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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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            Two Wrongs Don’t Make a Right, but a Left Hook Can Feel Real Good

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Action and Consequences

          

        

      

    

    
      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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      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.
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      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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            The End of the Road

          

        

      

    

    
      “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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Visions of Dread, the seventh book in the Dragon Oracle series. I hope you enjoyed the story and are ready for a lot more action because this battle is far from over.

      The next story will be available very soon. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon.

      

      I really do enjoy hearing what readers think so if you could leave a review for me on Amazon, that would be really cool.

      

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Fantasy Reads Newsletter. We have a lot of fantastic stories planned and can’t wait to share those with you. All the information is on the next page.
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