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CONTENT WARNING:

This book contains depictions of suicidal ideation and depression.


The Oracle’s Prophecy

Oracle, Book Five

Mell Eight


Prologue

HIS SISTER WAS multitude, yet she still managed to speak with only one voice. Hundreds of Oracles before her had lived and died and then lent their strength from beyond the grave to their successors. Every time he spoke with her he got a headache from all the minds pressing against his own. 

“The world will not end prematurely,” she said, parting the veils of the present to connect with his mind. The last time they had spoken, she’d had the voice of a young girl. She was almost a woman now, sounding adult and mature in tone. Time had taken its toll on her. While he sat in his Tower, unageing, she would grow old and die and another child would take her place. 

“You have stopped the sickness of corruption and death?” he asked, remembering the vision her immediate predecessor had shown him when she had explained why her life was ending so early due to the birth of the child growing inside her. The green miasma had crept out of her part of the world in the vision, smothering her Monastery and her acolytes as it clawed across the land and through peoples’ hearts. It would have even reached his Tower eventually, but by then his purpose in the world would have become moot thanks to the death of the people he sought to protect. 

He could feel her nod through their connection. “It is contained by love,” she insisted, and a fleeting image of the child she had borne slipped between them. So, she had been successful after all, despite the pain it had caused her and her followers. “I am turning my attention to rebuilding my Monastery,” she continued. “Arrogance and laziness have taken root during my distraction, and it is poisoning my Castes.” She shared an image of her Dragon of Earth, willingly entombed beneath her mountain, another of her Dragon of Water, her body broken and defeated at the foot of the cliff she had jumped from. 

She was the third Oracle in a row who had been working against the miasma, although most of the preventative actions that needed to occur had been during her own short lifetime. Still, three generations was a lot of time for her Castes to learn how to misbehave. They had considerable power and prestige at their fingertips, but they were still only human, and humans often couldn’t help themselves. Only her Dragons had remained pure, if the images she had shown him were true. Her Dragon of Fire had begun the process of saving the world, followed by her Dragon of Ether. Her Dragon of Earth and Dragon of Air had removed themselves from the Monastery entirely, and her Dragon of Water had killed herself to escape from it all. It was beyond regrettable that the Monastery had fallen so far from their purpose while she worked so hard to ensure their survival, but he knew she and her Dragons could put it back to rights. 

He passed on that sentiment through their bond and felt her smile of relief in return. “Thank you, Sentinel. We will speak again soon.” 

He was sad to see her go, loneliness encroaching into his mind again even though she hadn’t yet left. 

“Look to the east as the sun rises,” her voice echoed with a hint of prophecy as her mind faded from his. Then she was gone, and the Sentinel was once again alone at the top of his Tower. 

He settled into his nest of pillows and thick blankets, pulling a corner of cloth up to cover his freezing nose. He looked to the east on his left, but all he saw was endless snow in the endless night through the thickly paned windows that circled his room. 

“The fire’s gone out!” Elda gasped as she bustled into view. She was a spark of light in the otherwise totally darkened room, brightening the space with her very presence as magic coiled around her. Elda’s eyes were the bright blue of a powerful light mage. She was a petite woman, but the strength of her personality exuded a presence that made her one of the most powerful people in the Tower. Elda struck flint together and rekindled the large firepit in the center of the room. The smoke drifted upward into the chimney suspended overhead, and warmth began to filter back into the room. “Breakfast will be served in about ten minutes, if you’ll be joining us today,” she continued in an admonishing tone. 

“I will join you,” he sighed. He was hungrier than he had been in days. “Elda,” he added, still looking out through the window to the east. “On the first day of Sun Season, send a search party to the eastern ranges.” Her bright-blue eyes blinked at him in surprise, but she bobbed her head in agreement before turning and leaving the room. 

 

THE SUN ROSE three months later, and as promised, a search party went out to the east, braving the deep snow and the frigid temperatures because the Sentinel had asked it of them. They killed two elk out basking in the bare hour of sunshine; the fresh meat would make the journey worthwhile even if they didn’t find anything else. 

Just as they were turning around to head home, loathe to remain outside after the sun had set, one of their men caught sight of a glint of metal half buried in a snowdrift. 

As they got closer, they first saw the frozen bodies of six sled dogs still attached to their leads. Next, they found a sled piled high with blankets. Underneath the blankets, they found a man and woman clutching each other in death. The ice had preserved the sorrow etched onto their faces. Under a second pile of blankets, they found a young man approximately seventeen or eighteen years old. He was unconscious, blue in the face, and unresponsive, but he was alive. There was no telling how long he had been there, or why the family had been traveling through the dark season. 

The search party pulled the boy free, wrapped him in new blankets and tucked him between the still warm bodies of the dead elk. They searched the sled for any clue to his identity, but all they found was a pack of clothes. They left the bodies and turned their own sleds home at full sprint. If they were to save the boy, they needed to return to the Tower in haste. 

Shockingly, the young man lived. They were even able to save all his toes under the careful application of Light magic. The power of the Dark Mages waned as the hours of daylight grew, but the boy responded well to the growing powers of Light. 

It took three weeks to nurse his body back to a living state and another week after that before he opened his eyes. 

He had one eye, the brightest sky blue Elda had ever seen. It was the blue of the strongest of Light Mages. His other eye was the darkest shade of gray, far darker than most of the Dark Mages’ own eyes. One look at the young man with his eyes open, and Elda knew why the family had been traveling in the dark, and why the Sentinel had sent a party to retrieve him. 

Having both light and dark aspects was not unheard of. Mages could often perform spells from both sides of the spectrum, yet they were always stronger in one, with only the barest touch of the other. This boy’s eyes spoke of true power.

Elda conferred with the Sentinel, who agreed with her determination that she would see the boy trained properly and help him find a place in their world once he was fully healed. Until then, she had other duties to take care of.


Part One

COREY WAS A mage of both the light and dark persuasion. They had told him that the first time he’d been strong enough to leave the warm bed he had spent so many endless hours tucked into. He had always had strange eyes, but the idea that he could wield the same powers the Sentinel’s Mages could was preposterous. Corey was a farmhand living with his aunt and uncle, working for the lord who owned the land. He was nothing more than that. 

At least, that was what he’d thought until the day Aunt Lorie and Uncle Tim had stolen one of the lord’s many sleds, bundled him up, and took him on a journey. He was newly eighteen—that was all that had changed in his life—yet Aunt and Uncle had insisted that traveling to some unknown place was absolutely imperative. 

They hadn’t been his real aunt and uncle, either, just two otherwise childless people who were kind enough to care for the baby a strange woman had died giving birth to in the hayloft of the lord’s stable. He thought now they must have somehow known he was different. They had pointed the sled in the direction of the Tower and hadn’t looked back. They were gone now, and the hole in his chest reminded him of that fact every single day. His new situation confused him constantly, and he desperately wished for his aunt’s gentle smile or his uncle’s sound advice to help him get through every bewildering moment. His emotions were jumping everywhere—one moment he was brooding in a corner, thinking about his aunt and uncle, the next he was excited at the prospect of his untapped magic. He was in a strange kind of limbo where he didn’t know how to feel or act.

All he had was Light Mage Elda. She reminded him of the elderly woman back at the lord’s manor who had watched over the children too young to lend their hands to work, except Elda was barely thirty years old and could wield light magic like it was a living toy. She insisted that he come to every meal and always asked him questions about how he was feeling even though he couldn’t really answer. There was also Dark Mage John, Elda’s counterpart, and the teachers John had arranged to sit with Corey for a few hours each day. 
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