d apparently missed out on a bunch of the jumps by being locked in visions.

      The launch was just about as long as the first one, and the next thing I knew, we were tumbling out onto the hard, rocky floor of the cave that we’d left our friends in.

      “Davie!” Mickey cried and then I was caught up in my sister’s arms again. “You’re back! What happened to your face?!”

      I let out a weak sort of chuckle and looked at Bronn, who was waiting patiently for my sister to finish loving up on me. He was so good like that.

      “I just took a tumble. Comparatively speaking, this is nothing.”

      It really was, considering that one of the times I’d gone off on my own I’d lost almost an entire arm.

      “You may have a point, but that doesn’t mean I like it.”

      Finally, she let me go and Bronn took a moment to hug me, kissing the top of my head. I got the feeling that he wanted to linger, but he knew I had a task to do.

      “Alright, how many people did I miss the introductions of while I was out?” I asked, looking past him. He kept his arm around my waist to steady me, however, and I appreciated the move. I was just so weary, like all that adrenaline and exhilaration had worn off and I was left with an aching body and no energy.

      “While you were out?” Mickey asked with concern. “What do you mean?”

      “She was all glowy,” a large man said, smirking. He had a vague sort of familiarity to him and I was pretty sure he was the man that Mal had described to me. “Eyes, mouth. Thought she swallowed a glowstick or something.” He stood and wow, he was tall. Taller than Bronn with broad shoulders and thick, black coils tied up into a poofy ponytail. “Name’s Princeton. And you are?”

      “Davie. I guess I’m kinda the leader around here. Barely.”

      “Yeah, I gathered as much from the explanation here while you lot were running around. Granted, not that there was a lot of explaining from the main crew considering they were all joining hands and kumbaya-ing or something.”

      “We were trying to reach into the ancient knowledge or whatever it is that gives us visions,” Mickey said, borderline defensively. “Which was explained to you.”

      “I know, I know. I wasn’t saying I didn’t get it. I just figured you guys were all busy enough and didn’t need me to join in.”

      “He doesn’t like being touched because he can see a person’s deepest secret,” another girl said, standing up. She looked a bit younger than me with electric green hair against her tan skin. “Hello, I’m Lakshmi. You pulled me from my realm a couple of hours ago. Nice to meet you when you’re more…present.” She offered her hands. “I’m a second-generation oracle in my world. My gift is I can hear thoughts occasionally. If they’re loud.”

      How could thoughts be loud?

      “Come on now, tell me you’ve never screamed in your own head.”

      “See, now that’s invasive,” Princeton said with a laugh. “Now I don’t feel so bad about my stuff.” He grinned broadly. “Um, there aren’t any other, what did you call them, oracles in my world—at least that I know of. I’ve just been dreaming about our past and seeing stuff since right about when I hit puberty.”

      “Oh, as if that isn’t a turbulent enough time for a kid.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “As cheery as this conversation is,” Bopha said, also rising, “and as much as I enjoy getting whiplash trying to catch everyone’s lips moving, shouldn’t we continue searching? And why is Davie here? I thought that the enemy was still coming after her. Is she our bait or not?”

      Perhaps from anyone else that would have been a harsh statement, but like everything with the woman, it was entirely matter-of-fact. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was what Sok would be like if she hadn’t been trafficked and tortured.

      “I know what we need to do to kill Faeldrus.”

      “You found a way to break the curse!?”

      “No, not really.”

      “But you just said—” someone else started.

      I held up my hand. “The curse is unbreakable, as far as I can tell. Maybe if any of us had some real magical know-how, we could figure out some loophole they never thought of, but we don’t have that sort of time.”

      “Faeldrus can’t be killed without the curse broken.”

      “Actually, Faeldrus can’t be killed while under the curse.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “No, it’s not. The curse can’t be broken, because it’s been woven into the fabric of what makes all of us. But while we can’t undo it, or counter-curse it, we can transfer it.”

      “Transfer it? If it could be just hopped around all willy-nilly to different oracles, I feel like Maedryell would have thought of that. Right?”

      “She’s correct. I can’t just hand off my power or my responsibility. It would be too easy to trick some poor soul and free myself.”

      “That’s just it. There’s no way for you to give up your power because it’s not yours. The curse is balanced, one dragon and one broken seer, remember? Both to maintain the balance and uphold the history of our people. Bound to each other for eternity, their fates all tied up in each other.”

      Maedryell mouthed the words silently and I could almost see the memories flashing behind her eyes. “Vyinde said that to me, before the curse was laid. She wanted to make sure I understood…”

      “I don’t think I’m following,” Lakshmi said. “A broken seer? What exactly is that?”

      “It’s what our people used to call themselves, back on our original plane of existence. And a broken seer meant, uh, I’m not quite sure how to put it into words.” Because I’d never heard anyone explain it. I just knew in my heart what it meant and how Maedryell had fit the bill.

      “It means a seer who’s lost everything. Who knows what the worst pains and the lowest lows possible are. It’s a seer with no family, no legacy, who’s as familiar with agony as they are the back of their hand.”

      “…oh.”

      “You need a dragon,” Bronn said, his grip on me tightening. “That would be me.”

      I chewed at my lip. We were about to get to the part where I knew people were gonna have real objections. “I wanted to ask you, but yes, the way I figure it, we use all of our powers combined to transfer the spell to Bronn and I. Both Maedryell and Faeldrus will lose their powers then, badabing, badaboom, we defeat him.”

      “What then?”

      “I’m sorry?” I asked, looking to Princeton.

      “Let’s say we all agree, and let’s say your plan works. What then? The worlds all stay like this, half-fused and people popping in an out of existence? Monsters, storms, and teleportation?”

      “The ritual isn’t complete,” Maedryell replied helpfully. “He needs to establish himself as the well source of power for all dimensions. There is a chance, although I find it unlikely, that we might be able to…reverse at least some of the effects of the convergence.”

      “Wait, really?” Mal said, the first time she’d piped up in a bit. “There’s actually a chance of that? That’s a thing?”

      “No, it’s not a thing!” Mickey snapped. “Because you’re not transferring some curse to yourself so you can become a…a…a grim reaper! You’ve already sacrificed yourself once, Davie. Do you really think I can go through that again?”

      “Actually—”

      “Then who, Mickey? This is the best shot we have, and if you haven’t noticed—” I wiggled my stump of an arm for emphasis. “—I’m definitely a broken Seer.”

      “Me,” Sokhanya said, striding between us with a determined expression. “Should be me.” She thumped her chest for emphasis. “No family. No future. Nothing. I hardly do speaking. Me.”

      Blood roared in my ears. Sokhanya, beautiful, lovely, whip-smart Sokhanya wanted to give herself up when she’d never even gotten a chance to live?! Unfair. No. She deserved goodness and cushion.

      “If you would—”

      “As the only dragon we have access to currently, I think I should be able to vote who I spend eternity tied to.”

      “Right, so me,” I said, crossing my arms and daring my sister to challenge me.

      “No.”

      Now that was surprising. “No! What do you mean, no!?”

      “I’m with your sister on this. You’ve already given up everything and died once. And what after? We will need a leader, and you fit the bill. You deserve some goodness in your life after…well, after everything that’s happened. I’ll accept anyone in this room. But not you.”

      “So, what, you’d want to spend your eternity without me?” I cried.

      What a time for relationship drama, but I couldn’t help but feel a little hurt. I knew that dragons lived longer than humans. Wasn’t he happy to hear there was a way we could be together forever?

      “Not if it means you don’t get to live the happy life that you deserve.”

      “What about the life you deserve?” I cried, the conversation quickly escalating. I could tell the newcomers were exchanging uneasy looks, but I didn’t care. The broken seer had to be me. It had to. And that wasn’t just my penchant for self-sacrifice talking. I felt it down into my bones.

      “Look, I understand that all of you are desperate to protect each other, but there’s something you’re missing here.”

      Somehow that worked, and we all stopped to stare at the woman. “Say what now?”

      “Time isn’t exactly linear to a grim reaper. You act outside of it. Assuming we get a tomorrow, I might shepherd someone who died yesterday, and another day, I might shepherd someone who dies twenty years from now. That was one of the reasons it took me so long to find you. To me, I’d just found out about the error and went hunting.”

      I turned those words over in my head and why she had said them. “What do you exactly mean by that?”

      “I mean that me dying the day the curse was put on me wasn’t a part of the spell. That was a part of my punishment. You could take on the curse and probably live out your entire mortal life before passing on. It wasn’t until you took your last breath that you would become the shepherd. …probably.”

      “Probably?”

      “This is all conjecture, of course. It’s not like there’s any precedent. But from what I’ve learned trying to research the curse, all of this makes sense. The curse will affect Bronn immediately, most likely. He won’t be able to die. He will be connected to power the likes of which he’s never felt before. He will become a seer, which, mind you, is different from an oracle nowadays.”

      “Wait, but I thought we were se—”

      “Seers are your ancestors, and yes, you are essentially seers, but after generations spread out and evolving, there are some…physiological differences, I’m sure. Nothing too significant, but something I feel I should mention.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, putting all the pieces in order. “So, the curse would effect Bronn immediately, but not me.”

      “Oh, it’ll effect you, it just won’t turn you all the way into a shepherd.”

      “Wait, what? What will it effect?”

      “It’s hard to say. I was never alive when the curse was enacted. All I can say is that it’ll probably effect you in some way. You just won’t be a shepherd until you die.

      “…probably.”

      “You keep saying ‘probably,’” Mickey said, teeth bared. “I don’t think I like that word anymore.”

      “Alright, but point is, Bronn and I get to live out our lives together—assuming we even manage to get this curse to transfer and to defeat Faeldrus. Happily ever after and all that. Then when I pass on, I become a shepherd for the rest of eternity.”

      “Or until you pass it on to someone else. Now that we know it’s transferable, it can become a sort of…legacy. To pass on to the best of us.” I was surprised when Bopha chimed in again. She didn’t seem necessarily taciturn, but she wasn’t exactly talkative either. “You don’t need to spend millennia this way unless you want to.”

      Maedryell whistled. “That would certainly change things. Granted, I think it would be difficult to place that kind of power in another dragon and oracle’s hands, but…I trust you implicitly so maybe you’ll find someone to pass the torch on too. You know, in about a couple dozen centuries or so.”

      I looked to Bronn, smiling sheepishly at him. “So, I know this wasn’t the best way to bring this up, and it’s probably moving too fast considering that it’s, ya know, eternity that we’re talking about. But how about it? Do you want to be stuck with me forever? No taksies baksies.”

      Bronn looked at me for a moment, only a moment, and then he was striding toward me. Suddenly, my face was in his hands and he was kissing me.

      And wow, was it a kiss. He held me there, mouth moving against mine, his hold sure but also maybe a little desperate. Normally, I would be a little flushed at PDA in front of a large group that included my older sister, but at the moment, nothing else seemed to matter.

      No, all that mattered was he and him and the feelings he was pouring out. The affection. The loyalty. It was incredible that we had found each other, but I couldn’t be happier than I was in that moment.

      And the thought of a lifetime with him followed by an eternity was certainly alluring. Sure, I knew after I died, there would be no more kissing, no more holding hands, but we would be together, leading the future generations to their final resting places and guarding the knowledge I’d spent the last couple of years unearthing and protecting.

      It would be a new era, just the two of us, for as long as we wanted.

      Eventually, we parted, and I ignored the uncomfortable throat-clearing from my sister. Bronn just looked into my eyes, and I saw so much there that I could almost cry.

      “I cannot imagine a better destiny than being with you until the end of time.”

      I tried to thank him, tried to say something romantic back, but the words just caught in my throat. Or at least they did until Mickey spoke again.

      “Alright, I get it. You two are the best match, but that doesn’t mean…” She trailed off as I turned my gaze to her, offering her my one hand. She took it, letting me pull her closer into a hug. It was a little awkward to manage considering that Bronn still hadn’t let go of me, but that was alright. It could be a little awkward.

      “Mickey, when you think about it, is there anyone better for this than me?”

      Her lips were pressed into a thin line, her brows furrowed in a way I hadn’t seen since she found out I was lying about doing my homework in my freshmen year of high school. “I… You can’t ask me to co-sign this. I’m your big sister. Let me protect you.”

      “You don’t have to protect me from this,” I said, squeezing her as tightly as I could. “I want it. I know it sounds weird, but this seems more right to me than anything else. I almost feel… I don’t know, like I was meant to be the next shepherd for our people. How else can you explain how all this unraveled?”

      “That terrible Masters’ luck is how I would explain it,” she said bitterly, tears rising in her eyes. Oh, I hated making my sister cry. She’d already been through so much. But at the same time, with every moment that passed, I became more determined to do it. I was going to be the next shepherd. I would defeat Faeldrus and we would restore the worlds as best we could.

      “Mickey…”

      “I just… I just—” She let out an irritated sound before taking several long, deep breaths. “I just want you to have a happy life, Davie.”

      “And I will. I promise. But that’s not gonna happen unless we do this.”

      “Not to interrupt this family moment,” Bron said softly, “but does anyone know how to actually transfer this curse? Or is that what we should be the most concerned about?”

      “…he has a point,” I said softly, giving my sister a bit of a grin. I understood her. I understood her to the bottom of my heart.

      “Alright. Okay. I just, I guess… I need a few minutes. Alright. This is a big deal, Davie. There’s no going back from this.”

      “I know. That’s the point.”

      “Right.”

      She let go of my hand and stepped away, wiping at her eyes. My heart ached for her, it did, but I knew she would eventually get it.

      But for the moment, I had bigger things to worry about.

      “While we were gone, I was having consecutive visions of Maedryell’s life.”

      “What, you were?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I think whatever…force it is that gives us magic, the stream that I was stuck in when I was dead, at least in some way wants me to know how to do this.”

      “Oh, sweet,” Princeton said, clapping his hands together. “Well then, what’s the layout? How we doin’ this? Because, I’m not gonna lie, I have a fiancé and three daughters to get to and I’d really like it if our world wasn’t turned inside out anymore and my babies can go to college.”

      “Ooh, do you have any pictures?” another oracle asked, one that hadn’t spoken before. She was an older woman, with honeyed skin and eyes that were wide and had no pupils. She certainly didn’t look human, but considering she was from another dimension, maybe humans didn’t even exist where she was from.

      This time, it was my turn to clear my throat, and the two looked to me with somewhat contrite expression.

      “Sorry,” Princeton said with a shrug. “I love my lil ones.”

      “I’m sure you do. Anyways, we should probably all join hands and just kinda follow my lead, I guess. You think you’re up for that?”

      “Sure, I can.” He looked thoughtfully at everyone else gathered. “Alright, which one of you has the least amount of phobias?”
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        * * *

      

      I looked out at the dozen or so faces looking back at me. All oracles from several different dimensions. It wasn’t until we were joined together, Bronn and Mal standing to the sides, that I realized we were the same in number as the council I had seen in my visions.

      Huh. That was uncanny.

      But I couldn’t let myself linger on it. In fact, I couldn’t let myself linger on much. We’d already spent so long in one place and that was dangerous. At any moment, Faeldrus could track me down and attack us before we figured anything out.

      Who would have known that the guy eating my arm would give him an all-access pass sort of permanent connection to me? Talk about inconvenient.

      “Ready?” I asked. There was a ring of nods and I realized if this worked out, I would be guiding every person in front of me to their deaths eventually.

      That was… That was intense.

      “Ready,” came Mickey’s soft voice from beside me, where her hand rested on my shoulder.

      “Alright then,” I breathed, feeling excitement, fear, worry, responsibility, all of it coiling in my belly. “Let’s find a way to save our worlds.”

      I could feel the energy of our group rise with that, the magic simmering under our call, and then once more, the world vanished into the dark.
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      “Are you ready?”

      My same words echoed back at me, but they weren’t from my mouth. Instead, the same ritual room I saw before rolled into being around me, colors rushing in like spilled paint.

      The other oracles of my circle were there as well, although we were no longer holding hands in my vision. No, we were spread out, posted at the edges of the room so we could see all of it.

      And there was so much to see.

      I hadn’t noticed before, but the ceiling seemed to be made completely out of glass or some other transparent structure. Above, I could see no moon in the sky, just stars shining brightly. I knew this planet had to have a moon because I’d heard it mentioned before. Heck, they could have had several moons for all I knew. It wasn’t like I remembered most of the knowledge I’d picked up from my time floating around as a dead person lost to time.

      The council, still in their fancy robes as last I had seen them, were standing around the edge of the spell circle that they had all drawn, chanting steadily. I didn’t know what the words were, or what they meant, but at the same time, I felt them as if they were carving themselves into my very bones. Could the others understand them too? That would be one of the only things to make sense.

      The words built on top of each other, each syllable rising even if that was supposed to be impossible. I could feel the thrum of them, the importance, reverberating around each other until they rose into a sort of cacophonous crescendo.

      And then, almost like a jolt, it all stopped.

      I blinked, my own breath sounding harsh in my ears even if I wasn’t actually breathing. And then, the same leader as before spoke.

      “Maedryell of the Barvyss, do you hear our call?”

      “I hear it.”

      “Then drink and surrender yourself to your fate.”

      Wait, what?

      That was when I noticed there was a vial in the woman’s hand, simple yet elegant, filled with a greenish liquid. She raised it, her thumb popping the cork and bringing it to her mouth. But right when it seemed like she was going to down it, she hesitated.

      “Do you balk at your task?”

      “Uh, no. I’m not. I, uh, I…” She licked her lips, and I could see the first sign of uncertainty on her features. “I know I have no right to ask anything, but please, don’t let me be remembered as a traitor. I know that’s what I am, but I’m doing this to wipe the slate clean. So please, let history forget me rather than have them remember me as that.”

      Only silence greeted her, and my heart ached as tears began to well up and spill out from her one good eye. Her mask crumpled, and then she was crying into her hands, the vial clutched between her increasingly wet fingers.

      The same small woman from before went to her, raising her chin and drying her eyes with the sleeve of her robes.

      “This punishment is to atone. When it is finished, you will no longer be a traitor but our savior. Our guide. And I will make sure they will all remember that.”

      “Thank you,” Maedryell whispered, her lips trembling. Something poignant passed between the two of them. Something tender and awful, and it made me want to stumble forward to hug them both. But neither said anything more, and the small woman just leaned forward to press a kiss to Maedryell’s forehead.

      “Santha, that is enough.”

      The small woman looked back at the others, a storm on her face, but Maedryell just leaned forward, resting her head against the Santha’s side. “Go.”

      Another moment, full of words and history that I wished I knew, then the woman was stepping back to the edge of the circle. I didn’t miss how her lips were trembling, her own eyes red and shiny. I wished I had the time and means to ask Maedryell who that was.

      With one last breath, Maedryell lifted the potion again and drank it all in one gulp. I could feel the shift in energy in the room the moment she did, billowing inward like she was a void sucking it all up. I felt like my entire body was being pulled toward her, but when I looked down, I hadn’t moved an inch.

      Maedryell screamed, really screamed, and suddenly thunder boomed ahead. It seemed a lot of seer/oracle magic resulted in storms. I wondered if there was a scientific reason for that or if my ancestors were just really into drama.

      But then a bolt of lightning cracked right down through the glass and to where Maedryell was kneeling. There was an awful scream and a hiss, then the room filled with smoke.

      I heard chanting again, different but just as powerful, winding its way into my ears and burrowing into my brain. I wasn’t going to be able to forget those words again if I tried. And I didn’t want to.

      It was awful, it was so terribly sad, but I was learning ancient history that had been lost to my people. History that I could possibly spread to them. That could make me a better shepherd. History that made me understand the mess we were in a lot better and make sure that I learned from it, so it never repeated itself.

      More thunder, more lightning, more power sucking into the center of the room until it was like I couldn’t even breathe, and then, just as suddenly as she’d downed the potion, all of it stopped.

      The smoke stopped spinning and coiling, rushing back like someone was playing a video in reverse. The thunder faded and a gentle rain began to fall, tinkling across the shattered glass everywhere. The council stopped their chanting, and all stood at the edges of the meticulously-carved circle.

      And at the center of it stood the translucent, intimidating form that I was so familiar with. She almost looked peaceful, floating there for a moment, her skull pristinely white and her form relaxed. But then there was a shudder, and I watched as she gasped for the first time.

      “And thus it is done,” the leader of the council said, waving their hand and making the candle at their feet go out. “Begin your journey, Shepherd, and blessings be with you.”

      There was the slightest stutter, the woman’s hand raising toward Santha as if she had been tempted to move toward her, but then it dropped, and she gave a single nod. Without another word, she disappeared.

      I thought that was where it was going to end—that the vision would just spit us back into reality and we could get on with saving the world—but it didn’t. Our group watched in confusion as the council members began to file out, one of them calling for the maids before Santha said she would take care of things.

      Soon, it was only her in the room. I was confused, that was for sure, but that confusion turned to pure alarm when she let out a choked sob and looked right at me.

      “Please,” she whispered, tears running down her face. She looked so young. Younger than Maedryell even. “Tell her I’m waiting for her. As long as it takes.”

      I tried to say something, ask her how she saw me, but I was so stunned and surprised by the fact that she saw me that everything started fading around us. The vision was ended, but I wanted to know.

      “Who are you?” I called, blackness pooling under my feet and welling up my legs. It’d already snatched away half of my circle and I knew I had seconds, if not less.

      “I’m the person she gave up everything to save,” the woman said before the whole room shattered into nothing.

      

      We crashed into our bodies so hard that most of us fell, landing in various ungraceful heaps. Thankfully, nobody cracked their heads, and both Bronn and Mal were on us, helping us up and making sure everyone was alright.

      Maedryell was at the edge of the scene, watching us, and I could see the worry in her features. Funny how she had been someone who once struck terror into my heart but now I looked at her quite fondly.

      There was a whole lot of sadness there too, of course. Gosh, oracle history was depressing. Did we ever have happy times?

      Maybe I could change that.

      I gave a pointed look to Mickey and she caught on, gathering up the others and going over everything they had observed to put together the ritual. To their credit, everyone seemed to be adapting well, but I assumed that it was easier to accept bizarre things in an apocalypse.

      When they were huddled, I walked to Maedryell, offering her my good hand. She took it, a curious expression on her face.

      “I have something to show you,” I said. “Can you go through my memories again? Like you did when you showed me what happened with my parents?”

      “Yes, that’s something I can do.”

      “Alright, then I’d like you to look at what just happened. You can look on your own, though. I don’t need to be there.”

      “What’s the point of this? I don’t need to see the ritual. I lived through it, after all. Even if some of the details are a bit…hazy.”

      “Just trust me on this, okay?”

      “Alright.”

      I felt a cold shudder go up my arm and into my head, almost feeling like a vision, but it was over in just a blink. The dryness of my mouth told me that it had actually been longer, but all the other oracles were still discussing things so it couldn’t have been too long.

      “Did you see it?” I asked, not wanting to let go until I was sure the message had been sent. There was something about that small woman, about how tenderly she’d interacted with Maedryell, that told me forgetting to share her words would be one of the cruelest things I could do. I didn’t know if she was a best friend. A sister. A cousin. Even an adopted child. It wasn’t like I knew either of their ages. All I knew was that there was history there that went as deep as what Mallory and I had created together.

      What I wouldn’t give to see Mallory again. But if the spell worked, I was possibly giving that up forever.

      …I hadn’t thought of that.

      Maedryell didn’t answer for a long moment. Several long moments. In fact, it was such a long pause that I almost asked her again, but then she spoke.

      “I did.”

      I hesitated, not sure if that was the end. But then she dropped my hand and I figured that was that. I didn’t really know what to say either, so I just gave her a nod and went to return to the group of oracles to figure out the details we needed. That spell circle had been complicated. But then Maedryell spoke again and I froze in my tracks.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem. And for what it’s worth, I’m pretty sure she’s going to be excited to see you.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah, I do, and you should take my word for it. I am an oracle and all.”

      “That you are, Daniella Masters. You are perhaps the greatest example of what we should be that I’ve ever met. And I have been alive a very long time.”

      Now I really didn’t know what to say to that. Flushing, I gave an awkward wave and joined up with the huddled oracles.

      We had a plan to finish.
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      “I hope this works,” Bronn said, standing from where he had finished carving the spell circle into the tightly-packed dirt below our feet. “I mean, your plans always work. I’m not sure why I’m feeling so…nervous.”

      “Probably because the worlds are ending, your people are probably dead, and we’re doing something that’s never been done in the history of ever,” Mal helpfully supplied from where she was using some sort of power tool to work on another section of the circle.

      “Well, when you put it that way,” I grumbled, but she had a point. I looked to Maedryell, who was mostly just floating around, observing things. I could tell that the other oracles were mildly unnerved by her, but thankfully, most of them were wise enough not to say anything.

      For a bit I had wondered why she wouldn’t help, didn’t point out that a rune was wrong or that the council had done this instead of that, but then I realized that she might not actually remember. Most of those things happened when she was a living being, and she’d been both terrified and full of guilt. It made sense that the details of what emphasis they put on which syllable of the chant might elude her.

      “And you’re sure as soon as we finish this that Faeldrus will come here?” Although we’d moved from the cave in the dead realm we’d been in, we had been setting up for nearly half a day. I was surprised he wasn’t banging at the door already.

      “I’m sure. This is the underside of that pocket dimension he was trapped in. I’m sure this is the last place he wants to be and the last he’ll ever look. It helps that I’m shielding you as best I can.”

      I stood bolt upright at that. “We’re in his prison?”

      “Yes, why?”

      There was a whole lot about that that made me panic, but I swallowed and tried to go for the least paranoid. “It…looks different. I’m not used to seeing life here.”

      Granted, there wasn’t a lot of life. Sickly, grabby grass with nettles in a giant, flat field surrounded by dark mountains, but it certainly wasn’t a city that looked like it had been bombed.

      “Well, like I said, we are underneath it. It’s just a pocket dimension with a single world. It’s not round like yours.” She pointed upwards. “That’s also why there’s no stars. No night here. Just day. And occasionally some storms.”

      It was just too much to get into when I already had so much to deal with. “Right. Well, moving on then.”

      And surprisingly, we did move on. It couldn’t have been more than an hour or two later that Krisjian came up to me, something green streaked across one of his cheeks, and handed me a vial. It wasn’t the same potion that was given to Maedryell when she’d taken it, but one entirely different with a different task.

      It hadn’t exactly been easy for all of us to transpose what parts of the ritual we’d observed that would allow us to move the curse along, but there was something…innate about it. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but it was as if we’d absorbed the knowledge of the council members we’d watched.

      We were also at the point where I knew not ask questions. Being an oracle was weird sometimes.

      “I think we are ready.”

      “You think so?”

      He nodded, before hastily pulling me into a hug. “No matter what happens, I’m glad you found me.”

      Oh.

      Oh.

      I wrapped my one arm around him, my heart swelling. “I’m happy you listened, Krisjian. I love you dearly.”

      We held each other for a very long moment, and I found myself not wanting to let go. I’d watched him go from a scared, skinny young man who hardly spoke English to the brilliant, strong, capable oracle he had grown into.

      And if things went right, he would actually have a chance to keep on growing and turn into the amazing man I saw inside of him. And I would get to see it. I would be able to bake him an oversized cake and embarrass him in front of his friends. I could get him into a school! If he wanted to, of course. I was fine with the online courses that he was taking with Mal.

      But we had to get the ritual right.

      We parted only for me to see Mal, Sok, Mickey, and Bronn all standing there, looking at me expectantly.

      “Alright,” I said with a laugh that was layered with tears. Happy, loving tears. “Who’s next?”

      To my surprise, it was Sok, who practically threw herself at me. Her skinny arms wrapped around my waist and her face pressed into my chest.

      We stood that way for another long moment, rocking slightly, and I felt so much. She’d been in such a terrible, awful, truly cruel situation when I found her, deprived of everything a person deserved, and I couldn’t wait for all of this to be over so I could take her on a tour of everything. I wanted her to go to an amusement park. The movies! I wanted to stuff her silly with good food and help her find all her favorites. I wanted to learn ASL with her and be a better ally with her deafness. I wanted so much for her, and we were so close to getting her that.

      She moved away, sniffling slightly, but then that resolute look settled onto her features. I gave her another nod and then it was Mal who was shuffling up.

      “You’re not so bad, you know. If you had to run into anyone in my awful dimension, I’m glad it was me.”

      “I’m glad it was you too, Mal.”

      “You never treated me as a replacement for her, you know. Or a copy. I was always Mal to you, and I appreciate that.”

      Mal didn’t need to clarify who she meant, we both knew. I just bent and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “You are your own person. You always have been.”

      “You got that right.”

      Then it was Mickey. She didn’t say anything, what could be said for sisters who shared their whole lives? For so long, we’d only had each other to cling to. We were each other’s protectors, each other’s guardians, best friends.

      So, we just hugged. We hugged and just breathed together, feeling all the things that we couldn’t say.

      Then it was Bronn’s turn. He smiled crookedly at me, those eyes of his flashing. “Did you ever think, when you were running away from me at that café, that we’d end up like this?”

      “Definitely not,” I said, raising my arm and circling it around his shoulders. “But everyone dreams of being with their true love forever, right?”

      He let out a huffing sort of chuckle. “We really are gonna be together forever, aren’t we?”

      “Provided that this ritual works and we manage to kill an unkillable enemy, yeah.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      He bent down and kissed me again.

      It wasn’t the desperate, needy kiss that we’d just had earlier. Instead it was soft, and it was sweet. It was full of so much hope that I could practically melt under it.

      And maybe I did, because we didn’t part until someone cleared their throat again. I blinked, standing back and flushing slightly.

      “Shall we get on with things?” I asked, finally tearing my gaze away from Bronn to look at the others. Princeton seemed amused, the older woman looked smitten, and most of the others appeared like they maybe felt like a third wheel.

      There was a general murmur of agreement, but the nerves of the whole room jumped up a notch. I couldn’t blame them. I felt like my stomach was going to fall out, and I wasn’t even the one who was going to be doing most of the proceeds.

      “I love you,” Mickey said, catching my hand at the last moment as everyone moved to the edges of the circle while Bronn, Maedryell, and I moved inside of it. “No matter what happens here, I’ve seen all that you’ve done, and I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

      “Thanks, Sis. I love you too. Always will.”

      “You got that right.”

      And then we were taking our places. I was still going to chant, still going to put as much power into the room as I could, but I couldn’t be at the edge of the circle. Not to do what I needed to do. I wasn’t going to be in control of the situation, and I was going to have to trust all of them to perform a spell that had never been performed before. A spell that had never been meant to be performed.

      Was never meant to be performed.

      Oh well. A first time for everything.

      The others joined hands outside the circle and the energy of the room responded in kind. It was like our magic knew something was up and was preparing for it, bucking and eager to pitch in for the fight.

      And there was certainly going to be one hell of a fight on our hands.

      “For what it’s worth, even if none of this pans out, I’m glad I didn’t reap you, Davie.”

      I laughed, because how else could I respond to that? “I’m glad you didn’t too.”

      Maybe she wanted to say more. Maybe I wanted to say more. Maybe I wanted to turn to Bronn at my side and kiss him senseless. But we didn’t do any of that because the chanting had started.

      It was time to see if we’d pulled off the master plan or had put all our eggs in one basket.

      I felt the same thrum that I’d felt in the vision, the pulse of power that had been stirred up by the words of the council. Some of them were the same, some were different, but they were what we’d all agreed upon.

      Maybe we were insane to think we could do something like that, but it’d felt right. Like whatever the force was that compelled the magic running through oracles wanted us to do it. Wanted us to win.

      Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

      But wishful thinking or not, the power thrummed. It built. It bubbled and brooked. Snapped and popped. It was stronger than I’d ever felt before, and it made me wonder what could happen if we were a nation. A unified people rather than orphans scattered across the realms.

      Future goals, future goals. For the moment, we needed to get through our greatest tribulation.

      “Maedryell of the Barvyss,” Princeton’s voice called out amongst the rising rush of magic that was filling my ears. “You have served your debt to your people, we relinquish you from your punishment, your ledger paid in full. Do you hear us?”

      “I hear you.”

      “Then we free you from your bonds, Maedryell of the Barvyss. We release you from the fetters and responsibilities that have kept you bound. Do you accept this release?”

      “I do. Oh, by the ancestors, I do.”

      “And who do you name in your place?”

      “I name Daniella Masters, daughter of the lost and mother to the next generation of seers. I would not trust another.”

      Oh, I hadn’t known that she was going to say all that. That… That was a lot.

      “Daniella Masters, do you accept this duty? It will be unending, it will be eternal, until you find one worthy to replace you.”

      “I accept it,” I said, closing my eyes and feeling the magic rush through me. Gosh, it felt so good. So full of potential.

      “Then name your counterpart. This will be your anchor in the dark. Your balance to keep you in step. The two of your fates will be wound together, bound as one, never to be parted again.”

      I took a deep breath. Then a deeper one. Then maybe one more deep one after them. “I name Bronn, the dragon prince beside me, to be my counterpart and take this burden with me. Together, we will serve our people and make sure that we will thrive and prosper as our enemy has prevented.”

      “So, you have spoken. So, it will be.” He didn’t need to ask Bronn if he consented, apparently. Part of the way the spell worked. After all, it wasn’t like they’d asked Faeldrus if he was okay with them locking him away and making his wild card of coming back from the dead go up in smoke.

      “Daniella, drink of our people, drink the gift we give to you, and Maedryell, it is time for you to let go and fall.”

      They began chanting again, and I felt it vibrate through my feet and up my spine. It was so beautiful, enough to make me cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. I was too excited, too scared, and everything was just escalating that much more.

      The refrain repeated and then there was that thunder up ahead. It was booming and boisterous, rattling my teeth and even my soul. Electricity was building along my skin, making my hair stand up, celebrating, jumping at the chance to do something it never had before.

      It was like the whole world was locked into the crescendo of our circle, cheering us on, urging us to keep going.

      “Davie…”

      I looked to Maedryell beside me, the spirit letting out a soft gasp—which was saying something considering she didn’t need to breathe—and then stiffening.

      And that was when the real magic happened.

      Suddenly, light shot up around the edge of the circle, lighting up in a wave before tracing inward. It raced along, bright and blue, shimmering with so much energy that it practically buzzed. When it reached Maedryell, everything changed.

      The smoke shot out, coating the floor up to our knees in thick, inky waves. And instead of gray, Maedryell’s body began to glow a crystalline blue.

      It was like the same crystal that had encased me, but the meaning was totally different. Instead of entrapping her, it was freeing her, and she began to rise into the air.

      I watched, breathless and pushing out all the power I could. And what was insane was that I could feel it, rushing through the air, the circle, and even her. I felt it rush through her very being, breaking chains, freeing bonds, tearing away bindings that had held her for longer than anyone had ever been alive.

      And then, after another rushing surge, that last chain broke and she truly was free.

      The lightning crashed down, lancing in a perfect line right to Maedryell’s heart. And in that moment, she was beautiful.

      Light filled the entire deathly meadow we were in, blinding me, but I didn’t need to see to know what was happening. I felt the entire world break around us, rules shattering and reforming, magic surging through new channels and reveling in its beauty.

      That moment lingered, filling my heart with hope. Pumping me full of all the energy I’d felt like I was missing ever since the rotted dragon came to my dimension.

      And then all that magic turned around and went into me.

      Oh man, did it hit me. I felt like I was picked up off the earth and thrown into space. Like someone had made me swallow the sun and wouldn’t let any of the power out. It was too much, too much, but I gritted my teeth and took it.

      The surge was impossible, monumental, but I weathered it. Just under the rush, I felt a strange sort of tether wrap around me. Then another. And another. And then I was yanked down into a pool of knowledge and heritage I never knew I had.

      Images flashed through my mind, too quick to process. Suddenly, my perception stretched out and I was aware of little prickles of light stretching out all around me. Across space, across universes even.

      Were those…

      Was I…

      I was sensing all the oracles! Or…was I sensing all the souls that needed me to guide them home? I didn’t know, but I could feel them calling to me, and that feeling only grew more and more as the power within me surged.

      I was almost completely divorced from my body, and yet I knew the moment the light died and the wind stopped blowing. Gasping, I opened my eyes, lights dancing all around in my vision.

      But I was alive. I was full of magic to bursting and feeling more like myself than I had in months, but I was most definitely alive.

      It looked like Maedryell was right.

      Maedryell!

      I looked up and saw a human, dressed in white, her hair flowing around her. She slowly lowered, as if the world itself was gently letting her down to rest, telling her that it was alright.

      Bronn and I moved forward at the same time, catching her in our arms and lowering her to the ground. I never thought I would see Maedryell in the flesh, never even really thought about it, but there she was.

      “Hey,” I said when her eyes fluttered open. And, oh, she had both of them back. It hadn’t been like that when I’d seen her in my last vision.

      “H-hey,” she murmured, licking her lips. “Is… Is that what I sound like?”

      “Apparently, you do,” I said with the tiniest bit of a laugh. “So how does it feel to be mortal again?”

      “It feels… It feels…” She took a shuddering breath, and I saw the color slowly draining from her face. Slowly, calmly, but it was still there. She was so very old, wasn’t she? But she’d just arrived in the mortal world. I didn’t want her to go yet. “It feels good,” she whispered.

      Her hand rose and I gripped it, hoping she could feel that I would do right by her, by our people.

      “You all are everything I ever dreamed of and more. When our kind winked out across almost every dimension, I thought that I had failed, that my people had asked one thing from me and I’d ruined that too. But you did it, all of you. And when you get out of here, don’t ever forget that it was all of you that have saved us.”

      “We’re not gonna forget. I promise.”

      “Good,” she said, smiling slightly. “Good. I feel cold, you know? It’s amazing. I haven’t felt cold in so long.”

      “I’m glad you’re getting to feel it now.”

      Her breathing was coming slower and her skin was paler, her blinks lasting longer, but she still smiled.

      “Do you think my old friends will be happy to see me?”

      “I know Santha will be. I’m sure there are others. I bet they’re all waiting in a line to catch up.”

      “That’d be nice, wouldn’t it?” she whispered, her mouth barely moving.

      “It’s gonna be great.” I leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I promise.”

      “I’ll see you in a few millennia, then?”

      “You will. Now go see Santha. She’s waiting for you.”

      Maedryell smiled, a real smile, and then her breathing stalled out. I held her, as did Bronn, and we silently watched as she rippled then turned to dust, the wind taking what remained of her and scattering it to the dimension.

      Finally, after so long, Maedryell was at peace.

      She had certainly earned it.
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      “Did… Did it work?”

      I blinked, pulling myself back to the moment. Bronn and I had been just sitting there, looking at the place Maedryell used to be. My mind was in a lot of different places. I was thinking about all that Maedryell’s life had been and how much there was that I would probably never know. I also thought about how different it was witnessing her death over Mallory’s. I thought about our future, and the era that we were hopefully ending.

      I stood, facing the other oracles. I could see their eyes on me, but more importantly, I could see the energy bubbling within them and how it connected all of us. Because we really were connected, like trees in a forest all sharing the same roots.

      “It worked,” I said, and my words reverberated in my own head. “At least as far as I can tell.”

      “There’s really no way to know, is there?” Krisjian asked. “Not until—”

      A booming shatter filled the air, drowning out the end of his sentence. Looking up, I saw a massive and unfortunately familiar paw shattering the ground, debris shooting into the air then raining down all around us.

      Faeldrus sure did like to make an entrance. His other foot came up, reminiscent of the very way that he had entered our world, and then his head was emerging.

      Where are you, children? I can smell you!

      Ugh. He really did like those dramatics.

      Come now, Davie, aren’t you tired of running?

      I straightened from where I had jumped to avoid the falling debris and stood, hand on my hip. Maybe it was a bit of a cliché pose, but it felt right. It made me feel strong.

      “As a matter of fact, I am.”

      He shot up into the air and I guessed we really were on the underside of his prison dimension. I had no idea how Maedryell managed to get us there or even knew about it, but it wasn’t like I could ask her.

      There you are, my girl. I’ve been looking for you for so long. You know, we’re late, my dear. Everyone is waiting for us! It’s not nice to delay the new dawn.”

      “Oh, is that what we’re calling it now? I prefer the term good ole fashioned apocalypse.”

      You can call it whatever you want. That’s not going to change what happens.

      “I think it is.”

      Obviously, a dragon didn’t have eyebrows, but if he did, they definitely would have been raised.

      You seem to have rallied. Has something happened, little one?

      I bared my teeth. I was so done with him. Done with the pain and the anguish and all the death he had caused. “Why don’t you come and find out?”

      I was being too brash, I knew it, and he could tell that something was up. But I also knew that he couldn’t resist me. Not with me standing right in the open, staring up at him with defiance in my eyes.

      To his credit, he lasted longer than I thought he would.

      But then he shot forward, jaws wide and teeth sparkling.

      He should have known better, he really should have, because steam burst across the meadow and everything was obscured for a moment. I stood my ground, and before he could even reach me, Bronn rammed into his back and the two went tumbling away.

      Claws and teeth scraping against scaley skin filled the hall, along with plenty of roaring. It was deafening, and most of us oracles clapped our hands over our ears.

      But we weren’t any shrinking violets. Once the worst of it passed, I looked back to my friends, my family, and gave them a look. Even though none of us were telepathic, we didn’t need that to communicate exactly what each one of us were thinking.

      It was finally time to fight back.

      Faeldrus opened his mouth, his jaws dangerously close to Bronn’s smaller neck. It was strange to see the prince so outsized, but the formerly-rotted dragon really was massive. Bronn managed to keep Faeldrus’s bite at bay, but I saw the flicker of light within it even from down on the ground.

      Raising my hand, I called up all the magic I felt bubbling in me. It was still so new and ran in me so deep, but it slid into my grip at my call.

      The fire rushed out of Faeldrus’s mouth only to hit the shield that I summoned, bouncing back into his own face. For a moment, I hoped that would be enough, but while it did stop the rotted dragon from sinking his teeth into Bronn’s neck, it didn’t impede him at all from pulling away and managing to throw the prince to the ground.

      Krisjian rushed forward, sliding on his stomach just close enough to touch a finger to Bronn’s wings. I could make out his mouth moving but couldn’t hear any of the words. That didn’t matter, however, because I was raising my hand and summoning another shield around Bronn as he recovered his balance and turned to attack again.

      It was clear that Faeldrus saw me and knew exactly what I was doing, because instead of swooping down, he let out a truly ear-shattering roar.

      And the earth answered.

      It shook below our feet, cracks lacing through it. Like something out of a nightmare, skeletal hands began to shoot up, reaching and grabbing blindly. They weren’t human hands, and weren’t quite dragon hands either, but something entirely in between, awful and unnatural.

      “Get off the ground!” I called, scrambling for some sort of debris or something to hold onto. Bronn lifted into the air, attacking Faeldrus outright, but the spell was already uttered. Maybe it was the dead or maybe it was the damned, but either way, something was definitely trying to grab us.

      I most sincerely didn’t want to be grabbed.

      But as with most things in life, what I wanted didn’t matter. I had only barely reached a large piece of twisted metal when something cold and hard bit into my ankle, yanking me roughly.

      I yelped, kicking backward with my other foot, but the next thing I knew, I was face first on the ground. My nose protested, but I was pretty sure there was no cracking or blood. Granted, my relief at that didn’t much matter when more hands began to reach up and pull at me, gripping my clothes, gripping my arms, even my hair.

      “Get off me!” I cried, calling up my shield around me. I imagined a bubble over my body, keeping me safe and secure from their hold.

      Just like I hoped it would, the rapid rise of the wall cut off the bony limbs, leaving them flopping uselessly around me. But I didn’t even get a moment to celebrate before even longer, ganglier ones shot up around me, clamping around the entire bubble of my magic.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” I spat.

      It wasn’t.

      The earth beneath me began to crack and I could feel my whole bubble being pulled into the ground. Cursing under my breath, I tried to figure out what to do, only to have another yank send me deeper.

      “Oh no you don’t!” I looked toward the sound to see Princeton jump down from a large chunk of debris and grab one of the skeletal hands reaching for him. “Come on, show me your big weakness.”

      Funny, nothing on his outside changed, but I could feel the magic snap out of him. It was different than my magic, or Mickey’s and Sokhanya’s. Instead of bubbling, or popping like a liquid, it was almost like…wind. Or maybe pollen caught in the wind. Small particles of sparkling power that spread out around him like a mushroom releasing its spores in a great rush.

      I felt that power travel through him then down to those hands, spreading out like an infection until they all were shining with the same sort of energy I couldn’t see but sure as heck could feel.

      After that, there was a moment that nothing happened, and I felt like all of us were holding our breath. Then an unearthly shriek issued from the ground and the hands all began to shake, smoke coming from them before they suddenly stiffened and burst into white ash.

      “That’s what I thought,” Princeton said with a snarl before rushing over to me, helping me up.

      “Thanks,” I said breathlessly. “That was impressive.”

      He didn’t answer right away, his eyes affixed elsewhere, and it took me a minute to realize he was staring down at our joined hands.

      “You okay?” I asked. What a ridiculous thing to ask in the middle of a battle. Possibly our final battle.

      He didn’t answer again for a beat, before shaking his head and letting me go. “Uh. Yeah. You, uh, you’ve been through a lot, haven’t you?”

      “Haven’t we all?” I said with a wry grin before I spotted the flaming mass of energy coming towards us. Pressing him to the side, I called up my magic and shot it up, covering the entire field.

      Just like before, the fire bounced off it, flinging up into the sky. If there was any wildlife, I would have been worried about it, but as it was, there wasn’t a single living thing besides us.

      “I guess you’re right,” he said, trotting back to where the older woman was… Wait, was that a crossbow? Where did she get a crossbow!?

      I didn’t get an answer on that because Faeldrus dove down, slamming into my shield with his whole being. It rattled me, sending me to my knees, but somehow, I managed to hold on.

      What’s this? he asked, sounding oily and pleased and making me really want to punch him in the face. I was pretty sure it was not advisable to punch a dragon in the face, but half the things I did weren’t advisable.

      …actually, half was a fairly generous underestimate.

      You’ve recovered considerably, haven’t you, little one? Always full of surprises. He spiraled up and Bronn shot toward him, jaws wide and snapping. But before Bronn could reach him, Faeldrus’s tail glowed a shining blue and smacked him right back down.

      The collision was brutal, and I couldn’t stop the startled cry that escaped my mouth. Before I could stop myself, I was running forward, arms outstretched like I really could punch someone.

      A hand caught my arm, yanking me back. I snarled, trying to pull myself free, only to hear a similarly adamant grunt.

      Looking back, I saw it was Sokhanya, her nails biting into my skin as she looked at me urgently. I tugged, but she just shook her head at me before pointing upward. I followed her finger, seeing Faeldrus rising up to descend into my shield again.

      “What?”

      She pointed more urgently again and pulled out something I never thought I would see. That pen. That long, peacock-feathered ancient pen that had killed the anti-humanist prince who had been about to kill us.

      “Where did you even get that?”

      She didn’t answer, just pointed urgently. “What do you want me to do? I can’t throw you up!”

      She moved her hand to grip my fingers and thrust it upwards, like I was making another shield.

      “Wait… You want me to use a shield to launch you at Faeldrus?” She nodded, a brilliant smile illuminating her face, and I just stared at her, valuable seconds slipping away and Faeldrus banging on my shield with all he had. “No, Sokhanya. No.”

      But she yanked even harder and made a stabbing motion with her pen.

      “Trust! Me!”

      Trust her? It wasn’t a matter of trust. It was a matter of knowing better than to slingshot my friend at an ancient, powerful dragon. He would snatch her out of the air and make a tiny and rather unsatisfying snack of her.

      “Never ask anything! Do this! Trust!”

      I probably should have argued with her. Shoved her away and told her no. But she was right, she so rarely asked for anything. How could I ever tell her no?

      So, for some reason I couldn’t explain, I just nodded. She let go, crouching low like she was about to launch herself into the air, and maybe in another situation, I would have laughed. But I didn’t laugh. Instead, I focused myself and tried to think of how to do what she was asking for. I’d done some crazy things with my ability to make barriers, but launching someone into the air at a giant enemy was a new one.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, picturing the energy inside of me spreading out under her feet. I let it build up, burning hot and bright in my mind, imagining it pushing up and protecting her from a hard fall higher and higher until she was exactly where she was supposed to land.

      And then, with a quick prayer to anyone who was watching, I let all that go.

      I opened my eyes as I did and sure enough, I saw a bubble of my magic rocket ahead, pushing Sokhanya up, up, up right as Faeldrus descended.

      She was going too fast; he was moving too quickly. There was no way it could work! It couldn’t—

      But then she jumped, sailing through the air and colliding with his head. She grabbed one of his horns with her free hand, and even dangling there, her feet didn’t even reach his jaw. He was just so big. I couldn’t believe what was happening. It was like it was playing out in slow motion.

      Was this her ability? Defying probability? Being able to exploit weakness? Incredible luck? I suppose I didn’t have a way of knowing. But if we won, maybe we could experiment and see just how her magic would grow.

      I watched, jaw hanging open, as she let go of the horn and fell. An unintelligible scream left my mouth, but a second later, she was stabbing the pen into Faeldrus’s eye, dragging it down with her weight until it lodged into the bottom of his orbital lobe.

      The roar he let out was truly monstrous and he pulled up while shrieking, his whole body shaking and seizing. Sokhanya went flying, but I couldn’t even call up a shield before Bronn caught her in the softer fold of his wing and let her slide to the ground.

      She landed in a crouch as blood rained from above. Instead of being red, as one would expect, it was a thick and viscous sort of shining blue.

      Weird.

      Faeldrus was still screaming and thrashing in the air. Sokhanya ran to me, grinning like a madman, but my eyes were just on Bronn.

      Did… Did he look bigger?

      “What is this!? This isn’t possible!” Faeldrus writhed more, his giant claws holding his face. His cries were truly awful, but I didn’t let them touch me. “I can’t be hurt!”

      “Like you said,” I cried, summoning another shield and coating Bronn in it. Yeah, he definitely was bigger. More powerful. I could feel it against my teeth and fingertips. “I’m full of surprises.”

      Taking a deep breath, I reached down into the new magic in me. The bright and shining but intimidating well of power that connected me to our entire history. It burned through me like wildfire, but it also felt like it was exactly where it belonged. Opening myself to it as much as I could, I asked it to guide me—to help me protect my people and let us flourish.

      And just like that, Maedryell’s giant scythe appeared in front of me, smoking slightly with that gray mist of hers. I reached out for it, never breaking eye-contact with Faeldrus’s bleeding face. As my fingers wrapped around it, I realized that it wasn’t Maedryell’s scythe at all.

      It was mine.

      “You… You… What is happening?! The curse can’t be broken. It’s impossible.”

      “You’re right,” I said, letting the peace and power of it flow over me. Those bonds that had snatched up my destiny, tied me enterally to our people, flared up at the idea that the beast in front of us was threatening our future. They caressed me, encouraging me to end the threat so I could guide all our lost souls. “It can’t be broken.”

      That same magic lifted me up and it felt as natural as breathing, even if the air around me was filling with gentle tendrils of gray smoke. The higher I rose, the more I felt the new magic rush through me, filling every cell until I was so much more than the sum of my parts.

      “Only taken away.”

      “You— You— Impossible!”

      “Clearly not.”

      “But there must be a broken seer and her dragon. This doesn’t—”

      A snarl sounded from Bronn and he rushed from where he had wheeled around, swooping under me so that I settled naturally on his neck. Oh yeah, he was definitely almost twice his previous size, my thighs barely able to stretch enough to give me purchase.

      “Oh, I have my dragon, alright,” I said, feeling the heartbreak of every ancestor I’d ever had who had suffered pain at his hands. Feeling the loss, the terror, and the rage. All of it coursed through me, demanding justice. Demanding recompense.

      And who was I to deny them?

      “It just isn’t you.”

      Faeldrus let out a screech unbefitting a dragon of his station and rushed down, his blood still dribbling from his wound. But I was ready for him. My muscles moved with the ease of practice they shouldn’t even have, swinging my scythe around and cutting into the soft, leathery flesh of his wing.

      Bronn didn’t remain idle, reaching up, his jaws snapping at the other wing too. He managed a good bite before a cloud of acidic green burst from Faeldrus’s skin.

      I remembered the cloying smoke of his entrance and how it had melted the earth, how it had burned my lungs while I tried to drag Mallory to safety. Quickly, I called a shield up not just around us, but over everyone below me.

      Which turned out to be the best thing I could have done, because as my protective magic rolled over them, I could feel them all connect to me, willing their power into me. It was a dizzying rush, especially with everything else happening inside of me, but it was welcome and fueled me that much further.

      Because we were one. All of us, them and me, the dead and the living, working together to bring down the evil that had been haunting us for more centuries than we could count.

      Faeldrus shrieked again, backing out of the acidic cloud. He was bleeding once more, but this time from his two wounds on either wing. I could tell he was struggling to turn and rise with the same speed as before. And, I couldn’t be exactly sure, but it looked like he was getting…

      Smaller.

      Another roar from him, fire arching out of his mouth, but there was something off about it. The flames were blue instead of red and moved in jerking, leaping strikes. I brought up a shield, trying to cover both Bronn and I, but was taken off guard before I could completely cover us.

      The flames hit and they hit hard, not like fire at all. Instead, it was like a solid wall of electricity, biting into us while slamming us backward.

      It physically lifted me off Bronn, and I found myself falling. I tried to right myself, but I hit the ground with full force.

      …then passed right through to the opposite side, where the burned out and ruined city was.

      “Huh?” I looked at my hand and feet to see that they were smoking, but not from myself. It was that same white-green color that revolved around Faeldrus’s magic. The color of infection. But other than the smoke, I was standing there, on unbroken ground, completely fine.

      “This is bizarre.” I scrunched my fingers, and the smoke disappeared in a couple softening waves. Taking a deep breath, I jumped up in the air and pictured myself moving right back to where I was supposed to be.

      And just like I hoped, it worked. I popped through the other side just in time to see Bronn dragging Faeldrus upwards, the rotted dragon’s tail firmly clamped in the prince’s mouth.

      Yup, Faeldrus was definitely smaller. And Bronn was bigger. And it was very clear where the battle was headed.

      Holy crap, were we winning?!

      It was such a foreign feeling after so much loss, all stacked on top of each other, and that was when the scythe suddenly popped back into my hands. I wasn’t sure where it had gone or how I’d called it, but I certainly wasn’t going to complain.

      No, not going to complain at all. Instead, I pushed off the ground and floated up again, feeling so connected to everything. I could feel the heartbeats of my companions. I could feel the vast, stretching history of our kind rooting me on. I kept rising until I was even with Faeldrus’s face.

      And what a sight that was. I’d never seen the dragon look truly panicked or in pain, but that was certainly how he seemed at the moment, eyes wide and red-rimmed, drool falling from his open, panting mouth. Did he have less teeth? It seemed like he had less teeth. In fact, everything about him seemed lesser.

      “This is only temporary,” he snarled at me, trying to rip himself from Bronn’s grip but only succeeding in further injuring his wing. “You think you can stop me, but I am endless. I am undefeatable.”

      “See, the way I see it, you got by on being tricky enough to not get caught. And then after you were caught, you got by on my ancestors not having a way to kill you outright. You knew that Maedryell could defeat you from the beginning, and that’s why you targeted her, stole her destiny and wrapped it up in yours.

      “But she’s free now, and I’m the one who’s here, and all of your freeriding is going to end.”

      That mental voice of his turned reedy, the oily nature of it drying up in his panic. I didn’t let him finish, instead bringing my scythe up and bringing it point-down into his head.

      A violent end, or at least it would have been if anything about our situation was normal. But instead of the blade cutting through his skull, it seemed to just slice through air. Suddenly, Faeldrus was gone and there was a human falling to the ground below us.

      Wait… What?

      I blinked, watching in shock as the body fell, slamming into the ground with a sound somewhere between a thump and a squelch. Bronn and I looked to each other, both confused, before we both slowly lowered ourselves to the ground.

      “You…” the body groaned, voice low and raspy. It was a man, dressed in robes that looked quite strange. There was a trickle of blood from both his nose and his mouth, as well as more spreading out below him, but it was all crimson red. Strange, since I absolutely recognized the crumpled form as none other than Faeldrus from my vision.

      Before he was a dragon.

      “Me,” I answered, crouching and looking him over. Huh. He really was a mess. I could hear my friends approaching as well, until we were surrounding him.

      Bizarre… Our greatest, most terrifying enemy—the one that had haunted my dreams for years—really was just an average man underneath it all.

      Huh.

      “T-this isn’t over,” he hissed, a bubbling sound issuing from his throat. Was he drowning? That almost seemed too quick a way for him to go. How many people had he tortured and hurt? Some part of me, a dark and angry part, wanted him to hurt like they had.

      “Actually, it is,” I said with a surprising amount of calm in my voice. “You’ve been running from death for so long, but that’s over now.”

      Suddenly, he reared forward, tackling me and sending me backward. It was just about the last thing I expected considering how utterly battered he’d looked, but I wasn’t worried. As soon as my back hit the ground, both Mal and Krisjian were on him, one kicking him to the side while the other dove behind him so that the bleeding man tripped over them.

      Magic crackled between the seer’s hands, blue and bright, but he didn’t have a chance to do anything before Mal jumped onto his back, driving elbows into his head while Krisjian kicked him right in the crotch as hard as he could.

      Whew. Trust a street rat to fight with no holds barred.

      I knew I could end it—Bronn probably did too—but I recognized that the same burning need for justice that burned within me was also in my friends. So, I just stood back, letting them do what they would.

      The man stumbled back, cursing, and he sent out a small wave of magic that pushed away both of his attackers. That only worked for a moment, however, because then Mickey put her hands on the ground and let out a terrifying scream.

      Crystal burst up in response, the same kind that had encased her and the guards all that time ago. It raced forward, attacking Faeldrus and coating his legs up to his knees. He kicked out of it, of course, but then Sokhanya leapt onto his back just like Mal had. Her tactics were a bit different, however. Instead of elbowing him in his bleeding head, she bent down and bit his ear.

      Oh… That was…something.

      He screamed, he cursed, but then Princeton was coming forward and punching him across the face. Then the older woman was hitting him with a large branch she got from who knew where.

      He tried to fight them, but there was nothing he could do. In just a minute or so, he was surrounded. Each oracle was getting their hits in, some shouting about the people he had hurt, some crying, and some completely silent.

      It ended with Mickey and Krisjian holding his arms down.

      “I think it’s time we end this,” I finally said, walking forward. The others parted for me as I approached him, straddling his chest and sitting down. And intimidating position, sure, but I wanted to get at his heart.

      “You can kill me, but I’ll just find the way back. That’s always been my ability, don’t you see? I’m relentless.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if you were right. But if I’ve learned anything, the best way to stop something from hurting others is to just lock it away forever.”

      “They tried that before,” he hissed, his bloody teeth bared at me. Funny how once that would have been plenty terrifying for me, but now it was mostly just…pathetic. “I’ll find a way out.”

      “You misunderstand my meaning,” I answered, wiping his spittle off my face. “They locked you away as a whole, let you continue to be who you are. I don’t intend to make the same mistake.”

      “I—”

      I pressed my hand to his chest, feeling it flutter under my palm. Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply and just allowed myself to feel.

      It wasn’t exactly easy, rooting around in him, pressing through his defenses and his still-fizzling magic. I’d never done something like that before, but the new magic inside me made me feel like I could do anything. Or at least anything when it came to protecting my people.

      I couldn’t say how long it took, or quite how nauseous I got digging through his mind and his soul, but eventually, I was able to gather up the core of both him and his magic. Everything that made him him, everything that set him apart and drove him to do what he did.

      And then I yanked it out.

      The sound he let out was truly horrifying, but I didn’t let it shake me. Instead, I concentrated, giving the magic a physical form in my head.

      “Davie?”

      “Shh!”

      I couldn’t be distracted. I straightened, pulling my hand higher above his chest. Sure enough, a small, blindingly-blue orb crackled through the air, floating up like a shining beacon.

      Green-and-white mist oozed from it, however, making it seem about as sick as I felt.

      “No…” Faeldrus gasped breathlessly below me. “You can’t do this. It’s not… It is forbidden. That’s… That’s my soul.”

      “I don’t care,” I said flatly, not opening my eyes.

      “You can’t destroy it. It’s impossible. You can scatter it to any edge of the universe, but I’ll come back together. I always do.”

      “I’m not going to destroy it.”

      “Then what—”

      One last deep breath and I gripped the ball with my bare hand, ignoring how it shocked and bit at me. With all the strength I had, I brought it to my own chest and pushed it inside of me.

      Ow. Ow. It burned. It tore at me. I felt it try to grab my magic and try to order it as it pleased, but I didn’t let it. Instead those same bonds that newly fettered me rose and wrapped around the orb, winding around it over and over until it was completely covered and yanked down someplace deep within me. Someplace even I couldn’t reach.

      And there he would stay…until I was able to absorb all of it into myself, digesting him just like he’d digested my arm.

      “I…I…” Faeldrus’s face quickly grew pale, his thick hair thinning and graying, wrinkles appearing along his skin. It was like thousands of years hit him all at once, and I watched as his body truly rotted right in front of us.

      It was gruesome, it was macabre, but I made myself watch the consequence of my actions: teeth browning, rotting, falling away; his lips drying, then cracking; his nails growing long and yellow. Then, barely a few moments later, he was just a husk. A moment after that, a skeleton. And then, finally, dust.

      Faded to nothing, Faeldrus was well and truly gone.
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      No one said anything for a long while. We all just stood there, looking at the spot where Faeldrus had died. His end wasn’t so different from Maedryell’s, in the sense that both ended up as dust, and yet they couldn’t have been more different. I didn’t think any of us were quite prepared for what we’d witnessed. I certainly hadn’t known that I would tear out his soul and lock it so deep within me that he would never be able to reconstitute himself.

      It was Bronn who moved first. One moment, we were just standing there, silent in our victory, and the next, steam was filling the area. Another beat later, Bronn was striding up to me and sweeping me into a hug.

      It was tight, too tight, and yet I welcomed it just the same. It felt good to be pressed against him. Grounding. And I would be lying if I didn’t admit that the magic within me popped and fizzed happily at being so close to its counterpart. For being at peace with its counterpart.

      A broken seer and her dragon. That was us, alright.

      “Did… Did we win?” Krisjian asked, still looking at his hands which were coated in dust from where he’d been helping to pin Faeldrus down.

      I almost didn’t want to say it. I’d been at war for so long that it was impossible to believe that it was all over. But the more seconds that passed, the more I realized that, yeah…somehow, despite everything stacked against us, we’d done it.

      “Yeah, Krisjian. We won.”

      Another stretch of uncertainty, as if we were all waiting for someone or something to come bursting in and prove me wrong. But nothing did.

      Princeton was the first to break the quiet, laughing softly. The hippy lady next to him joined in, then Mal did too until at least half the circle was laughing with increasing volume. I didn’t join in, but I did allow myself the faintest of smiles.

      We did it. We did it! Faeldrus was gone.

      Well, part of him—the most dangerous part—was inside me, but I was almost certain I was going to be able to contain it.

      “Davie!” Suddenly, Mickey threw herself at me, her arms circling my shoulders. I caught her, of course, and hugged her just as tightly as she held me. “It’s over. It’s all over! We did it! No more anti-humanist dragons! No more rotted dragon. It’s all over!”

      “Well, not quite,” Krisjian said softly. “We still have to undo the ritual, right? Send everyone home?”

      Oh.

      Right.

      Somehow, I had forgotten about all of that. I guess I’d wanted to get past the first part because it had seemed so impossible.

      “Did that ghost lady ever tell us how to undo it?” Bopha asked. “There were a lot of people talking at once. I might have lost some of the information in the shuffle.”

      “No, she didn’t,” I said, running my hand through my hair. “But it should be simple enough, right? It’s a massive, unfinished spell. We should be able to just feel it and make it, uh…just not be.”

      “You really think it’s going to be that simple?”

      I shrugged. “We just defeated our kind’s greatest enemy, who’s been influencing things for millennia. I kinda feel that after that, pretty much anything is comparatively simple.”

      “You have a point there,” Mickey conceded. “So what? We all circle up and join hands again?”

      “Sounds about right. Oh, and Bronn, stand in the middle.”

      “Me?” the prince asked, blinking several times as if just waking up from a particularly-involved dream. It was the first he’d spoken since we’d transferred the curse, I was pretty sure, and it was so nice to hear his voice.

      “Yeah. I’m not sure if the control of the curse has passed to you since you and Faeldrus switched places, so I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

      “Um, okay. Do I have to do anything?”

      “I have absolutely no idea.”

      “…comforting.”

      “I gotta say, when the world broke in two today and things started falling from the sky, I didn’t expect to get pulled into a whole saving the world thing,” Princeton said casually, walking to the edge of the spell circle from before and holding out his hands expectantly. “You think my daughters are ever going to believe me?”

      “They might remember themselves,” I said, walking over as well. My body should have been aching, fatigued and empty, but I felt like I was practically reverberating with all the potential within me. “We’re undoing the ritual, but I don’t think it’s just going to…reverse everything.”

      “Pity,” the less-human-looking oracle said. “So many people died from this. It would be nice if that could all be…undone.”

      I thought back to Mallory, how she’d been sick for so long as Faeldrus’s spell festered inside of her, making her more and more ill until it was able to use her as a conduit and kill her outright. How the last thing she saw was our worst enemy rising from the ground in front of her, brought there by the neon bile she’d painfully thrown up. “Wouldn’t it?”

      No one said anything after that, but maybe that was because we were all joining up, closing our eyes, and letting ourselves slip back into the enticing pull that always came from joining up with other oracles. Or at least that was what I assumed they were feeling considering that was what I was going through.

      Our breathing began to sync up. Slow. Steady. We fell together, as one, reaching out for the magic of the ritual.

      I wasn’t sure if I was leading the others or if we were all moving as one, but I felt around for the webs of Faeldrus’s magic. It was easier than I thought it would be, but maybe that was because part of him was inside me, still burning and spitting and trying to get free from all the magic trapping his essence. Once I found the first thread of it, I was able to follow it and wow, was there quite a bit to follow.

      It glowed, fever-bright in my mind, stretching out across the cosmos. It was like the river that had carried me around after death, but instead of being something so familiar as a running current of kaleidoscopic water, it was a threatening web. Crisscrossing lines of magic that were meant to take and raze and leave nothing else once Faeldrus claimed them.

      But he’d never claimed them, and they were throbbing, calling out for someone to give them meaning. To give them purpose. They wanted to tear into everything. Greedy little tendrils that sank into the fabric of every world there was and even worlds that once were as well.

      “Do you feel that?” I asked, not opening my eyes. I could feel affirmative responses from the others, even if I couldn’t hear them. “Follow those lines. Find all of them that you can and draw them to us.”

      Easier said than done, I supposed.

      I reached for the closest, burning line of magic nevertheless and pulled it back into myself.

      Yikes, even knowing as much as I did about Faeldrus, I still wasn’t prepared for the feedback. It hissed and spat at me, squealing and trying to yank itself out of my grip as if it knew that we were going to make it give up its greedy hold on all the worlds.

      It hurt, sure. It hurt in that weird way where my body wasn’t being harmed but my soul was. I could hear groans and hisses from all around me, telling me that I wasn’t the only one struggling.

      It was… It was a lot, and I felt my grip on the magic slipping. It was just so hot and mean. No wonder no one could beat Faeldrus before. Even though he was gone, his magic was still virulent and vindictive.

      I could hear the whisper of him in the back of my mind. Mocking me. Telling me that there was no way to undo what had been done. It slipped further from my grasp.

      “Bronn,” I heard myself cry out. “Help us!”

      “W-what do I do?”

      “I don’t know. The magic won’t listen to us. Maybe only a dragon can…”

      I heard footsteps rapidly approaching me, but I still didn’t open my eyes. Then I felt lips pressed to mine and I realized he was kissing me.

      The magic I was holding onto spasmed a little, as if it wasn’t sure where it was supposed to go, and then it was flooding through me and into Bronn, where it finally settled.

      Oh. Okay, apparently, he needed to be a part of the circle. That made…sense? In a way.

      “Don’t stop,” I whispered against his mouth. I couldn’t open my eyes, couldn’t risk losing my concentration, but I could feel him staring at me.

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” he answered before kissing me again.

      He could probably just hug me, or hold my hand, but I wasn’t complaining about his methodology. Because it was working. I could feel the magic in our circle winding around us, trying to find an escape before channeling itself into Bronn.

      And the more it sank into the dragon, the more the realms began to drift apart. Not enough to truly be free, but maybe enough for random chunks of things to stop falling from the sky. Or at least I hoped.

      It wasn’t exactly a quick affair. Maybe it took years. Maybe it just took hours. I was pretty sure it wasn’t minutes, but who could really say? Eventually, we pulled every single thread of Faeldrus’s influence away from the worlds, breaking the ritual. Bronn stopped kissing me. We all eventually let go of each other and looked around. Waiting for the big show.

      …and nothing happened.

      “Uh, I could be wrong,” Bopha said, her tone forcibly bright. “But shouldn’t there be a little more…firepower? And how are we supposed to get home?”

      “I…” Finally, I opened my eyes and steadied myself. I felt a bit turned around and dizzy—a danger of rearranging something that was never supposed to be rearranged, I guessed. “Maybe we didn’t break it yet. Bronn has all of it, but it’s still there. Maybe it’s waiting for you to complete it. Or even give it an order?”

      “How do I do that?” Bronn asked, brows furrowing together. “I’ve never cast a spell a day in my life.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Mal let out an aggravated noise. “You know, for saving all of the known worlds, this sure is turning out to be anticlimactic. Is the answer really just you need to ask the magic if it’d pretty please stop trying to destroy everything?”

      “It couldn’t be that simple…” Bronn muttered, looking both confused and very, very tired.

      So, I took one of his hands in my remaining one, giving it a good squeeze. “It’s okay. I’ll show you how. Two halves of a whole are supposed to balance each other out, right?”

      “Right.”

      He gave me a smile, even if it wavered a bit, so I gave him one back. “Okay, so reach down into yourself and feel the magic. Once you have a good handle on it, you tell it that the ritual is broken, and the magic should return to where it was stolen from.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      “Okay. I’m gonna… I’m gonna try.”

      He closed his eyes and I leaned in, resting my head against his chest to listen to his heart. I tried to guide him as best I could, trying to encourage him with all the strange new magic that flowed through me.

      It wasn’t exactly cut and dry. I felt him struggling, felt him find the magic and try to bend it to his will. I couldn’t do it for him, and I couldn’t be sure it was working. Or at least I couldn’t until Princeton let out a surprised sound.

      “Hey! Something’s happening!” I craned my neck to see his form flickering in and out, blinking like a broken monitor. “I…I think I can see my house! I’m going home! And home is still there! It’d burned down before.”

      “That’s great. What—”

      But then he blinked out entirely, leaving his spot in the circle empty.

      My friends moved to close the gap and I pressed into Bronn more tightly. “You’re doing it. Keep going.”

      He didn’t respond, but I knew he heard me, because he did indeed keep going, magic churning inside of him. A few more moments passed, then there was a soft gasp from Bopha. When I twisted my head toward her, she was already gone.

      Our circle closed the gap again, and so the process went. I could feel the ritual collapsing all around us, withdrawing and undoing so much of the unnatural damage it had done.

      Naturally, the wind kicked up all around us, harsh and biting. The light above flickered out, plunging us into darkness. I could hear shrieks from the ruined city below our feet, unearthly and awful. Then the shaking started. The magic really didn’t want to undo the ritual. Didn’t want it to break.

      “It wants me to claim the power,” Bronn said with gritted teeth. “It’s really, really convincing.”

      “Don’t accept it. Make it return to where it came from,” I said, gripping his hand even more tightly. “You have to stay strong.”

      “I will…” he breathed raggedly. “I will, I promise, it’s just…”

      This time, it was my turn to kiss him, and I poured all my magic, all of my strength, into him that I could. “You can do it, Bronn. I know it. Make it submit.”

      His face scrunched in pain and I wanted to take that hurt away, but I couldn’t. All I could do was be there for him.

      The hippy woman vanished. Then the next Oracle. Then Mal. Then Krisjian. Eventually, it was only Mickey, Sokhanya, Bronn, and me. The prince was groaning, his eyes screwed shut as he breathed shakily, sweat beginning to pour down his face. I could feel him tremble as his jaw began to extend only to shrink back, scales rolling across his skin in waves. It was like his body couldn’t contain what was going on within him and was trying to channel all that extra energy into shifting.

      “You can do it, Bronn,” I whispered, holding onto him for dear life. “I know you can. I know it like I know I need oxygen to live. Just a little more.” It was happening. I could feel the last of the resistance fighting him, trying to wheedle and coax him to let it go. To let it bring the worlds together and drain them dry. “Take us home, Bronn. Take us home so we can have our happily ever after.”

      Bronn tilted his head back, mouth full of far too many teeth, and let out a pained, brilliant roar. It shook me, jolting me right down to my core, and then the entire meadow around us fell into nothing.
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      I came back to myself and the first thing I realized was that my back was wet. The second thing I realized was that there were no explosions, no screams, no rumbling or other apocalyptic shenanigans.

      I opened my eyes and was greeted by the night sky. And just a night sky. No missiles, dragons, or fireworks. No giant spells or things raining from it. Just a velvety sort of black dotted with stars.

      A groan sounded from near me and I sat up enough to look around. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t to be surrounded by nearly a hundred bodies—all of which looked to be breathing.

      “I… I’m pretty sure I was dead.”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin when someone spoke next to me, whipping my head to the other side to see the soldier from before.

      “That’s because you were,” Krisjian grunted as he sat up too. “You all were dead.”

      “Yeah, I actually recall that.” It was the Australian kid. The one with the manmade transplant.

      It had worked!

      I let out a joyous squeal and hugged them both tightly—an impressive thing to do with one arm. If they were alarmed, they didn’t say so, just let the strange lady love on them.

      A giddy noise sounded from behind me and I knew Mickey was up. It didn’t take long until all of us were slowly rising to our feet, achy, exhausted and very dirty.

      Well, except for the people who came back. They were mostly clean.

      “We were all dead.” That came from one of the others who had been laying on the floor with us. He was an older man, and completely unfamiliar. “Our leader, the Ageless One, he killed us all.”

      Oh. I didn’t know why, but I hadn’t realized that we’d been surrounded by anti-humanists. They’d all been in dragon form when I’d seen them last, so I hadn’t quite put two and two together. I definitely needed a nap. Or maybe a dozen naps.

      “He did,” I said, striding forward. I both heard and felt Bronn fall into step beside me. “I tried to warn all of you, but you wouldn’t listen. I hope you learned something, but even if you haven’t, I don’t care.

      “We beat your Ageless One at his own game, took his power. So from this moment on, there will be no more anti-human sentiments tolerated. You will lay down your arms and integrate into rehabilitation programs that we will create. And know that, should any of you try to subvert our efforts and cling to the old ideals, we will find out, and there will be consequences. You’re being given a second chance. Don’t waste it.”

      “And spread the word to any you know or love who aren’t here,” Bronn added, voice booming and full of command. “This is a new era of our lives. Dragons and oracles and dwarves all working together. Maybe even humans too. Do you all understand?”

      There was a murmur of agreement, although I wasn’t sure how genuine it was, and then the former anti-humanists began to walk off, back into the world that I’d watched fall apart.

      “Can you believe it?” Mal asked, walking up beside me. “We actually saved the world.”

      “We did,” I said with a long breath. “The only question is, what kind of world are we walking into?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Mickey added, joining us. And then Sokhanya and Krisjian. “Because I think we’ve pretty thoroughly proved that, no matter what happens, as long as there are two oracles together, there’s pretty much nothing that can stop us.”

      I smiled at that, because how could I not?

      “Yeah, we do have a pretty good track record, don’t we?”

      “We do,” Bronn said, taking my hand in his. “Wanna go see what’s waiting out there for us?”

      “I do,” I said with a grin. “Cause I’m pretty sure it can’t be any worse than what we just came from.”

      Krisjian groaned beside me. “Aw, come on, don’t jinx us like that!”

      “I’m pretty sure that defeating an apocalypse outweighs any jinxes.”

      “Let’s not test that theory, huh?” Mickey asked, squeezing my shoulder. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” I agreed. As ready as I could ever be.

      And then we walked out of the stadium together, unsure of what was waiting for us but prepared to face it. We had no idea what our futures could possibly hold, but I was pretty certain that we were entering a new era.

      And I couldn’t wait.
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      The world was saved, sure, but it certainly wasn’t the same. While many people and places returned to their state from before the apocalypse, not everyone did. There were still people and buildings gone forever, lost to the aftermath of Faeldrus’s spell.

      And perhaps the biggest change was that humans definitely still knew that dragons existed.

      They didn’t forget the apocalypse either. Sure, some people seemed fuzzier on the details than others, but they knew that something happened. Something that made things fall from the sky and sink into the ground.

      It had taken quite a lot of influence and conferences to stop the humans from declaring an all-out war on us. There were incidents of hate, of course, and attacks on either side. We dealt with ours while humans dealt with theirs, and as the years passed, we tried to work towards peace.

      And the years did pass.

      It was strange to have an opportunity at a life after I’d given up all of that, but even with all the stress of going into a new era, I was definitely living. We all were.

      Krisjian never went to a physical high school, but he took GED courses online and then went to a local community college. It helped that Mal went with him, although she did have to assume Mallory’s identity to do so.

      If there was one person who I really wished had come back when the ritual was broken, it was my best friend. But unfortunately, that was apparently a fixed point in our history. Which was awful. If anyone deserved a second chance, it was her.

      The guilt ate at me for a long time. Even as Krisjian and Mal went to college while Sokhanya joined a vocational program along with the tutors that Bronn hired for her, I couldn’t help but think of how those final days must have been for Mallory. First finding out that her parents had murdered innocents, standing through their trial, hearing about everything they had done because of her, losing her best friend, then getting sicker and sicker until her worst enemy tore his way out of her body and killed her.

      Sure, we’d had that one conversation. We’d tried to repair that bridge. But that didn’t really make anything about her ending any less heartbreaking.

      She deserved better.

      And I kept that energy with me as the days passed. And then months. And finally, our first year in our new era of ‘peace.’ Sure, there were bumps along the way, and we still had to deal with the last elder when he kept trying to stir up trouble, but it was nothing compared to the great war that never was.

      It was during our second year that I dedicated an orphanage to her and started traveling around the world, finding oracles, dwarves, and dragon shifters alike that were in need and giving them a home. Mickey and Sokhanya ended up being a huge part of that project and took over the reins for me after we were established. I still visited it, of course, and funded it, went on rescue missions and assisted with holidays, but it was easy to see how the orphanage became a passion of theirs, consuming their lives in a good way.

      And then, in our third year of peace, Bronn asked me to marry him.

      There was a lot of pomp and circumstance around that, of course. Dragons were still dragons, after all. Some hated the idea of their prince—now king—formally marrying an oracle and tried to urge us to have me be his primary courtesan while he married another dragon shifter from overseas to present a unified front. Naturally, we weren’t having that. We stuck to our guns and dealt with the fallout as we continued working toward unification of our people with humans. Which, of course, still wasn’t easy.

      It was during our fourth year of peace when I finally got my certification as an ASL translator. I didn’t have many plans to use it other than talking to Sok—who was completely fluent after all her work with her tutors—but it came in handy when a deaf oracle ended up at the orphanage and then a mute one about six months later. Mickey and Krisjian followed a little bit later, while Mal took about another two years to get hers down, but that was mostly because she tended to disappear for months at a time, which had terrified us during the first few occurrences, but we got used to them after a while.

      I never did quite learn what she was up to—at least not until our sixth year, when the news was suddenly full of stories about illegal racers that were plaguing the city at night, and the rumors that one of them was a small woman.

      Apparently, the end of the world wasn’t quite enough for the mini adrenaline junky. Oh well.

      The sixth year was also when Bronn and I married. It was a lavish event, and it was strange to me how it was televised, but I was getting used to being a political figure. Sure, half of the world hated me, but half of them were intensely curious about my life and how I got wrapped up with dragons.

      Oh yeah, we kind of didn’t come entirely out about the whole oracle thing. Somehow the shield got blamed on dragons and no one questioned why a tall woman with one hand had such a prestigious position among the dragons.

      Our honeymoon was spent in the tropics, and then in France. We went everywhere I’d always wanted to go and then some, returning after three months to deal with an oracle trafficking ring that Mal uncovered with her whole secret racing thing.

      One by one, the years slipped by. All of us living and learning. We still cried, we still got hurt, but it truly was an era of peace. A new dawn for oracle-kind. There was no more war, no more evil influence in a pocket dimension influencing things behind the scenes.

      Occasionally, I tried to see into the other dimensions to see how all the other oracles were doing, but I couldn’t. Strange, considering that I was supposed to be the shepherd for our kind, but I kind of didn’t mind it. I felt like if I was able to see into other worlds, I would never have a moment’s rest.

      And rest was rare, even without Faeldrus or the anti-humanists. There was always something to do or someone to help. Not that I minded, but it did wear on me.

      So, when I found out I was pregnant for the first time, I vowed to step back.

      That worked for a little while, but of course I drifted back to my old ways. Or at least I did until I found out I was going to have a second child. Twins. As if having the first oracle-dragon shifter mixed kid wasn’t enough, I decided to triple the population.

      More years passed. More victories. A few losses. They all built up on top of each other in the vague shape of a happy and full life. It was something I’d never thought I would have, and I couldn’t have been more grateful.

      Sure, I knew eventually it had to end, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy every moment I had.
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      “Hey, Mama, can you hear me?”

      I smiled at my eldest daughter, Gabriella, who was leaning over my bed and looking down at me with concern.

      “Yes, I can hear you,” I answered softly. I always spoke softly lately, if I spoke at all. I was growing weaker by the day, but that was the consequence of living a full life. “Did you bring my babies?”

      “They’re my babies, you know. And yes, I just wanted to make sure that you were up for it.”

      “I’m always up for it,” I said somewhat breathlessly. “Bring them in.”

      “Alright then.”

      She straightened, groaning as she rubbed her back. Poor Gabriella. She’d had an accident and hurt her back in her twenties and the older she got, the more it hurt.

      Strange to think how she was in her early fifties. I could remember when she first came into the world, all pink and screaming. My little pride and joy.

      “Oh, and Gabby?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Bring them all in.”

      She hesitated, her hand on the doorknob. “Is it already time?”

      “Almost.”

      She nodded, her breath hitching, then exited. It wasn’t long before others were filing in. My family, all of them. My four children, my dozen grandchildren, and both Krisjian and Mal, the last of my friends left alive.

      At least they always had each other. It hadn’t been easy when Sok passed at the ripe old age of sixty-eight. I always wished she’d had longer but spending nearly two decades in the custody of evil dragons intent on starving and abusing her had taken its toll.

      It’d been harder when Mickey had passed about a decade later. I always got the sense that her and Sok had become incredibly close while they were running the orphanage, and she’d never quite recovered from losing her co-head mistress.

      I had thought I wasn’t going to recover from either of them leaving me, and maybe I still hadn’t, but I was soothed by the thought that I would see them again.

      I just didn’t count on it being so much later. I was approaching my eighty-first year, but I knew that I wasn’t quite going to make it. And that was alright. I was so tired, and I had a whole list of things to do that had been waiting for me in the almost sixty years since we’d defeated Faeldrus.

      “Hey, Nana!” a little voice exclaimed while an even littler boy ran in. Ahh, Viggo, named after Bronn’s grandfather. He was the youngest child of my twin boys, and full of energy and completely lacking in any self-preservation skills. “Daddy said it was time to come say good-bye! Why? Are you going somewhere?”

      “Viggo!” my son, Bronn Jr, hissed. But I just waved a hand to calm him down.

      “It’s alright. It’s the truth. Let’s allow everyone time to get here, shall we?”

      There was a terse nod and his brother put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing slightly. Ah, Miguel had always been the nurturing one. I was glad those two had each other. Maybe I was biased, but I always thought that every oracle was stronger with a sibling to share everything with.

      It took several long minutes, but eventually, everyone was in and settled. I looked at all their faces, my children, my grandchildren, and my two best friends from the beginning.

      “Hey, guys,” I said, offering my still-remaining hand to Mal and my prosthetic to Krisjian. Unfortunately, my hand hadn’t magically come back when we broke the ritual, but as time went on, medical science advanced quite a bit and I ended up with a pretty nice prosthetic capable of simple movements. “I missed y’all.”

      “Hey, Nana,” my eldest grandchild said. She was the most like her grandfather, her eyes blazingly green and her teeth just a bit too sharp to be human. She never was able to shift into a full dragon, but she was able to grow full fangs, wings, and long claws along with a scaley layer of body armor. Yeah, that had been fun to work through when she’d hit puberty. Apparently, dragon DNA was known to skip a generation and we’d been completely unprepared. “Did you have any more dreams?”

      She was just about to turn eighteen, however, and seemed to be doing well for herself. Were there rumors of a costumed vigilante going through the city and dealing with crime that the cops didn’t want to touch? Sure. But teenagers would be teenagers, after all.

      “No, no dreams,” I answered softly. She’d never had a vision herself, but she’d always liked hearing her parents or siblings sharing theirs. “I haven’t had one in a while.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there’s nothing else I need to see right now. Your nana is going to move on, and I just wanted to see you all one more time.”

      To her credit, Esperanza nodded, her lip only trembling slightly. “Sveta said you were going to leave us with a smile.”

      “Did she?” I looked at her younger sister. “Did you get a vision about your old nana?”

      Sveta was the middle child of my eldest, all blond hair but our tanned skin with dark eyes. “I did. It made me sad.”

      “Aw, come now,” I said, pulling my hand away from Mal and offering it to my grandbaby. “I know it’s sad to say good-bye sometimes, but I’ll see you again. I promise.”

      “Because you’re gonna be the sheep-head of our people?” That was Viggo of course.

      “Shepherd, actually, but yes.” Sveta sat on the edge of my bed, and I gave her my best smile. Sure, maybe I was a bit scared, but I was also so completely happy. Looking at all their faces and seeing the next generations of our people?

      We’d once been nothing, hunted and murdered until there were none of us left. And when we’d tried to come back, they’d tried to kill us again. But gazing at my family and thinking about everyone whose lives we touched filled me with so much hope.

      We’d really done it. Somehow, we’d come back from the edge.

      “And don’t worry, you’ll still have Krisjian and Mal if you ever need advice from us old folks. Right?” Mal nodded, opening her mouth, but I knew what she was going to say before she did. “That doesn’t mean teaching my grandchildren how to hotwire a car.”

      “Too late!” one of them called.

      “Hey,” Mal said with a rusty sort of shrug. “It helped you out, didn’t it?”

      “Fine,” I huffed.

      But then Krisjian was leaning toward me, his wrinkled face full of melancholy. He’d really filled out as he aged, his shoulders broadening and his frame shooting up until he was as tall as Bronn. I vaguely remembered him having a few decades where he’d been built, but those muscles had faded as his hair turned white. He was still strapping, maybe even a silver fox, but I still so much saw the boy I ran into on the streets of a country so far away. “I’m going to miss you.”

      I smiled at him, soft and full of meaning. “Don’t worry. I’ll see you before you know it.”

      “Hey, is that a threat?” Mal asked, still full of that snark decades later.

      “You betcha.” I gave her a wink and looked back to my family. Most of them looked sad, which I knew was inevitable, but I didn’t want them to be upset. They didn’t understand that I really had won. I’d had a wonderful, full life. I had all of them. I couldn’t have asked for more.

      In fact, I didn’t think I would have been able to even imagine all the joy and happiness they’d given me. And I was going to have quite a bit of eternity to meet more oracles and protect our people.

      But I had one last thing to do.

      “I love all of you so, so, so deeply. There was a long stretch there where I was sure our people, and all the worlds for that matter, were done for. But I was wrong, and I couldn’t be happier about it.

      “Each one of you is a shining beacon of hope, and a testament that our people will never give up, no matter what kind of adversaries we face. I won’t lie to you. There will come a time where evil will find a new form and hate will try to take hold again. There will be pain, and loss, and cries that there is no way to win.

      “But I want each of you to teach your children, and your children’s friends, and every oracle you meet of all that we can do. Teach them the power we have in each other, and how we’ve faced impossible odds before but came out on the other side.”

      “We will, Mama,” my youngest, Tilde, said. “We promise. We won’t forget what you’ve done for our people.”

      “It’s not about what I’ve done,” I said, practically glowing with pride. “It’s about all we can do together. United, we’re unstoppable. Don’t let anyone divide us again, not even our own.”

      “We won’t. We promise.”

      There was a murmur of agreement then Mal leaned close, her mouth by my ear. “Don’t you worry. I’ll keep these young’uns in line for ya. And I know I’m not an oracle, so I likely won’t be seeing you again, but it’s been real nice knowing ya.”

      I looked to the small woman, giving her a smile. “You never know. I’ve never been much for rules.”

      “You have a point there.”

      We shared a chuckle and I looked over my family one more time. I was so full of love, of happiness. And in that moment, I realized I was ready.

      It had been a long time waiting, but it was time for me to fulfill the duties that I’d taken on when I’d transferred that ancient curse to myself.

      “I love all of you dearly. And no matter what, remember that I will always be with you.”

      “Promise?”

      “I promise.”

      And with one lingering look on all their beautiful faces, their beautiful spirits, I let out a long sigh and slipped away.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t so bad, dying for a second time. It was much less sad, and much less scary, even when I was falling out of my body until I landed just in front of the hospital doors.

      I stood there a moment, catching up. I was aware that several things were different, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      Wait… Fingers?

      Looking down, I saw I didn’t have so much skin as I had a smoking, human-shaped husk that flickered seemingly of its own volition. But more importantly, that smoky body had two hands.

      “Oh, I missed you,” I murmured, wiggling all my fingers. Oh, my voice was different too. That was weird.

      And then someone opened the door and walked right through.

      Okay… That was a bit weird too.

      I’ve been waiting for you.

      I looked to the road where I saw Bronn standing. He was a dragon, of course, so he didn’t look any older than thirty. He could have stayed on earth for another two hundred years or so, but he had decided he didn’t want to live in a world without me.

      So, we’d made another sort of curse, tying ourselves together. And him standing there, waiting for me, told me that it had worked.

      “I was afraid you wouldn’t be here.”

      Are you kidding? he said, smiling at me. I rushed toward him—floated?—and he hugged me. I was promised an eternity with you and I’ve had less than a century. It hasn’t been nearly enough.

      “You could get sick of me.”

      Definitely not possible.

      We shared a kiss and it turned out it was just as nice when we were dead as when we’d been alive. He broke away too soon, of course, but I was appeased when he stroked my cheek. He could touch me! We hadn’t been sure on that one, but considering that Faeldrus and Maedryell had been able to fight each other, we’d certainly hoped so.

      As much as I love all your attention, there was someone else waiting here for you before I even got here.

      “What? Who?”

      He stepped to the side and I realized there was someone standing just behind him. A young woman with long, thick hair and familiar eyes.

      And then it hit me.

      “Mallory!?” I cried, rushing forward.

      “Hey, friend,” she said with a smile, letting me catch her up in a hug and spin her around. It was like my body was fifty years younger, not protesting or aching like it normally did. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “You didn’t have to,” I said, feeling the burning of tears before realizing that none were coming down my cheek. Oh, that was a weird sensation I would have to get used to.

      “I know. But… I…” She looked sheepish as I set her down. “Did you miss me?”

      “Of course I did. But I’m so happy to see you now.”

      My heart squeezed in my chest. Except I supposed I didn’t have a heart any longer. Which was…strange. Yeah. Definitely strange. There was also a twinge of sorrow there, seeing my friend still as the very young twenty-something she had died as. She never got the chance to live. To find a family or pursue more of her MMA career. Stopped before her time because I hadn’t saved her.

      “Hey, none of that.”

      “None of what?”

      “I can see it on your face. You’re feeling guilty. This is our first time seeing each other in over fifty years, so no guilt, okay? Only smiles.”

      I forced myself to get out of my own head because Mallory was right. “Okay. I’ll do my best.”

      “You better. Besides, I’m not the only one here to meet you.”

      She gestured behind me and I turned to see both Mickey and Sok passing through the door, holding hands and looking decades younger as they moved forward to grab my hand as well.

      “You could have kept us waiting a bit longer, you know,” my older sister said with a soft smile. “We didn’t mind.”

      But I just shook my head, feeling happiness surge through me. Yes, we were all dead and I understood to some that wasn’t a happy sort of ending, but to me, it was everything I’d ever asked for.

      “No. It was time. And now it’s time for me to show all of you home. Are you ready?”

      “Of course. We couldn’t ask for a better guide.”

      I looked to Bronn, who was watching us with those same handsome eyes that I’d fallen in love with. “Meet you back here when I’m done?”

      You know I’ll always be waiting for you, however long you need me to.

      “Yeah. I do know.”

      I leaned forward to kiss his cheek and then took Mallory’s hand in my returned one. Boy, it was strange to have both my arms back, but something I was happy to get used to again.

      “Ready?”

      “Ready,” she confirmed. “But on the way there, I want a rundown on everything, and I mean everything, that I missed while I was waiting.”

      I laughed, and it was such a happy, joyful sound that I surprised even myself. While I’d been at peace with knowing what was coming for me, I hadn’t imagined that it would feel so…natural. “Your wish is my command.”

      And so, I told her the story, starting with how we defeated Faeldrus as I led them through the planes of existence and to our ancestral afterlife. She had to have known at least some of it, but she gave no indication, so I spared no detail. And of course, our journey lasted exactly as long as it needed to, with us arriving as I concluded with present day.

      It was tempting to go into that shining, glowing place when I reached it, and even more tempting when I had to say good-bye, but I knew that I couldn’t go in, couldn’t stay long when there were so many people waiting for me to guide them to their final home. I owed it to them, and our people.

      Besides, I had an eternity with Bronn at my side, and I couldn’t think of a happier ending than that. I was the dragon’s oracle, alright. And he was mine too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading the Dragon Oracle series. Now that Davie and Bronn have found their happy ending, it’s time to let them enjoy what they fought so hard for. That doesn’t mean there aren’t more epic adventures for you to explore.

      Be sure to check out all of Jada Fisher’s books on Amazon. There’s everything from dragon riding adventures to epic quests to save the world. They all have magic and most have dragons.

      
        
        Check out all of Jada’s books on Amazon.

        amazon.com/Jada-Fisher/e/B07HFRWS4S/

      

      

      

      Before you go, I wanted to let you know how you can get a free book! It’s an exclusive novella that you can’t buy anywhere, and we want to give it to you for free. All the details are on the next page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Fantasy Reads Newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Sign up and download your Free Book here:

        fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads
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      We absolutely love sharing stories with our readers and we created our Fantasy Reads Newsletter with that purpose in mind. If you want to know when new stories are published and when we have special offers, this is the place to be. And as I mentioned before, we have an exclusive novella for you when you join. It features one of the characters from the Brindle Dragon and Rise of the Black Dragon series.

      And we have several more exclusive stories planned that you won’t be able to get anywhere else!

      

      
        
        Sign up and download your Free Book here:

        fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads
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