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      I walked along the street leading up to my work, humming a slow melody to myself. The sun was still on the rise, making it a lovely gradient from coral all the way to bright robin’s egg blue.

      Everything seemed normal. The occasional bird chirped, the occasional car honked, and everything was as it should be.

      Before I could reach work and go about my normal business, however, I felt a rumbling in the earth below my feet. Something deep, deep down. It sent an ink-black bolt of foreboding down my spine.

      I took a step back, the edges of my mind going dark as if it wanted me to concentrate on only what was below me. Time slowed as the rattling intensified, until the street cracked and black smoke poured out. I tried to shout, tried to warn people of what was coming, but I couldn’t move. Before I could shake myself of the spell binding me, the black smoke gushed out like an explosion, coating everything and anything until I couldn’t see at all.

      All of existence was just the roiling pitch black, and as it swallowed me up I was sure that it was my end. It drenched my entire being like oil yet scoured my skin like sandpaper, getting into my pores, my nose, my mouth to fill my senses with its acrid malevolence.

      Then, just as soon as it had come, it disappeared with an almost audible snap, leaving me breathless and confused.

      I was alive…or at least it seemed so, and I appeared to have all my limbs. That was good, but as I raised my head to look at my surroundings, I realized I was the only thing left unscathed.

      Where there had been buildings now only stood the crumbling shells of infrastructure, still smoldering with black smoke. The road could barely be called that anymore, looking more like asphalt rubble than anything else.

      The street lamps were gone, with only faint echoes of melted metal to remember them by, and even the sidewalks were nonexistent. It was a world in ruin, a devastated shell of what used to be.

      I took a single step forward, and ash rose from my foot. It was eerily silent, all the busy sounds of the city long gone, making it almost seem like a graveyard.

      Maybe it was a graveyard.

      I kept walking, not knowing what else I could do, but as I progressed, I was faced with more and more nothingness. It was like all those documentaries I had watched in school about the devastation after a nuclear bomb, but without all the crumbling bodies. Desolation in panorama, depression given material form.

      Up ahead, I saw a patch of sunlight streaming through the gray smog that covered the once-picturesque sky. Picking up my pace, I ran toward it, hoping for some measure of warmth in the sea of starkness surrounding me.

      It didn’t take me long to reach it, and the moment I stepped into the light, I felt more at ease, like maybe the world hadn’t been completely destroyed and turned inside out. I breathed deeply, but I should have known better than to expect it to last for long.

      There was a shriek from above me, so loud and piercing that even clapping my hands over my ears did nothing to lessen it. I tried to run away from the noise, but I found myself rooted in place while my brain tried to figure out why it was being subjected to such a heinous clamor.

      I managed to get enough control of myself to look up, and I saw the gray blanket of clouds roiling like stew. Once more, foreboding filled me, and I knew nothing good could come from the seizing heavens.

      I watched, practically in a stupor, as the smog parted, allowing what I now recognized as a dragon to descend. Except it wasn’t like any of the drakes, wyverns or dragons I had seen in my limited exposure to them. Its hide was a mix of black, brown, and red, as if it had once been solid obsidian, but time and wickedness had worn it down and rotted it in places, leaving uneven holes in its wing and skin hanging from its form. It spoke of disease and pestilence, and everything in my body told me that I needed to get away as quickly as possible.

      I was rooted in place. Even as it landed in front of me, even as its jaws opened barely an inch from my face and I almost gagged at the smell of decay and blood, even as the back of its throat lit, and a plume of fire came rocketing toward me I remained stuck.

      I closed my eyes, cringing against my death, but it never came. I stood there for goodness knew how long before slowly opening my eyes and looking down. I was alive, but that didn’t seem to be a good thing. My skin, instead of a pale olive, was the same mix of rust and rot as the great dragon staring me down. It spread up my arms like an infection, eating more and more of me.

      I screamed—how could I not?—but that didn’t stop it. It reached my elbows, then my shoulders, and then I could feel it scoring up my neck. I gave one final desperate look to the dragon so calmly watching my demise, and then it finally swallowed me.
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      “Davie! Davie! Wake up!”

      I gasped, and my eyes flew open, revealing that I was sitting in an ornate bed, absolutely drenched in sweat.

      Ew.

      “Hey, you’re alive. You scared me there, girl. Here, drink some water.”

      I looked gratefully to Mallory, who was kneeling on the bed with a concerned expression. I could see Bron standing in the corner, looking concerned but keeping his distance. I had no doubt that my friend had banished him to the corner of the room. She obviously still didn’t trust him.

      Then again, I wasn’t sure I did either.

      “Are you feeling alright?” Bron asked quietly.

      “What do you think?” Mallory snapped. “Girl’s got a concussion and you dragon-folk want to sprinkle her with some blessed water and old herbs and call it a day.”

      Ouch. It’d been a while since I heard my small friend speak with such vehemence, but clearly, she was still just as protective of me as ever.

      Even after two days of mostly sleeping and resting, I was still wrapping my mind around the fact that she was a dwarf. An actual, mythical, honest-to-goodness dwarf. Well, half-dwarf. And I was a seer, which was basically some sort of magicky gobbledy-gook for oracle. Or fortune teller. Or lost little girl who just wanted to know where her sister was.

      Speaking of Mickey… “Any word?” I asked, looking to Bron hopefully, but he just shook his head and I crumbled. Where was she?

      “So, you wanna tell me what you were dreaming about?” Mallory asked, looking at me with eyes full of concern.

      “It’s not important. Not really,” I said, not wanting to relive the moments that I had seen behind my closed eyes.

      “Um, you have the ability to literally see the future in your dreams and visions,” Mallory countered. “I think it’s pretty darn important.”

      Ugh, I supposed she had a point, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. So much of me just wanted to go back to my normal routine and pretend that everything was alright, instead of feeling like I could sense doomsday right around the corner.

      “It wasn’t anything particular. I was in the city, and then it was like a bomb went off below the ground, but instead of fire going everywhere, there was this inky sort of blackness. When it cleared, it was like the apocalypse had happened.” I took another sip of water, decidedly uncomfortable. “Oh, and there was this big, rotten dragon too.”

      Bron instantly perked up. “Rotten dragon? Can you elaborate?”

      I opened my mouth, but there was a knock at the door. The only people I knew in the strange dragon world I had stumbled into were already in front of me, so who could possibly want to be let in?

      Bron went to the door and opened it, letting a maid in. I could only watch with wide eyes as she approached my bed with a massive tray filled with tons of food. Whoa! Was that steak?! I was getting steak for breakfast!?

      She set the platter in front of me and I saw eggs, sausage, steak, roasted vegetables, and several pieces of toast. Already my mouth was salivating, and I wondered where this had been the past two days

      Oh, right. I was unconscious for most of it. Apparently running from dragons with a full-on concussion wasn’t good for my long-term health. The last thing I remembered was being out on the balcony and—

      The balcony!

      “Your cousin!” I cried, startling both myself and the maid.

      “Um, I have many cousins,” Bron said softly, nodding to the maid that it was alright to leave. She seemed grateful to do so, and I wondered just how badly I had made her jump.

      “The dark-haired one!” I continued. “Balthazar, or Bael…Balsomething?”

      “Baelfyre?” Bron supplied.

      “Yes! Baelfyre!” I clapped my hands. “That guy. Who showed up when we were on the balcony.”

      “What about him?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him, to say how I had seen that same man beating him to a pulp, but before I could, time did a weird freeze sort of thing and suddenly, no one was moving.

      I tried to ask them what was going on, but then a scene played over our bodies like holograms, but without sound.

      Hologram-me spoke, although I couldn’t hear what I said, but Bron looked uncomfortable, and then outright angry. A frown just didn’t look right on his handsome features.

      It only proceeded to get worse until he politely bowed and dismissed himself, a dark expression on his face. Hologram-Mallory came and sat on my bed, holding my hands and looking like she was asking something in concern.

      Just as abruptly as it started, time snapped back to normal and both of my friends were staring at me with concern.

      “You okay there?” Mallory asked.

      It was then that I realized that I’d had my first waking vision. I quickly decided that I much preferred the dream ones and promptly started to throw up right next to the delicious food that had just been served to me.

      Thankfully, Bron was definitely on top of his game. In a flash, he was in front of me with a wastebasket.

      It lasted for an embarrassingly long time, considering that I hadn’t eaten in days, and when I finally sat up, Mallory was pressing a cup of water to my mouth again.

      “Rinse out and spit first,” she urged gently, gesturing to the garbage pail that Bron still held. Of course the hottest man I had ever interacted with had to see me toss my cookies. “You don’t want all that acid hurting your throat or stomach. Then you can take a nice, slow gulp.”

      I did as she said, and I found exhaustion flowing over me even though I had just woken up. It seemed that I needed to rest again, and to figure out how I was supposed to broach the subject of his possibly evil cousin with Bron.

      But that could all wait until tomorrow. I was sure that more dreams awaited me.
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      For a clan about to be thrown into a heated war with a dark faction of dragons, Bron and his family seemed to be doing pretty well for themselves. After I woke up again, Mallory deemed me well enough to take a shower. Apparently, I smelled pretty rank, but I felt like I had a reasonable excuse considering that since I last washed myself, I had been kidnapped, escaped, gotten a concussion, fled through a forest, and ridden on the back of a dragon. While I wore the toughest deodorant there was—at least according to their advertisements—I figured there was a limit to what I could reasonably expect.

      Little did I know that the closest bathroom wasn’t just a toilet, tub, and sink with counter. No, it was practically its own event. My jaw dropped as the maid led Mallory and I to it. The room was massive, bigger than my own bedroom at home, with what looked like a large hot tub set into the floor, and the biggest shower I had ever seen with about a dozen different heads to spray water from. Who needed that many heads? How many different parts of you could require a water jet at once?

      The room’s décor was a combination of white and gold, reminding me of a mashup of Greek and Rococo architecture, somehow without being tacky. I didn’t think that was physically possible, but up until a week or so ago, I had thought that dragons were a mythological species, so what did I know?

      The only thing missing—between the large, monogrammed towels hanging over golden racks and the baskets of toiletries—was an actual toilet.

      …what if dragons didn’t go to the bathroom? Or at least not in the traditional sense. I looked to the maid in confusion, trying to figure out how to phrase my question as delicately as possible.

      “Um, pardon me, but where am I supposed to, uh, relieve myself?”

      The woman arched a single eyebrow and I had to wonder what she thought of me. Did she know I was raised as a human? Or did she think of me as the most airheaded seer she had ever met?

      Wait… I was probably the only seer she had ever met. I hoped I wasn’t giving my species a bad name, but there wasn’t like I could really do anything about it.  I didn’t even really technically know if being a seer was its own species, or more of a magic class. It wasn’t like there was a manual.

      My attention came back to the present as the woman pointed to a door in the corner. Oh. The bathroom was separate from the washroom. How fancy of them.

      “Thanks,” I murmured sheepishly before shuffling off so I could escape her sight.

      Of course, what waited for me behind the door was another unnecessarily large and ornate room. Why anyone would sink so much time, money, and detail on someplace where people excreted waste, I didn’t know, but I went about my business and waited to come out until after I heard the maid’s footsteps head out.

      “Is she gone?” I asked Mallory, just to be sure.

      “Yeah, she’s gone. You can stop worrying about making a fool of yourself, because that has long since passed.”

      “Hey,” I objected, fully emerging from the bathroom. “I’ve been through a lot in a few days. I think I’ve earned some social foibles.”

      “That’s one way to put it.” She shook her head and laughed, starting to shuck off her clothes. Normally, I was incredibly self-conscious of my soft, doughy body, heck, I didn’t even take my glove off in front of most people, but Mallory and I had been friends for so long that it was just sort of second nature. Maybe it was a girl thing, maybe it was a maturity thing, maybe it was because she had been just as mocked for her physique when we were younger. Whatever the reason, I happily disrobed and headed toward the shower.

      The hot water was bliss on my aching body, soothing everything but my mind, which refused to relax, bouncing from thoughts of where the heck was my sister to what I was going to do about Bron’s cousin.

      I knew that guy was bad news, but now, due to my waking vision, I also knew that telling Bron was bad news. Somehow, I had to prove to him that his cousin was up to no good without either of them knowing I was gathering evidence. Considering I had the subtlety of a stampeding elephant, I didn’t know how I was going to pull that off.

      And then there was Mickey. Where was she? Was she alright? She still came to me in my dreams occasionally, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying. I felt like she was still trying to warn me of something, but I couldn’t figure out what. I had never in my life been separated from her, and every single moment we were apart was physically painful. I felt guilty for smiling, guilty for eating, guilty for doing anything but searching for her with all my being.

      It didn’t sit right with me to let others look for her while I just sat back every day, but what else could I do? I knew nothing of the world I had been launched into, and on top of that, I had evil dragon-folk looking for me. Even though I knew all that, it didn’t stop me from feeling like I was failing her.

      “Hey, you gonna hog the shower forever, or let me get cleaned up so I can enjoy that hot tub that’s just screaming my name?”

      “Oh, right.” I stepped out sheepishly, letting my friend pass through the steam-covered partition. I guessed I was still a little out of it, even with all the rest I’d had. Maybe I had done a little more damage than just a concussion, but it was hard to say. I was a barista, not a doctor.

      I approached the tub tentatively, not wanting to slip and damage my skull any further. There was a bench all around the inside rim of the tub, giving me somewhere to plant my butt as I settled in.

      Like the shower, the hot water was lovely, and vaguely perfumed with lavender. It made me unwind a bit, and take just the tiniest of slivers off the sharp edge of my thoughts. It didn’t even irritate the scar tissue all along my arms and the slight spattering across my middle.

      Thinking about my own scars made my mind turn to Mickey’s. Were they being moisturized? Did she have her emergency vitamin E oil to keep them from cracking? Was she even alive?

      I could feel tears pricking at the corners of my eyes, and try as I might to hold them off, a few escaped to run over my cheeks. I splashed water onto my face to hide them, but Mallory knew me too well.

      “You okay?” Her brows were furrowed as she lowered herself into the hot tub, sitting across from me.

      “Just stressed.”

      “That’s fair.” She let her hair down and it bounced around her shoulders in wild curls. I was so used to seeing it pulled tightly into a ponytail that it seemed bizarre to see it otherwise. “You’ve been through a lot, and you’re doing as best as one could expect.”

      “It really doesn’t feel like it,” I grumbled, feeling my cheeks burn slightly.

      “That’s because you’re too hard on yourself. You’re always too hard on yourself. You’ve basically learned about a whole new world, and half of it is trying to hunt you down. Give yourself a break.”

      “…I guess.”

      But Mallory didn’t seem to be done. “So, are you going to tell me what’s going on with Bron’s cousin, or are we trying to pretend that you don’t have something on your sleeve?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, letting my eyes slide away.

      “Girl, I’ve known you for years. If you’re gonna lie, learn to do it better.”

      I pouted at that. The one down side of having a BFF that knew me too well was that I couldn’t get away with anything. I couldn’t believe I had thought I duped her about my visions when I was younger. Clearly, I thought better of my acting abilities than most people.

      “I…I had a vision of him and Bron fighting. Not in a family argument kind of way either.” I sighed, thinking back to the dream I had before everything went to hell in a handbasket. “It was official, with soldiers around and everything. They looked like they were really hurting each other, and Bron was definitely losing. I got the distinct feeling that the stakes were high, and that if Bron lost, everything would fall apart.”

      Mallory’s eyes went wide. “Oh, geez. That’s intense. So, he’s a bad guy then? Or at least not a good one.”

      “I think so.”

      “So why didn’t you tell Bron? Although he seems a little spoiled and naïve, I think he would want to know.”

      “I saw what happened when I did, and it wasn’t pretty. He stormed out, and I could feel that his trust in me broke. It was like there was a warmth between us that withered and died. It was pretty upsetting.”

      Mallory sighed, shaking her head. “Yeah, and if we’re going to be stuck in the dragon world, we want all of the support we can get. Losing the trust of Bron would mean losing the one connection we have to people we know we can trust.” She paused for the slightest of seconds. “We can trust Bron, can’t we?”

      I shrugged. “As far as I can tell, but I’m not exactly an all-knowing personality reader. I get feelings in dreams and sometimes real life, but they’re not constant, and I don’t exactly know if they’re all accurate yet.”

      “But haven’t you been having these visions since you were a kid?”

      I winced at that. I didn’t like thinking about the hallucinations of my childhood now that I knew they weren’t hallucinations at all. So much of the anguish and self-hate I had gone through, all a waste. “Yeah, but it was different. I did my best to ignore them, and they were faint, like shimmery ghosts in the corners of my vision. The anti-psychotics helped me forget about most of it too. Once I was on the right medication mix, I could go months without a single vision.

      “The ones I have now are…different. Stronger. It was like touching Bron unleashed something in me that I can’t shove back into its container.”

      “Yikes. Probably has to do with being raised in the human world. Although how you avoided direct contact with any dragon-folk is beyond me. The younger ones like to run all over the city like it’s a playground. Sometimes they make trouble just for their own entertainment. It’s not like they’ll ever be punished.”

      I nodded, thoughts wandering back to the first moment I had made physical contact with Bron. The feeling that had overcome me was still so strange. It was like being struck with lightning and caught in a windstorm all at once, but I had emerged completely unscathed. Well, at least on the outside.

      Maybe it was because our destinies were so interlinked? Or maybe it was just my ability telling me that interacting with that boy was going to make my entire world fall apart. I supposed I would never really know.

      We finished our soaking in relative quiet, just enjoying the reprieve, but eventually, I did have to get out before I turned into one giant, Davie-shaped prune. Thankfully, I managed to do so without faceplanting, and put on one of the many fuzzy bathrobes hanging up in the facilities.

      “Shouldn’t we wait for the maid?” I asked as we headed through the doors, our dirty clothes in our arms.

      “I think I can lead you to your bedroom,” Mallory said, rolling her eyes. For some reason, that made me smile, as if it was just a normal day with her bumming at my counter.

      “Fair. Lead away.”

      I followed along after her, looking around at the paintings, sculptures, and all-around finery that surrounded us. It was hard to imagine ever walking through this place without being distracted by the accoutrements, but I supposed Bron had long since been over it.

      “Well, if it isn’t our guests that I’ve been hearing so much about!”

      I didn’t know that voice, but it’s rumbling velvet sent a shiver of dread down my spine. Mallory whipped around, but I turned slowly, afraid of who or what might be awaiting behind me.

      Baelfyre.

      Did life have something out for me? It seemed like it did, and I wanted to point out that I had done absolutely nothing to deserve its violent treatment.

      “Hey,” Mallory said, forcing a bright smile onto her face. “I’m afraid we have no idea who you are.”

      “Apologies,” he said with a dramatic sort of bow. I could tell that he was trying to be charming, but it just made me uncomfortable. “I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Baelfyre, friend of your Prince Bron.”

      “By friend you mean distant cousin,” I corrected before I could stop myself.

      But he just brightened at that. “Ah, I see my reputation proceeds me. I hope you’ve heard only good things, of course.”

      Crap. I should have played dumb. “I just happened to be on the balcony when you arrived. Bron named everyone going in.”

      “Ah! How fortuitous then. The only downside is that I have not had a chance to learn your name, and I assume you do not wish to be called ‘the seer’.”

      I stayed tightlipped for a moment, trying to envision all the consequences of telling him or not, but I supposed he would find out one way or another. “Davie.” I answered flatly. “And this is Mallory.”

      “Davie? That seems a rather masculine name for someone as beautiful as yourself.” He cracked a smile at me and I swore I saw his teeth sparkle like a toothpaste commercial. Geez, this guy really bought into his whole Prince Charming persona.

      “I guess that’s one of life’s great mysteries,” I said noncommittally. I turned to go, but he just cleared his throat and offered his arms to both Mallory and me.

      “It’s not right for guests to have to wander the halls alone in their unmentionables. Please, allow me to escort you back to your rooms.”

      “No, it’s fine,” I said, trying to wiggle out of his grasp. His grip was like iron and I had the feeling that his fingers would bite down if I struggled, and I supposed that I didn’t want to arouse his suspicion right out of the gate.

      “Please, I insist.”

      I looked to Mallory and I could tell that she was glancing at me uncertainly, waiting for my cue on whether or not to beat him into a pulp for daring to touch us without our permission. I gave her the tiniest of shrugs and screwed a polite smile onto my face.

      “Who am I to refuse a prince’s cousin?”

      I saw the teeniest of cracks in his expression. “I’m actually a prince where I’m from.”

      “Oh, that’s cool,” I answered, feeling my saucier side rise. “I’m not clear on dragon politics yet. He’s like, the big prince over everything and you’re one of the smaller family’s royalty, right? Kind of like the equivalent of a duke or something in the human world.”

      Ah, I saw more of that saccharine smile crack, fissures rising in his near-perfect illusion. To think, if I hadn’t had a vision about him, I might have been completely fooled. I guessed I was lucky, although it didn’t feel much like luck.

      “Something like that,” he said before striding forward.

      Mallory and I didn’t say much as we strolled along, content with listening to the dark-haired man bloviate about the halls around us and the rooms they led to. I was unimpressed, but I did glean a few useful bits here and there.

      Thankfully, it only took us about five minutes to reach our door, but it felt like four minutes too long. I disentangled myself from him and went straight for the door.

      “Perhaps when both of you ladies are more comfortably dressed, I can take you on a tour of the palace. There are all sorts of beautiful places.”

      “Uh, sure,” I said, eager to get away. I was all too acutely aware that I was wearing nothing under my bathrobe and it left me feeling far more vulnerable than I would like. Sure, I had proven that I could bluster myself through a fight with only a few major injuries, but there was something about standing in front of someone you knew was dangerous in just a single layer of fabric that was inherently unnerving.

      “Nice meeting you,” Mallory said, flexing her bicep so that his hand had to open. He gave her a surprised look, but she just shot him a prim expression before joining my side. Just as I reached for the doorknob, the door opened and I was face-to-face with Bron.”

      “Davie!” he said, smiling brightly before noticing who was behind me. “And Baelfyre. Why are you here?”

      “Wow, guess I’m chopped liver then…” Mallory muttered under her breath.

      He looked down at my short friend, and in doing so, seemed to just realize exactly what we were wearing.

      It was interesting to see such a pale man blush, and I watched the pink rapidly rise up his face. “You are not dressed,” he said, eyes wide.

      “Glad to see your vision is just as sharp as always,” Baelfyre said, laughing brightly. Once more, he stepped between Mallory and I, slinging his arm around Bron’s shoulders. “Come, let’s go see if we can natter the cook into making us our favorite cake for lunch instead of dinner, and we’ll leave the women to themselves.”

      Bron didn’t say much, his face still vermillion as they left. Mallory and I rushed into the room and slammed the door behind us. My heart was pounding surprisingly hard for such a low-key event.

      “Well,” Mallory murmured when we were finally alone. “That was one way for me to meet the big bad.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, sliding to the floor. Why did everything have to be so complicated? I liked it when my biggest worry was whether that month’s bills would get paid or not.

      “He’s a charming one, isn’t he?”

      “Yup. Don’t trust it, though, it’s like camouflage on a predator.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I heard the quiver of doubt in her voice and I glanced at her in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re always the first to say that you don’t really understand how this works. What if you’re wrong about him and what you saw was some sort of like…sanctioned wrestling match, or even if you just got your lines crossed in general?”

      “I…I don’t know how this works, but I do know, without a doubt, that he is bad news. While some things are shadowy, or confusing, that single fact is crystal clear.”

      “Alright then. I trust you.” Mallory’s face hardened and she got that same expression she wore before her fights. It made me feel better to know that, no matter what, she would always be by my side.

      I was on a very strange journey, but at least I wasn’t alone.

      Not like Mickey.
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      By the seventh day of recovery in my room, and after many rounds of incessantly pestering Bron for updates about Mickey, I was going a bit stir crazy. Suddenly, the large, spacious area didn’t seem so open, and the décor seemed more mocking than awe-inspiring. I wanted to do something, to progress or accomplish anything instead of just sitting in bed all day and waiting to be told I was useful.

      It didn’t help that Bron seemed to be avoiding me. What few times he did come in to check on me, his cheeks would go red and he’d start sputtering and then everyone felt awkward. But still, after a solid week of being in one room, I didn’t care how flustered he was.

      I heard him shuffling toward my door and I practically vaulted out of bed toward it. Grabbing the knob, I flung it open to see the prince standing in the doorway, looking quite shocked.

      Baelfyre was with him, of course.

      Drat.

      “You!” I said, pointing a finger in his face.

      “Me?” Bron responded, also pointing to himself. Huh, and to think that I had once been so intimidated by this man that I had literally fled from work. He was basically a cinnamon bun in dragon/human form, only maybe with more frosting.

      “Yeah. You. You’re going to take me on a tour of this place.” Perhaps I should have asked, but that might have given the impression that there was an option here. Which there wasn’t. I was getting out of the room and I was going to find something useful that I could do and that would be that.

      Even if Baelfyre unfortunately came along.

      “I really should be meeting with the elders…”

      “Don’t worry,” his dark-haired cousin said, slithering in like a snake. Except I rather liked snakes and comparing them to him was a bit of an insult to the cute danger noodles. “I’d be more than happy to take our venerable guests on a—”

      “No.” I wasn’t normally so blatant in my disagreement on things. I usually liked to play things a little more diplomatically, but I could feel that if I gave Baelfyre a single inch, he would take it a mile. “I would like Bron to show me.”

      A frown made its way onto the white-haired man’s face. It seemed like he wanted to come with us, but other responsibilities were holding him back. Maybe it would be better to use honey instead of vinegar, so I batted my eyes and gave him my best puppy dog look.

      It wasn’t very good, but it wasn’t like things weren’t stacked against me considering I was five-foot-ten and borderline physically intimidating. It seemed to work, though, because Bron sighed and rubbed the bridge of his strong nose.

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt anything to postpone the meeting. It’s not as if they would discuss anything that we haven’t gone over a million times.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Baelfyre said cheerily, clapping his cousin on the back. “I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again, you work too hard, my friend. What’s the use protecting your people if you don’t even get to enjoy spending time with them?”

      “Well, for one, my people will survive.”

      Baelfyre just laughed, shaking his head. “You’re always so serious. Come on, just a little bit of a break with the lovely damsels you saved can’t be all bad. I know I would be honored to spend any time with such beautiful visages.”

      Ugh, gag. Did that work on dragon women, or did he just really like the sound of his own voice? “I’m not a damsel,” I replied shortly. “I’m a seer.”

      “Right you are!” Baelfyre clapped his hands and looked into the room. “Is your ravishing friend coming along as well?”

      “Mallory? Yeah. She’s just using the facilities.” While my room didn’t have its own bathing area, I was very grateful that there was an attached half-bathroom so I didn’t have to go all the way to the massive shower and hot tub area every time I had to go.

      As if on cue, she came out and saw the two men standing in the doorway. “What, is there a party or something going on that I wasn’t invited to?”

      “Not at all!” Baelfyre practically crowed. I could tell that he was extroverted and used to being the life of the party, but his every move just grated on my nerves. “You are definitely welcome to join us on a grand tour of the place!”

      “Oh, we’re finally getting that show?” She rushed up to us, smiling broadly. “Does that mean after that, we’re finally going to get new clothes? These have been washed, but it’d be nice not to have to wear the same thing every day.”

      Bron’s face clouded at that. “You mean they have yet to bring you clothes?”

      I shook my head, gesturing to the same outfit I was wearing as the day he had rescued Mallory and I. “Honestly, I’m beginning to feel like a cartoon character.”

      “That will not do at all. Come, I’ll show you around my home. Baelfyre, if you don’t mind, catch one of the help and ask them to bring a range of clothing, then join us toward the trellises in the back.”

      Baelfyre’s smile faltered like he wanted to refuse, but instead, he gave a little salute and walked off, his swagger apparent even from halfway down the hall.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been busy lately,” Bron said, looking to us. “Shall we start with my most favorite room? The kitchen?”

      Mallory laughed, but I was too anxious to get going. But, before we did, I did have one question. “Hey, Bron?”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you have, uh, a glove I can borrow?”

      He stared of me blankly before understanding dawned on him. “Oh, you need it to cover your hand. Dragons are immensely proud of scars, they’re a sign of life well-earned, so it will actually make it easier for you to have them visible.”

      “Really? That’s not how the guys who kidnapped me reacted.”

      Bron’s face darkened again, and I couldn’t tell if it was because of the reminder that I had been taken away for a short while, or the thought that someone had said something that made me upset. He certainly was protective for someone who hardly knew me, but I guessed that was kind of his thing. “I’ve been told that the faction that wants to take over the city is more…vain about appearances. Something to do with their king’s obsession with perfection. I don’t quite understand it and it’s not like we can open a dialogue about it with them.”

      “No, I guess not.” I looked down at the pink, twisted flesh of my hand, wrist, and a tiny bit of my forearm. To me, it spoke of the worst times in my life, of hospital visits and painful skin grafts, of being too ugly to be adopted by couples who wanted regular children and too capable for couples who were looking for special needs kids. Could I ever see it as anything but a negative? I didn’t think so. “But still, for now, I think I would like a glove.”

      Instead of arguing, Bron nodded. “I will make sure to have a selection delivered to your room, but, for the moment, shall we head to the kitchen?”

      This time, I couldn’t help but smirk. “You really are hungry, aren’t you?”

      “Always,” he answered with a wink, and then we were off and walking.

      The stairs leading down to the first floor put the ones at Bron’s first mansion in the city to shame. They were twice as long, and I felt almost winded by the time we reached the bottom. It seemed a week in bed had really taken a toll on me. I was going to need to do some serious working out to get back my previous big-girl stamina.

      Once we did reach the landing, we were off again, going to a door toward the back of the main hall then down a bunch of side corridors until eventually, we were dumped into what looked like a massive kitchen from a five-star restaurant.

      “Holy…” I breathed, not even having a word to follow up with. The room was a strange mix of ancient and modern, sending my mind scrambling to figure out which timeline we fit into.

      There was a massive stone oven. It reminded me of what you might see in a fancy pizzeria, but much more elaborate. There were multiple doors in it, and a whole section where I could see inside to the blazing fire within, and then another section atop that.

      Only a few feet away was a completely modern fridge. It was like the one I had seen in Bron’s house, but twice as big and polished enough to be an actual mirror. Modern LED bulbs illuminated everything with a clean, bright light, while the floor was all ancient cobblestone, worn smooth. The cabinets were all from the current day, but dozens and dozens of ancient pots and other cooking tools hung from circular racks attached to the ceiling. It was such a bizarre mix that it seemed like a very confused time-traveler had built the whole place.

      And the smells!

      I hadn’t been hungry before, but my mouth was suddenly watering. So this was where my delicious meals had been coming from. With the way the multiple workers were buzzing around, I guessed that they were busy pretty much twenty-four/seven. How exhausting! I hope they were paid well.

      “Master Bron!” one said, rushing past us to put a steaming dish on the large granite island. “I thought Master Arvus told you he will not make you a cake for mid-meal.”

      “Wow, word got around that fast, huh?” The Prince laughed, and it was such a happy, unassuming sound. “I’m not here for the cake, however. These are my friends, and I just wanted to show them my favorite room in the entire place!”

      “… you were just hoping that I gave them sweets as a welcome and you get to mooch off of that.”

      The prince winked and I felt my stomach flip slightly. A strange reaction, but maybe after being exposed to Baelfyre’s smarminess, my mind was in shock to see someone genuinely charismatic.

      “I protest, Gavin. It is my duty to be an honorable host, and isn’t treating your guests well the epitome of honor?”

      The worker gave Bron a solid glare, but the prince held his amiable expression. I was actually pretty impressed. “Fine. I happen to know that there’s an extra small cream cake. Wait here.”

      “Of course!”

      The worker stalked off, past the fridge and into another room. Was there more to this kitchen than what was already in front of me?

      It seemed so, because when the man returned, he was holding a fist-sized cake on a small plate, complete with two forks.

      “For the ladies,” he said with a defeated sort of sigh.

      “You’re the best,” Bron said as Mallory took it. “And now that they can taste your best work, I’m off to show them the library! Thank you again.”

      We wandered out and as soon as the door was closed behind us, Mallory was picking up a fork and shoveling the sweet into her face.

      “Oh man, this is delicious!” she declared, eyes wide.

      “I’m glad to hear. Miss Davie, you should have some.”

      Aw. It was cute that he was pretending he wasn’t drooling all over the confection already. “Actually, I don’t like cake. You can have my share.”

      I swore his jewel-like eyes grew as wide as saucers. “Really? You sure?”

      “Seriously, have at it. I’ve never been a huge fan of sweets anyway.”

      I had never seen an expression that was such a mix of gratitude and disbelief, but Bron picked up a fork and happily dug in with Mallory. Not that she had left him much. She had definitely been eating steadily as the prince and I were talking.

      It was these little moments of peace that helped me to almost forget the situation we were in. That there was an entire dragon faction looking for me and I apparently had strange, mystical powers. The three of us were just like college friends, all having fun while walking to the cafeteria. It was nice, and it made me feel like I hadn’t missed out on such a vital life experience.

      “So, a library, huh?” I asked as Bron led us down more halls, too busy licking icing from his hand to play the role of tour guide. “You know most people have to go to one of those outside of their house.”

      “Really? That seems terribly inconvenient.”

      I stopped for a moment, unable to tell if Bron was being serious or not. “You’re kidding, right? You had to have known that.”

      He shrugged and pointed to a large set of double-doors. “Ah, and here we are! I feel like you guys are really going to like this!”

      Before I could call him on changing the subject, he was striding forward and throwing the doors open, revealing what had to be a book-lover’s paradise. I rushed along after him, mouth opening and closing in wonder as I tried to figure out what the heck I was trying to say.

      It was beautiful.

      The room was at least two stories tall with shelving covering almost every wall. I saw tomes, books, scrolls, pretty much whatever a book-lover could want and then some.

      Several desks sat in the center of the room, all with their own lamps and high-backed chairs, as well as a few reading tables meant for multiple inhabitants at the same time, but the pièce de résistance was definitely the eastern wall.

      Instead of shelving, or even a solid wall, it was just a glass partition looking over a beautiful garden. Natural light streamed in like something out of a movie, spilling across several easels and what I recognized as a complete paint set and brush selection on a supplies rack.

      “Is…is…that what I think it is?” I asked, extending a shaking finger.

      Bron didn’t answer, however. Instead, a man walked out from behind one of the bookshelves with what looked like a cup of fresh water in his hands. “Oh, I didn’t expect to have visitors today. And to what do I owe this honor?”

      I just stared at the man openly. He was older, that was for sure, with wizened wrinkles in his face and a distinctive squint to one of his ice-blue eyes. He was cleanshaven, but instead of having snow white hair as someone might expect on someone his age, he sported a blue ponytail with the sides of his head shaved.

      “Ah, I see you’ve just met Master Velas,” Bron said, coming up alongside of me. “He’s the official portrait maker for the royal line and curator of most of the library that you see here.”

      “Actually, pretty much of all the library that you see here,” the older man said with a raised, bushy eyebrow. “And if I’m to hazard a guess, you’re a painter. Or at least an artist.”

      I felt myself flush and looked at him with wide eyes. I wasn’t sure how that managed to surprise me of all things, but I didn’t feel like I looked particularly artsy. “How did you know that?”

      “You’ve got a paintbrush and drawing notch on your middle finger from gripping your tools too hard, and I’d like to think that any artist can recognize another scoping out their supplies. The look you gave my paints was almost obscene!”

      Now I could feel myself really blushing as he laughed, but he was right. “You do have a pretty impressive collection.”

      Although I hoarded coupons like a champ and occasionally treated myself to a tube as a treat, I only had about ten or twelve different colors at a time. I mean, I made it work, and I loved my paints dearly, but this Master Velas had at least a hundred different shades. How could I not drool over it?

      “Thank you. You’re welcome to it, if you ever want.”

      “Really?!” I asked, my head snapping to his face so fast I almost got whiplash. “Are you serious?”

      “Of course! It’s not often that I get to meet another artist around here. Too many dragons are only interested in their hoards or war, neither of which interests me.”

      “No, but their secrets do,” Bron said, his tone still light and teasing. It seemed that he wasn’t some detached royal that lived apart from his subjects, but had friendly relationships with most of them. That had to be the sign of a good person…right?

      I certainly hoped so. Or I was in for more trouble than I bargained for.

      “Secrets?” Mallory asked, joining the conversation for the first time. I couldn’t be sure because I had been so distracted by the paints, but I was fairly certain that she had done a circuit around the entire room to check for danger before joining us in the conversation. “What do you mean by that? Like, blackmail stuff?”

      Velas laughed. “No, not quite. I mean ancient arts and practices long lost to our people. As traditional as we seem sometimes, we have actually forgotten much in our evolutionary efforts to thrive.”

      That piqued my interest, and I tore my eyes away from the paints once more. “Is there anything about seers or old magic?”

      His head cocked to the side for a minute as he regarded me. “You’re her, aren’t you?” His tone was light as he asked, not confused or shocked, but I still couldn’t help but dislike it. I wasn’t ‘her’ and I wasn’t ‘the seer,’ I was Davie!

      “She is my friend that we are currently harboring, yes.”

      “I see,” Velas said with a grave nod. “Then yes, friend, there are even secrets buried in these pages about seers, soothsaying, and everything in between. Feel free to join me down here at any time. My room is actually adjacent to here, so all you must do is knock.” He gave me a bow and extended a mahogany, wrinkled hand. “If I may have the pleasure of your name, as I would address you by it rather than any title that may have been thrust upon you by my people.”

      Oh, I liked this guy. He reminded me of a grandfather I never had, wise and kind. “It’s Davie,” I answered softly. “And this is Mallory.”

      “I see. Davie and Mallory of the human world. I look forward to showing you all this room has to offer.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re making friends,” Bron said, beaming at me. “But I’m sure that Baelfyre is waiting for us by now so we should hurry.”

      “Baelfyre?” Velas asked. “You should be careful around him. He may be your cousin, but you know how tempting power can be in a position as precarious as yours.” Aha! At least I wasn’t the only one who thought the dark-haired dragon was sketchy.

      But Bron frowned and his fair brow furrowed together. “Sometimes these old books make you too suspicious. We will see you again, Master Velas.”

      “And I hope to see you as well, Prince Bron.”

      With that, the white-haired man headed out and my decision to not confront him about his cousin was reaffirmed. I didn’t know what Baelfyre had done to make Bron so loyal, but there definitely had to be some backstory there.

      I gave Master Velas my own shaky bow and then ran off after Bron, Mallory right behind me. We exchanged a look but didn’t say anything, instead following along while he led us outside.

      I was worried, but the moment I was outside, those concerns began to fade. The warm sunshine caressed my face, and the fresh air filled my lungs, reminding me that there were a few things still untouched by the dirt of the city. It would have been downright pleasant if it weren’t for a certain brunette princeling waiting for us.

      “There you all are! And here I thought you guys had ditched me in the politest way!”

      I wished.

      “I would never,” Bron said, jogging happily up to his cousin. “We just got waylaid by Master Velas.”

      Baelfyre scoffed. “That old bag? He’s so full of hot air that I’m surprised he’s not always spitting fire. What was he saying now?”

      “Nothing important,” Bron answered quickly, but I didn’t like that. Master Velas was nice to me, and offered his no doubt expensive paints out of the goodness of his heart. “Anyway, let’s show them the pool and maze, shall we?”

      “Wait,” I said, forgetting about the internal dialogue I was having in defense of the older, dark-skinned man. “You have a pool!?”

      The two of them laughed and gestured for me to catch up with them as they headed off. I followed them, excited to see all the perks this castle had in store.

      Hey, if I was going to be chased down by dragons who wanted to enslave my kind, I might as well enjoy the few perks that came with that.
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      “Now I need you to take a deep breath and concentrate. In through your nose, out through your mouth.”

      I did as Master Velas instructed, trying to focus on keeping my inhalation measured and calm. It had been a couple of days since our grand tour of the place and ever since, I had been meeting the artist every day.

      At first, Mallory had been pretty bored by it all, but then her parents had arrived with their own dragon escort and she had been spending most of her time with them. I tried not to be jealous, but it was difficult considering that every day just brought more questions on if my sister could even be alive still with so much time having passed.

      Thankfully, Master Velas helped distract me from that. It seemed he always had a pile of books he wanted to go over with me, or an exercise for me to try. Nothing had really come of it yet, but it kept me occupied and for the moment, that was enough. Although my fingers were itching to get at the paints, I figured leisurely creating art was for when we weren’t prepping for a possible war.

      Speaking of which, it was strange that I knew nothing about what was going on with the dark faction that attacked. Bron did his best to keep me in the dark, and although I knew it affected me, I didn’t feel like prying.

      “Now open your mind, letting your thoughts fall to the earth like petals.”

      …whose thoughts were petals? There were a lot of different words for how my mind worked, but dainty, flowery things didn’t describe it at all.

      “I see your forehead wrinkling there. Relax.”

      Easier said than done. He wasn’t the one sitting cross-legged on the floor with the sun turning the inside of my eyelids red instead of black.

      “Good. Now try again. Breathe in, then out, reach down into the very depths of yourself. Feel for the center of your energy. It resides within all of us in different forms, in some people it manifests as a burning flame. In others, it is rushing water, powerful and unstoppable. In others, it is a light. Whatever it is, find it, and grasp it.”

      What was he even talking about? How did I reach into myself? Sure, I read about it in all my high-fantasy books, but this was real life. I wasn’t some great mage, I was an orphan turned barista.

      Still, I might as well try. I screwed my eyes shut as tightly as I could and concentrated, forcing myself to do what he asked as best I could.

      My mind took me back to when I was younger, when kids would mock my hand or teachers would be frustrated that I wasn’t paying attention like they thought I should. In those moments, I had wanted to run and never have to face them again, but I found a strength within myself that I never knew, and I had been able to sit through those classes with my head held high.

      Yeah, that would work. I reached for that same strength, trying to envision it in my mind. It wasn’t fire, as Velas had said. Or light. Instead, it was a tightly-wound ball of energy stained different colors of the rainbow. I saw cerulean and emerald, light pink and lilac. Mint, sapphire, scarlet, viridian, all of them tightly wrapped around each other and flowing through each other but none mixing.

      I imagined wrapping my hand around it and the little ball glowed faintly, ever-so-slightly growing at the edges, but as my fingers tightened in my mind’s eyes, the colors passed through my hand then slithered around me like snakes.

      That was frustrating.

      I focused further, remembering the time that we had no food, so Mickey had marched us from our foster home to a local food bank and convinced them to give us some groceries without ID. Then she had built a fire in a park grill by one of their gazebos and cooked us a meal. While it didn’t sound that impressive now, it certainly was to a fifteen-year-old and her much younger sister.

      I could be strong like that. I could be just as brave, and calm, and matter-of-fact. I just needed to be less afraid of all the things that could happen and start actually getting things done.

      I tightened my imaginary fingers again, and this time, the ball didn’t slither away. No, it grew and grew until my entire hand was enveloped in the technicolor energy.

      “Yes! That’s it! I can feel your body reacting!”

      But I didn’t pay attention to Master Velas. I was alight with my own energy and my every sense was consumed by it.

      Suddenly, time stood still, just like it had when I had my vision in real time, but instead of strange holographs playing over reality, something entirely different happened.

      Everything was normal, and yet not. It was the room, just as I had left it, but instead of light illuminating the room, there were just colors, each shining like the energy within me.

      It was like everything was a Van Gogh painting, and I felt like all of the brush strokes were leading me right to the canvas at the other end of the room. I stood, eyes affixed, and slowly shuffled forward. Master Velas had the good sense to get out of my way, and that was the last my consciousness paid attention to him. Soon, my whole word was just the blank canvas before me.

      Except it wasn’t really blank, and yet it was. I could tell that no one had painted on it yet, but there was a myriad of colors flashing across its surface. Each one of them telling a story, each one of them beckoning me to bring their worlds from their reality into mine.

      Who was I to disagree?

      Like a woman possessed, I rushed to the paint and brush racks, grabbing whatever the colors told me I needed. It felt strange to be so artistically removed from a process that I normally took such great joy in, but my arms were moving as if they were machines being operated by somebody else and I knew that questioning the who, the what or the why might pull me out of my trance and I would never get the answers that the canvas demanded I dictate.

      There was no fear as I stood in front of the easel, splashing colors this way and that. No hesitation and no do-overs. I just followed the colors, letting them guide me even though I couldn’t understand what they so urgently wanted me to express.

      I couldn’t say how long I stood there, enraptured by the energy flowing through me and connecting me to all of existence. Time always went a bit screwy when it came to my visions and it appeared that this was no different. But eventually, after many ragged breaths and frenzied brushstrokes, the colors finally faded. I stepped backwards, observing what the heck I had made.

      “That was rather amazing to watch,” Master Velas said, walking up from behind me.

      I didn’t startle, my attention was too affixed on what I had painted. The colors in my trance were nothing like the ones I had actually used, creating a strange sort of paradox that I would have to figure out later.

      The painting was mostly blue, cut into jagged shapes and stark highlights that spoke of crystals, like the kind you’d find in geodes or a wiccan shop, but at the center of it, there was a single figure, hanging there like some sort of religious symbol.

      “Do you know what it is?” the older man continued, stepping closer so he could examine it in more detail.

      I nodded slowly, but it took several seconds for me to find the words. My mouth was so dry, and my tongue felt like it weighed a million pounds. “It’s me,” I murmured, my entire consciousness affixed on the illustration. “This is how I die.”

      “How you di— Are you certain? Is this literal, or more figurative?”

      I shook my head, feeling myself slowly return to reality. Like a balloon that had been blown up too large and then deflated too fast, I felt empty. I just wanted to lay down and not have any dreams for once. “I don’t know. I just…only know that this is me, and it’s important.”

      “I see.” Master Valen stroked his chin. I could feel that he was staring at me in concern, but I couldn’t summon the energy to care. “Do you mind if I keep this?”

      “Do what you will,” I answered, already turning to leave. “I’m going to go sleep. I’ll see you another day.”

      “Yes, you will.” He smiled softly and I managed to return a half-hearted grin. “Rest well, Miss Davie. You have earned it.”

      Did I? It certainly didn’t feel like it. The only thing I was good at was bemoaning doom and gloom. Would it kill me to have a vision about something happy for once?

      I guessed that would be too much to ask for, and I headed back to my room, shaking my head.
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      “Davie! Davie, are you here?”

      I looked up from the book I was reading, not recognizing the voice calling me at first. It was only when they shouted again that I recognized it as Baelfyre.

      Gross. Why was he looking for me? Maybe he murdered me and that was why him and Bron ended up fighting?

      No, that didn’t make sense, considering what I had painted. Then again, what if that was more figurative than literal, or I was just wrong in general?

      “Ah, there you are!”

      The dark-haired prince had reached the door while I had been lost in thought and he rushed over to me with a smile.

      “Hey, come with me,” he said, gesturing for me to follow him, but I wasn’t exactly about to cooperate with who I was sure was a bad guy, so I just crossed my arms and sat back.

      “Where? And why?” I asked instead, affixing him with a matter-of-fact look.

      He cocked his head to the side, regarding me. “You know, there’s been something I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while.”

      To my great displeasure, he stepped around the desk and sat on the corner of it, looking down at me with a kind expression. That was the first time I realized that his eyes were a stunning mix of green and gold. On anybody else, I would have had the urge to draw them, but with him, I just felt like a stupid rabbit in the view of a hungry hawk.

      “Did I do something to get off on the wrong foot with you? I can’t help but feel there’s a certain animosity between us.”

      Crap. Well, I guessed I hadn’t exactly been subtle, but I couldn’t really tell him that I knew what he was. That might tip my hand too much and I had no idea of how he might react. Sure, I was a seer, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t just slit my throat and end me where I sat.

      “Have I?” I responded flatly. “I guess I’m just not very good with new people.”

      He nodded. “I understand that. From what my cousin tells me, you haven’t exactly had the easiest life.”

      I shrugged. I didn’t really feel like getting into a woe-is-me speech with the royal. I did that enough on my own already. “We all have our struggles.”

      “True, but I feel like you have survived more than most. Life can often be cruel, or unfair, and we do our best to accept it, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t difficult. So, I guess that’s why I got you these. Trying to balance the scales a bit.”

      He pulled something out of his pocket and I jerked back a bit. His expression turned a touch disappointed, but he persisted nonetheless, presenting me with a long, thin, white box.

      I took it tentatively, with absolutely no idea what it could be. It was closed with a beautiful, gauzy ribbon tied into a picturesque bow, so cute that I felt guilty undoing it, but I did nonetheless, opening it to reveal a pair of beautiful gloves within.

      They were made of pure white leather with silvery stitching throughout. A design of a tree had been delicately embroidered to the front, elegant and flawless. When I picked them up, they were soft and supple, enough that I could draw in them.

      I held my breath as I looked at their interior, seeing that they were lined with soft fur that I couldn’t identify. I looked from the gloves to Baelfyre and back again, trying to piece all of it together.

      “But why?” was all that I could ask, as eloquent as always.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear what you asked my cousin and I noticed that they still haven’t brought you clothes or gloves. While we may revere scars, it is clear that no one is respecting you. So, I thought I might try to make up the difference as best I could.” He smiled softly, and I couldn’t be more confused. “Bron is a good guy, really he is, and he’s going to do his best by you, but he has too much on his plate to keep track of everything. I figured the least I could do was help where I could.”

      But this didn’t make any sense. I knew Baelfyre was a bad guy. Without a doubt. “You really watch out for him that much?”

      “Not usually. He’s a fairly capable prince, but a lot of things are happening very quickly. It’s easy to get overwhelmed, but in general, yes. It started when we were kids and he almost was knocked out of the sky by a plane, and it’s been happening on and off ever since.” He laughed slightly, and it was quite the musical sound. “I’m two months older, so I guess that makes me feel responsible.”

      “Huh, yeah. I guess.” I looked back down at the gloves and slid one on, tucking the other one so it hung out of my pants pocket decoratively but was secure enough to not fall out. “Thank you.”

      “It’s nothing, really. And I have a whole selection of outfits waiting for you in your room, so you can stop wandering around in those rags all the time.”

      I laughed. “We made do.”

      “Indeed you did, but that doesn’t mean you have to. I noticed your friend’s parents brought her clothes, but it seems no one has been looking out for you.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “Mallory has been letting me borrow her dresses every now and then.” I didn’t feel the need to say that I wore them as shirts, and that they were quite short at that.

      “I’m sure she has, she’s a good friend, but come, I promise you’ll love it.”

      He offered his hand and I looked at it with more uncertainty than I had ever felt. I had been so sure that I had him pegged as a bad character, but was it possible that I was wrong? So far, none of my visions had really turned out the way they had been presented. What if I was taking things far too literally?

      Although my subconscious was practically screaming at me, I slid my gloved hand into Baelfyre’s and let him escort me back to my room.

      He kept up the friendly banter the entire time, obviously enjoying my company and the new sense of trust he was perceiving. I listened, just like before, my mind trying to decipher if he was really friend or foe.

      When we finally reached my room, I did notice that the door was ajar. Baelfyre strode through them, throwing the doors open and waiting for me to follow him.

      I did, cautiously of course, and crept into the place where I spent most of my time if I wasn’t in the library. Mallory had been moved into a different room down the hall with her parents and, while she did her best to visit me often, it wasn’t the same.

      The moment I was in and could actually see the inside of my room, I noticed the racks and racks of clothes lined up against the wall. My jaw dropped, and I could hardly believe what I was seeing.

      “Are these…all for me?” I half-whispered.

      “Hardly,” Baelfyre answered with a bit of a laugh. “I wasn’t quite sure of your size, so I had them bring a selection from size twelve to twenty. Your American measurements are very strange, but whatever fits you is yours.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “It would be in very poor form if I was not.”

      I let out a squeal and rushed forward. Normally, I wasn’t big on clothes, but that was mostly because they weren’t a priority in life. Money went to food, bills, and Mickey’s care first. Everything else came after that, and I wasn’t going to spend time or money on something as frivolous as a new dress or whatever the latest fashion trend was.

      But this…this was entirely different.

      There were dresses and overalls, shorts and shirts, all of them incredibly well-made and far beyond anything I could afford. Suddenly, I could be the goth girl that I always wanted, and the prep, and the rockabilly. Pretty much anything I could imagine was present and I was absolutely loving it.

      My hands were practically a blur, picking out things I liked that looked to be about the right size and piling the on my bed. I was like a kid in a candy shop and I was discovering all sorts of things about myself.

      I had at least a quarter of the racks cleared out in minutes and my bed was absolutely covered in different outfit pieces. When I finally had picked over everything, I realized I could spend a couple days trying stuff on before I went through it all, and I had to wonder if I was dreaming.

      Sure, men who could shapeshift into dragons I bought with no issue, but a wardrobe makeover? Unbelievable.

      “Thank you so much for this,” I said, looking at Baelfyre once more. Maybe it was shallow of me to be swayed by a couple of gifts, but it wasn’t really what the man was giving but how. He paid attention to what I needed. Granted, that was something that someone trying to trick me would do, but what could I say? He was sending me signals that just didn’t make sense.

      “So, now that you have some choices, the real question is what shall you wear first?”

      “You mean right now?” I asked, eyes going wide.

      “Unless you want to continue to wear the same clothes you’ve been wearing for nearly two weeks and washing every few days.”

      “Right.” I looked at the large pile on the bed and ended up picking a cute, sort of pin-up dress that was clearly in sailor style. Grabbing that and some of the polka dot tights that had been hung over the top of the rack, I headed in.

      “I hope you don’t mind, I had the maid take the liberty of putting unmentionables in your dressing room. I figured you would want to peruse those in a more private setting.”

      I felt my cheeks color as I remembered that he had first met me in only a bathrobe. If you asked me, my unmentionables came up far too much around him.

      “Thanks.” I hurried to my oversized half-bath and shut the door, relieved to be away from the dark-haired man for a little while.

      I took my time shimmying and shammying into my new outfit, loving every moment of it. The fabric was thick, and sturdy, none of the plasticine and polyester stuff I was used to. And yet, it was also soft. Not stiff or itchy. It felt like it was made for me, with everything but the chest fitting as well as the glove on my hand.

      The tights fit too, which was a miracle in and of itself. Between being tall and being plus-sized, it wasn’t often such things fit without a lot of research and trial and error, but the polka dot pair did so without feeling like they would become unraveled and full of runs the moment the slightest bit of friction hit them.

      When it was all finished, I stepped out like I was going onto a runway. Baelfyre even clapped, before standing and telling me I looked beautiful.

      “You said that when I was in a bathrobe with my hair plastered to my head,” I countered. “So, pardon me if I don’t take your opinion seriously.”

      “But I was serious. I meant it then, as I do now.” He stepped forward, as if he was going to take my hand and kiss it. I took a step backwards, heart leaping into my throat. While I was alright with him taking my arm, or escorting me places, I wasn’t about being touched in such a familiar way by someone I was still debating their moral character. “Apologies,” he said somewhat sheepishly. “Force of habit.”

      “It’s—”

      “What’s going on here?”

      I looked to the doorway to see Bron standing there with a confused expression. For some reason, I immediately felt guilty, as if I had done something wrong, but I hadn’t as far as I knew.

      “Your workers around here still hadn’t brought your guest clothes, so I took matters into my own hands.” Baelfyre sent his cousin a smile before crossing to him and playfully clapping his shoulder. “You can thank me later. I think you’ll agree that Miss Davie looks lovely.”

      “Y-yes.” Something about Bron’s expression was still off, something I didn’t know enough about to put my finger on.

      “Davie, I’m due to a meeting to discuss the ramifications of having a seer in our midst. Perhaps you’d like to join me, so you can be less of an abstract notion to our leaders and elders and more of a real person.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Baelfyre asked, grating against my nerves once more.

      “Sure,” I said, walking to join him. “That sounds productive.”

      He finally brightened and offered his arm. “Excellent. This way. Baelfyre, I’ll see you once the meeting is adjourned.

      “I’m sure you will,” the dark-haired man answered, giving a little bow before disappearing down the hall.

      There was something foreboding about that, but it quickly slipped my mind as we headed toward a part of the mansion I had never been in before. It was such a sprawling, beautiful place, I supposed I could stay here for months and never see all of the rooms.

      The closer we got to our destination, the more nervous I became. I had interacted with a grand total of three dragons. That didn’t exactly give me a huge depth of experience when it came to dealing with them or their political machinations, yet I was about to hop in on a meeting meant for only their highest-ranking military and society members. Talk about intimidating.

      “Um, am I supposed to say anything in particular, or do something a certain way?” I asked as we reached a long, lofty hall.

      “No, just answer questions as best you can and be yourself.” Bron’s voice was light as he answered, which was strange compared to the importance of his words. “I think part of the issue is that folks are too wrapped up in the legends of everything a seer could do and all the power they could summon. They don’t think of you as a woman who’s just as scared and confused as they are. I’m hoping interacting with you will dispel those notions and allow us to continue with our prep unencumbered by boogeymen.”

      “Huh,” I responded, mulling over his words in my head.

      Bron clocked my reaction and tilted his head ever so slightly. “Do you disagree with something I said?”

      “No, not at all.” I thought of how to cushion my words, but then thought to heck with it. Bron wanted me to be myself and I wasn’t going to do that by sugarcoating my thoughts. “It’s just that’s the first time that you’ve sounded really princely to me.”

      Thankfully, he laughed. “Is it? Well, I hope you get used to it. You’re about to hear a whole lot of royal over-speak once we enter those doors.”

      “Those doors?” I followed his gaze to see a set of ornate double-doors. Oh. We were here.

      “You ready?” Bron asked, sending me a smile that made my stomach churn a bit. I didn’t know why he was able to affect me so easily, but that could stop any day now and I would be quite happy.

      “As I’ll ever be,” I answered, taking a deep breath.

      “Very well. Let’s show these old stiffs what you’re all about. “

      “Yeah,” I said shakily. “Let’s.”
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      The doors opened, and I was greeted by dozens of faces all turned toward us at once. Some of them older, some of them middle-aged, but all of them wearing both stress and anger clearly etched into their features.

      Was the situation more dire than I had thought? Or were these just a bunch of grumpy gusses with permanent frown faces?

      I guessed I would find out.

      “Who is this?” one of the closest men asked, jowls practically pulled into a snarl.

      “This is Miss Davie Masters. I thought you all might like to meet her.”

      I noted that he introduced me by my name, not my ability or what I meant to them. It was a subtle thing, but it meant a lot. Ever since I had arrived, I felt like more of a pawn than a living being.

      “The seer?!” Of course, one of the old farts had to go and pop the bubble. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “Yes, that is how many of you know her.” Bron gave the slightest of bows. “Apologies for my lateness, but let’s get started, shall we?”

      He led me around the table to a couple of open seats in the far corner. I had somewhat expected him to be at the head of the arrangement, but I guessed his deferred position meant that being a prince didn’t carry as much weight as I thought it did.

      I settled in my seat and I could feel all eyes on me, waiting for me to do something. The way I figured it, I had two options. Either cower and stare down at the table’s surface for the entire conversation, or lift my head up and stare them down.

      So, I raised my chin, turning my expression into a hard neutral. I had survived much worse than a bunch of geezers, and I would get through this too. Intimidation didn’t work, not if I proved to them that I didn’t care.

      “Very well then. If we could begin.” Finally, the eyes turned away from me and went to the man who was actually sitting at the end of the table. He was old, older than I ever thought possible, with skin as dark as coal and hair whiter than porcelain. He wore his long tresses in intricate braids that were then tied at the back of his head, and his long beard was just as artfully coiffed. “There has been silence from all of our scouts in enemy territory, and none of our diplomats have returned, whole or in pieces. It is safe to say that their king has officially put them on lockdown.”

      “So, what do we do?” another asked. “We can’t just sit here and wait for them to mount an attack on us. We can’t deny that they have made it very clear that they will give anything to get their hands on the seer.”

      “But why is the seer so important to them? And how did they find it?”

      “Her,” I interrupted, voice tense. The elder who had spoken glowered at me, so I clarified. “I am a her, not an it. A person. Just in case you forgot.”

      They said nothing, just turned their heads back to the man sitting at the head of the table as if I didn’t exist. “We have a leak. Someone is giving information to the enemy. We cannot stand upon a crumbling foundation.”

      “You are paranoid, old man,” a younger leader objected, slamming his fist on the table. “It’s clear that they sensed the power when she awakened and went on the move. We need not discuss how it happened, but rather what we do now to make sure it never happens again!”

      Another man chimed in. There were no women present at the table, I noticed, which was pretty telling of how they would treat me. “They chased our prince all the way up to the edge of our glamour and shields. If we didn’t have protection, I’m sure they would have slithered right into our fields!”

      “Then we must use the seer as they wish to use it. Give us an advantage.”

      “Her.” This time, it was Bron who corrected them. “You must all stop thinking of Davie as a tool or a mystical tchotchke. She is a living, breathing being, and I insist that you treat her as such.”

      “I will treat her with respect when she has earned it. So far, she has only cost us resources and men.”

      I felt my spine snap upright and all of my temper coalesced on one spot. There were a lot of things that I had grown a hard enough shell to tolerate, but that was not one of them.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, livid.

      “You heard me, Seer—”

      “No, no, no,” I corrected, raising a single finger. “It’s Davie, Davie Masters. You may address me by that, or ma’am, or miss, but my same is not Seer. You seem to be a bit mistaken by what respect means. We’re not talking about the lofty sense of authority people offer to you because you’re in the position you’re in now. We’re talking about the basic rights that everyone has to be treated with decency. You don’t have to cower to me, or flatter, but you will not talk about me as if I were not here, or like I’m a broken wand of some sort. You got that?”

      The man snorted, a truly mature response. “You know nothing of which you speak, girl.”

      I liked to think that I had a pretty good hold over my temper, but there was only so many times a person could push me before they got the horns. I wasn’t a girl, I was a woman. I would not be infantilized, even by powerful shapeshifters several centuries my elder.

      I felt that ball of colors inside me turn blood red, glowing brighter than a star. I reached out across the table, letting my bare hand grasp the man’s wrist before I could pull away. I didn’t know what possessed me to do so, but I gripped him with all I could and let the colors flow into him.

      Scenes flashed before my eyes in rapid succession, almost incomprehensible, but I found if I held my breath, my brain could decipher everything that it had seen and place it in a sensible order. I didn’t think about what I was going to do, I just did it, which probably wasn’t the wisest idea.

      “I know that you’ve been married to Askha the beloved for close to three hundred years. She has borne you three sons and a daughter, but you have lost two to fights and disease. I know that though you sit here, like a man of honor, when in reality, you have several mistresses that you sneak around on Askha with. If she knew, I’m sure she’d be brokenhearted.”

      The man jerked back, his teeth in a snarl. “You lie!” Oh, his voice was quite poisonous as he addressed me, but he had poked the bear one too many times.

      “Do I?” I countered. “Then why don’t we ask the wife of the redheaded guy a couple of seats to your left? Unless you had another reason to creep into his guest quarters when he was gone.”

      The redheaded man that I dragged into the conversation stood, his face turning burgundy. “Is this true, Krakus?”

      “What? No! You would believe a human girl over me?”

      “I would believe a seer. What reason has she to lie?!”

      “Enough!”

      The fight ended just as easily as it had begun, silenced by the elder at the end of the table. Everyone settled down, and soon, the man’s milky-white eyes were on me.

      “An interesting demonstration of your power,” he murmured. “You’ll forgive us for our disbelief. Many have long thought you to be a myth, and now to see you here brings…uncomfortable thoughts of what else might be true from our ancient stories, and what else we might have lost.” Each of his words were slow and measured, as if he chose each one with care before picking the next one. “I wish to hear from your mouth… Do you think you could assist us in our struggle to make sure you humans stay safe and we dragons stay relatively hidden?”

      I shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know how much help I’ll be. I’ve been training ever since I arrived, but I can’t seem to control it much. I’ll paint something here, or have a dream there, but nothing concrete. Just now was the only time I’ve ever been able to force a vision, and I didn’t even know I was doing that.”

      “Fascinating.” The eldest dragon looked to the man sitting next to him, another wizened male with shock white hair and deep wrinkles. His skin was more golden than deep umber, and his hairstyle much subtler. “Miss Davie presents a great point. How can we discuss what we know nothing about? How can she teach us anything of her people when she is the last of her kind and only recently awakened?

      “I charge you all with studying different ancient texts. When we next meet, I want all of you to have finished at least a tome. Together, maybe we can recover some of what we lost and guide Miss Davie on her path.”

      There was a murmur of agreement and, just like that, the meeting was over. Bron and I sat in place, waiting for others to file out, but Krakus—the dragon I had ticked off—lingered behind as well.

      “I suggest you keep your nose out of where it doesn’t belong,” he hissed. “You may have fooled the others, but I know this is all smoke and mirrors to get your prince and his family more power.”

      “Sure ya do,” I answered, crossing my arms. “Just so you know, your redheaded friend is on his way to confront his wife right about now. If you hurry, you might be able to intercept him.”

      His eyes bulged and he rushed off, leaving only Bron and I.

      “Well…” he murmured. “That was interesting.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered, although I wasn’t really sorry at all. Given the same situation, I probably would have done the exact same thing again. Men like that ticked me off and I found no reason to tolerate them.

      “You have nothing to apologize for. I admit, it was nice to see Krakus put into his place, even if you used a personal attack to do it.”

      “Personal attack?” I scoffed. “Anyone who cheats on their partner deserves to be exposed. It shows a lack of character and duplicity that you wouldn’t want in a leader.”

      “Fair enough.” His concerned expression eased back in a smile and, I couldn’t be certain, but I thought I saw a bit of admiration in his gaze. “I’ve never seen the elders so cowed. I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “Neither did I.” I took a deep breath. “I guess I need to train more.”

      “Is that what you’ve been doing? Often when I come to check on you now, your room is empty.”

      “I have to do something to keep myself from going crazy. I don’t understand how there can still be no news about my sister.”

      His smile faltered at that, and his expression turned guilty. “I am truly sorry, but I assure you that we have been doing everything we can. She’s just not…anywhere. As far as we can tell, all of the agents we sent to her are well and alive, but we just don’t know where.”

      I sighed and stood to go. By this point, I was just beating a dead horse. She would be found when she was found, and I was powerless to help.

      “Bron?”

      “Yes?” He stood as well, obviously eager to change the sudden darkening of my mood.

      “Let’s go outside. I could use a walk.”

      He grinned broadly and offered his arm once more. “I would like that very much. In fact, I have something to show you I think you’ll like!”
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      “I believe I owe you an apology.”

      “Huh?” I asked, looking at Bron in confusion. We were just reaching the outside lawn and he had been going on cheerily enough about an upcoming dinner, when suddenly his tone had shifted.

      “I have been so occupied with preparation for the possible war to come that I’ve neglected my duties as a host. There is no reason that you had to wait nearly two weeks for clothing, and for that, I apologize.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. I didn’t know how to handle apologies very well, if only because they didn’t come very often when I was younger.

      “No, it is not,” he insisted. “But I will do better in the future. You do look lovely, by the way. I wish that I had said that early, but I was distracted with thoughts of the meeting.”

      I felt my cheeks burn and I busied myself with looking over the lawn as we walked around to the back of the sprawling estate. Why we didn’t just use a backdoor was beyond me, but I wasn’t nearly as familiar with the place as Bron, so I didn’t question him.

      The building was so massive that it took us quite a while. Bron was talking again, about the last feast that he had attended, and I half-listened.

      Sometimes it didn’t matter what he was saying, just the how. It soothed my nerves to hear the rise and fall of his sentences, the inflection in his words as he exaggerated some syllables and skipped over others. It wasn’t like listening to Mickey as she sang, or hummed, or told a story, but it wasn’t a bad substitute.

      Finally, we reached what looked like an area where outdoor tea parties would be held. There was a large canopy completely covered with vines and flowers, all in full bloom.

      Below it, I saw several glass tables, all intricately crafted, then in a corner, another chair with an easel and paint set next to it.

      “I heard that artists enjoy painting outside just as much as inside, so I thought maybe a change of scenery would be apt.”

      I let go of his arm and strode forward, my mood quickly lifting. I had been so busy training with Master Velas that I hadn’t exactly had time to paint, other than that one vision-born creation. Which I still hadn’t told Mallory or Bron about. I probably should have…but something told me not to.

      “Sit in the chair,” I said, fingers caressing the tops of the paints.

      “What?”

      “Sit in the chair,” I repeated. “I’m going to paint you.”

      “Really? Me?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure you’ve had this done before considering how many royal portraits I see in these halls.”

      “Well, yeah, of course, but they are paid to do so. You are supposed to be having fun.”

      “And this is how I have fun. So, sit.”

      He didn’t object further and hurried to the chair. I didn’t tell him that I had already painted him once, weeks ago, but that had also been driven by a vision and not my own creativity. I wanted to see how I could do on my own.

      Goodness, he really was striking, wasn’t he? The strong line of his jaw, the sharp cuts of his cheekbones, his intense gaze. He really did look like what I imagined an elf would, but perhaps with slightly more muscle.

      I got to work, mixing colors and focusing on creating an outline to work within. The flowers stood out starkly against his pure-white hair, making a pretty sort of backdrop that I couldn’t have organized better if I had tried.

      All too soon I was lost to the creative rhythm. It had been so long since I was able to do something just for fun that I attacked it like a man starved. I guess in a way I was. Ever since I could hold a pencil, I had been using art as a way to process my feelings. When I was angry, I drew angry, dark things. When I was happy, I drew celebrations and great smiles, and when I was sad… Well, I drew bright things then too. Like if I could create enough goodness and joy that some of it would leak into me. Denying myself an outlet was definitely not good for my mental health. I needed to remember that.

      Just when I started to get to Bron’s eyes, one of my favorite parts of portrait work, something buzzed toward the back of my head. It started as the tiniest voice, just niggling at the end of my thoughts like an echo, but it grew and grew until all of my thoughts hummed with the same obnoxious tone.

      Just when the crescendo grew the loudest, a wave of nausea came over me. I set the brush down and looked at Bron uncertainly.

      “Are you alright?” he asked. “Do you need a break?”

      I tried to form words with my mouth, but it didn’t seem to want to cooperate. Instead, I just stared at him dumbly while I tried to figure out how English worked.

      “Something is wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. All I knew was that we needed to move. Immediately.

      Grabbing his hand, I pulled him back toward the front of the building, but with every step we took, I just grew more and more ill.

      It seemed to take an eternity to arrive, and when we did, there were several dark vehicles all pulled up to the front door. I stopped dead in my tracks, icy fingers clamping down on my spine and rooting me in place.

      “What are those?” I asked, heart leaping into my throat like it belonged there.

      “That? Just one of our grocery deliverers. They come here every week.”

      “No…” I whispered, my mind churning. “They don’t have any food.”

      “What? Are you sure?” He took a step toward the vehicles, as if he was going to confront them himself, but then suddenly all of the doors opened and people poured out, shifting so fast I could hear their joints pop before rushing us.

      “Run!” Bron cried, pushing me back toward the garden. Guards rushed down from the stairs, but the front line of the horde was already in front of them. Already almost to Bron.

      I stumbled backwards, trying to go fast, but my eyes were fixed on the prince. He screamed at them, face turning red as he doubled over.

      His human form practically exploded, clothing going everywhere while smoke covered the space between us. When it cleared, I saw the same great dragon that had rescued me last time, scales sparkling in the afternoon sun.

      He bellowed again and some of the drakes fell back.  I noticed that none of them were full-fledged dragons, and that seemed like an odd choice. Considering they were inside their enemy’s stronghold, you’d figure they would have sent their biggest guns, not grunts.

      The attackers were getting sandwiched between the guards and the prince, with even more pouring out of the building. Their assault was obviously failing and going to be defeated soon, which made me wonder how they could have planned so poorly. From what I had heard Bron say about the king and his family, they were an intelligent lot. Ruthless, obsessed with perfection, but not stupid.

      This plan, however, was stupid.

      That was when I saw something else shoot out of the van. Something small, barely dog-sized. I watched the blur as it rushed inside, past the guards who were long since distracted.

      I pointed and tried to call out, but as I raised my hand, someone grabbed it and pulled me back toward the garden.

      “Miss Davie! It’s dangerous out here. We need to get you someplace safe!”

      The pull was so insistent that I had to go along with it, and I finally looked where I was going to see that it was Baelfyre insistently pulling me to the back.

      No! What if this was a trap? What if the whole thing was so he could get me alone and take me away, or worse, kill me? But it wasn’t like I had much of a choice. With the way he was tugging at me, I couldn’t resist him without pulling my arm out of its own socket.

      We ended up passing the garden and all the way to some sort of cellar-like entrance. Baelfyre ripped the lock off with one hand and gestured inside. “Quick, get in.”

      My mind instantly flashed back to the basement I had been held captive in. The one where I had fought tooth and nail for my freedom, never knowing if I was going to die at any second.

      “What are you waiting for?” Baelfyre cried, for once sounding more frustrated than charming. “Get in!”

      “I can’t,” I whispered, body frozen in place once more.

      I heard squealing behind me and looked to see Bron’s dragon form tumbling across the grass, dozens of drakes swarming him. Other, smaller dragons that I guessed were the guards quickly chased after them.

      “Hide!” Baelfyre cried once more, his voice turning more animalistic than human. Much like Bron, he suddenly fell forward, but by the time he hit the ground, a full dragon was in front of me.

      How he could shift so fast was beyond me, but one moment he was the dark-haired human that filled my mind with such doubt, the next he was a giant, black dragon with scarlet eyes.

      He barreled forward, his teeth snapping at the drakes that beleaguered his cousin. The two of them roared, their voices combining into something so terrible and awe-inspiring that I had to clap my hands over my ears.

      The drakes cowered too, clearly stunned by the entrance of another great dragon, and that was their end. The shifters all converged on them, gnashing teeth and swiping claws. The ground turned red under their talons and the cries of the reptilian wounded scarred my ears.

      A hand slipped into mine once again, but this time, it was familiar.

      “Come on,” Mallory murmured, her voice surprisingly calm considering the situation. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “But what about Bron?” I asked, feet still refusing to move.

      “You can see the same fight I can, right? Bron’s plenty fine. It’s those intruders I would worry about. Come on, you don’t need to see them be torn limb from limb. You’ve had enough trauma in your life.”

      She had a point and finally, my feet started to move. Together, we headed down into the cellar and away from the fight.

      I couldn’t help but wonder at what had just happened. Somehow, a contingent of lower level shifters had found out how to sneak past security and gotten in. If I had been alone outside, or if children had been playing, or even just the prince alone, there could have been a completely different outcome.

      Or maybe there wouldn’t.

      I couldn’t say either way. The only thing I knew was that it felt like the attack wasn’t just for attack’s sake. Like it was just some part of a greater plan.

      Too bad it also felt like time was running out for me to figure out what the heck was going on.
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      “This is war!”

      I cringed away from the man who shouted near me, my head hurting far too much for all of the anger radiating in the room. I was grateful to have Mallory and her parents beside me, although Bron was quite far away, standing on a platform with several other of the royals.

      We were all gathered in a massive chamber, basically what I’d call a throne room except it was conspicuously lacking any sort of golden seats or noble chairs. Hundreds of grown men, young men, and a few women filled the standing area with me, and most of them were shouting for revenge or battle.

      I had never been in such an angry mob, and that was the only way to describe it. Hundreds of rage-filled bodies who wanted justice. Who wanted to sink their teeth into flesh and tear it in two.

      Finally, the fury started to die down as the same elder who presided over the meeting walked onto the platform. “My children, it is true what you have heard. The Drakith faction has indeed attacked us in our own territory. They have declared outright war on us, and it is our duty to defend our lands, and the humans who reside in them. But—” He raised his arms and it fell dead silent, even the tiniest of murmurs quieted.

      “It has been many centuries since we have truly waged battle, our peace borne on the backs of our grandfathers and fathers. According to our laws, we must elect a leader general to take us forward. They will be at the front of battle, they will be the first to fight and the last to rest. They will bear the responsibility of our losses and feel the sting of each casualty.

      “Be it a king, a prince, or a chief, it matters not. Rank is not required, only dignity.” The elder put his arms down and stared at the crowd, his milky eyes seeming to stare through me, and Mallory, all of us really. “Speak the names of those you would trust to lead us, and tomorrow, we shall anoint our leader.”

      No one said anything for a moment, then an older dragon that I thought I recognized as Bron’s grandfather spoke up. “I trust Lohikarmme Bronne to lead us into battle, and to victory!”

      My eyes went wide and my heart skipped a beat, but Bron didn’t seem surprised at all. He just bowed slightly with a grave expression. Did he know this would happen?! Why hadn’t he told me? He couldn’t be more than a couple of years older than me and he was supposed to lead his entire family, both close and far removed, to war?!

      Seconds chimed from the crowd, and then thirds, and then fourths. More and more cries swept through the room until everyone was chanting Bron’s name. It was awe-inspiring, and intimidating, and I couldn’t imagine what my prince friend must have been feeling in that moment.

      The chanting grew louder and louder until eventually, I had to clap my hands over my ears, but even my calloused palms couldn’t keep out the sounds and soon, time was slowing down again.

      The strange holographic/ghosts of my visions floated over the crowd, swirling above our heads in a cloud of color until it settled over me and I was whisked away.

      

      I was standing in the middle of what looked like a ballroom. I had been here once before in my visions, but dressed much more formally. While in my previous vision it had been filled with strange people performing strange dances, now I was completely alone.

      “I thought I would never see you again.”

      Okay, maybe not completely alone. Suddenly, Bron whisked into the room in front of me, dressed in casual clothes and looking the worse for wear.

      He had a bruise under one eye and his top lip was both swollen and cut, but he was as handsome as ever, and even…a little older looking?

      “You should give me a little more trust than that,” I said with a laugh, crossing to him and throwing my arms around him.

      It was such a familiar, intimate gesture that I couldn’t help but be surprised. Sure, I’d throw down a good embrace on Mallory every once in a while, and my sister any time, but I’d known them for all or most of my life. To hug a man that I hardly knew—even if he was incredibly nice—seemed very out of character for me.

      “You’re right, but I guess I’ve gotten used to assuming the worst.”

      “I can’t blame you.”

      I laughed lightly as I looked up at his face, my scarred hand caressing his cheek. While my present-mind balked at such an action, my vision self didn’t seem to mind at all. Was this the future I was seeing, or some fantasy where I didn’t have so many physical hang-ups?

      I realized that he was staring down at me, face flushed and eyes hooded. My own body rushed with energy, and the next thing I knew, I was standing on tiptoe and pressing my lips to his.

      

      “Hey, are you alright? Your face is very red.”

      The vision crumbled around me and I snapped back to reality so hard that I knew my headache would get a whole lot worse in a few minutes. The room was empty now, with only Mallory beside me and Bron standing just in front of me, looking at me curiously.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but I felt myself blush even harder, and I sputtered something. Even I couldn’t tell what I was trying to say, so I cut myself off, took a deep breath, and tried again.

      “How long have I been standing here?” I asked.

      “About twenty minutes,” Mallory answered, snickering slightly. I guessed that she wouldn’t be a best friend if she didn’t laugh at my pain every once and a while. “Were you in a vision or something?”

      “Uh, yeah. Something like that.”

      “Oh really?” Bron asked, expression quite intrigued. Ugh, why did he have to look at me like that? It just made me think about what I had just seen and that was one of the last things I needed at the moment. “What about?”

      Nope. Wasn’t going to answer that. “Nothing important. Did I miss anything while I was out?”

      The prince shook his head. “No. I was surprised when no one else was nominated. There are many who are smarter and more experienced than I.”

      “Apparently, Mister Prince here is a real crowd favorite!” Mallory said with a laugh. “You’d never know from how humble he acts.”

      Bron shrugged, clearly trying to downplay the issue., but as nice as it was that he was keeping his ego in check, I couldn’t help but worry about what was in store for my friend. “So what all does this leader general thing entail?”

      “Elder Lewellyn said it pretty succinctly. I lead our troops into battle. I share the victory when we succeed and shoulder the blame should we lose. It is my responsibility to make sure our people survive and thrive, despite the terrible battles going on outside of our walls.”

      I couldn’t believe how matter-of-factly he stated it. I could barely handle having visions and dreams every now and then, but he was talking about leading an entire army into war? That was a whole lot to be stacked on one plate.

      “And that’s what you want to do?” I would understand if he was fight-hungry, but honestly, Bron only seemed to engage in violence if he had to. Sure, he messed stuff up once he got to that point, but he seemed reluctant to ever get that far.

      “What I want doesn’t matter in this case. I am one of the head princes of my people. It is my duty to do as the elders and my people see fit.”

      Oh, gross. I had read things like this in my books, but I never expected to experience such noble foolishness in person.

      “That’s not what I asked,” I replied shortly. “I asked if that was what you wanted.”

      To his credit, Bron could be very stubborn when he wanted to be. “Like I said, I want what’s best for my people, whatever that may be.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I was smart enough to know when I wasn’t getting anywhere. “Alight then, cool. I guess I should head to bed then. Good night, Mallory. Good night, Future Leader General.”

      I went to move past the two of them, but Bron caught my wrist. I was beginning to get a little tired of people snatching at my arms, but I turned and gave him a moment to say why he was manhandling me.

      “Sorry,” he blurted, instantly releasing me. “It’s just I…I would like to talk more, but not here. Perhaps we could go on a walk? Or visit the library you enjoy so much?”

      I was tempted to turn him down, just on principle, but there was something pleading in his look that I couldn’t ignore. I guess I was a whole lot more soft-hearted than I had thought.

      “Alright, fine. Mallory, you coming?”

      The tiny MMA fighter looked from me to the prince, an expression on her face that I couldn’t quite decipher. “Actually, I think my parents will be worried if I don’t get to our rooms soon. They’ve been a little bit overprotective since this whole fighting against a dark faction horde thing happened. You know how it is.”

      “No,” I deadpanned. “I don’t.”

      She snorted and playfully pinched my arm. “Don’t be cheeky. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow,” I repeated, nodding and watching her go.

      Once she was out of the room, I turned back to Bron. “You ready to go for that walk? Hopefully this one will have one hundred percent less attacking.”

      “Yes, one can but hope.”

      He offered his arm for what had to be the third time that night and I took it, strolling with him through the halls again.

      I had no idea how the corridors could be so empty considering how many people I had just seen in the grand room. Then again, I had been staring up at the ceiling for about twenty minutes, so maybe they had had plenty of time to clear out.  Either way, it made a strange sort of feeling rise in me, like we were walking through a ghost town or graveyard instead of an incredibly populated mansion-palace thing.

      Even the sconces in the hall were burning lower, casting more of a flickering yellow light across the architecture instead of the white, vibrant illumination I was used to. If I wasn’t arm-in-arm with Bron, I might have been scared.

      I had been doing pretty good about the whole not being scared thing so far, if only because I had so many other things to distract me. Sure, I was pretty terrified about ninety percent of the time, but between worrying about my sister, trying to study my power, and understand what the heck I was supposed to be doing, I hadn’t had much time to curl in a corner and cry like I wanted to.

      “I believe I owe you another apology,” Bron said as we walked, his tone relatively light, but with a serious edge that let me know this wasn’t the start of a joke. Not that Bron ever joked. For being such a nice person, he wasn’t exactly a barrel of laughs.

      “For what?” I asked, wondering if this was the part where he admitted to doing something incredibly sneaky or hiding something behind my back. Those were always so irritating to me whenever they happened in books or movies and I really didn’t want to go through that now.

      “I am aware that meeting me is what pulled you into our world. And we both know that you must stay here because it is too dangerous for you to be anywhere else.

      “It is my duty, as your host and friend, to make sure that all of your needs are being met. Food, clothing, companionship. It took seeing my cousin providing you sufficient things to wear to make me realize that I had shoved you into a corner to be used like a tool when useful, exactly the type of behavior I loathe from many of my elders.

      “So, I hope you can forgive me, and please do believe that I will improve my behavior going forward. There is no excuse for you having to seek me out for updates on the search for you sister or wait weeks for clothing.”

      Huh. Well, that was the last thing I expected. “I just figured you were busy,” I said with a shrug. “Honestly, if you knew my life before this, you would realize how much you’ve already spoiled me with three square meals a day and all of them having fresh fruits and red meat.”

      “Was that not the case before?”

      I shrugged. “It depended on my hours at work. Sometimes we ate okay, some weeks I ingested way too much ramen, but the point is, I am grateful for what you have done for me, not what you haven’t.”

      “What is ramen?”

      “It’s a very cheap noodle that costs about twenty cents. It’s pretty much a staple of all poor people’s diets. So, trust me, you are doing very well by me.”

      He shook his head emphatically. “That is not enough. Do you not see, Davie? You deserve so much more. You are strong, and you have handled everything that has been thrown at you with more poise than I could ever muster. You should stand up, and demand what you are owed. And I believe you are owed much.”

      Where was all of this coming from?

      “Well, I don’t know about that, but I certainly appreciate the lovely sentiment,” I said. Finally, we reached the doors to the library and I barely stopped myself from heaving a sigh of relief. I didn’t want Bron to think that his opinions tired me but thinking of myself the way he seemed to think of me sounded absolutely exhausting.

      “I do know, though, and I will do better.”

      He opened the door for me and I headed through, chuckling slightly. “You’ve already literally saved my life twice from attacking dragons. I don’t know how you can do much better than that.”

      “Then I will find a way!” His hand gently reached up and stroked one of my blonde tresses. I hadn’t exactly had time or supplies to dye it, so my roots were definitely coming in strong. If this kept up, I was going to have to give up on turning my hair funky colors and just live with the dusky brown that it was. “How is your head, by the way?”

      “Back to normal, I think. Or at least whatever’s normal for me.”

      “That’s good. I know it is in your nature to downplay everything, but Mallory told me that you had already practically rescued yourself when she arrived, and that you managed to generate a shield to save her. That really is amazing.”

      “What would be amazing would be being able to cast that shield again. Despite all my training, I haven’t managed that.” I sighed and hopped onto one of the desks I liked to meditate on. Maybe it was disrespectful, but Velas never said anything so I figured it was alright. “Anyway, you said that you wanted to talk someplace private?”

      “Ah yes, I did, didn’t I?” Suddenly, he seemed uncertain and I could see the faintest of flushes to his cheeks as he answered. “It is just, well, you were asking questions in that ballroom that I could not reply to freely. You see, my position as a prince is complicated. I must balance my duties to my people and my duties to myself. It is a delicate line, and I must be careful what I say around those who might overhear.”

      “Sooooo, basically, you have to watch what you say around your subjects, court, and relatives, so you couldn’t admit that you don’t want to be this war general thing at all?”

      “It is more complex than that, but yes.” He sighed and crossed the room to sit in a chair in front of me. For the first time since I had met him, he looked vulnerable. Stress flitted across his face and worry hung heavy behind his bright eyes. “I don’t like violence. Or fighting. I do it when I must, but I would much rather create than destroy. However, it seems my path in life does not allow me to act as such. If my people deem me to be their best hope as their leader general, then that is what I will be. What I must be.”

      I reached out and laid a tentative but supporting hand on his shoulder. I think it was the first time I touched him of my own volition, and instead of a vision shocking through me, I only felt…nicer things. “Hey, if you ask me, having a general who wants to avoid any unnecessary violence is a good thing. Maybe then we can avoid an all-out war.”

      “That, I doubt. It is obvious that the Dragon Supremacy faction knows that you are here, and they will stop at nothing to get their hands on you.”

      “They’re really willing to risk all of that for me?”

      “Their minions saw you conjure a shield before their very eyes, and somehow subvert their attempt to kidnap you. It’s safe to assume that the scope of your powers has been greatly exaggerated on their end.”

      “Great. Boy, if they ever do capture me, they’re in for one heck of a disappointment.”

      Bron stiffened at that, and he reached up to grip my hand that was still on his shoulder. “I will never allow that.”

      “I know, I know. It was a joke, relax.”

      “Relax,” he parroted wryly. “Honestly, I think that I have forgotten how.”

      I laughed lightly and finally removed my hand. It instantly felt colder at the absence, but I tucked that thought away for another time. “What did you do to wind down before all this happened? Throw a football? Watch movies? Something specifically dragon-y that I wouldn’t have a clue about?”

      “I… I like to dance.”

      “Dance? Like boogey fever or break dancing?”

      “Uh, no. Just simple dancing, with a partner, slow and calm music. It’s…nice. I used to have to practice all of the time for formal balls and galas, and it was tedious at first, but then I had a lovely, and beautiful, instructor that turned me right around.”

      “Really?” I asked, chortling slightly. “You like to ballroom dance to relax?”

      “Why do you laugh? It is a perfectly normal way to decompress.”

      “Oh, really? Then prove it.”

      “Alright.” He stood, offering me his hand, and I realized that situation I had put myself in. “Shall we?”

      “No, no, no,” I said quickly, refusing to stand from the desk. “I don’t dance.”

      “But if you do not dance, how can I prove what you ask?” He took a step toward me and suddenly, we were very, very close. I could feel his breath ghost over my face and my heart reacted almost comically. “I would very much like to show you.”

      I thought about pushing my way past him and quickly exiting the awkward scenario, but something kept me from fleeing. I could feel my face grow warm and I was probably starting to sweat grossly along my forehead, but I still took his hand and let him pull me to my feet.

      “Don’t we need music?” I asked. Although this situation was already pretty awkward, I could imagine it getting ten times worse if we tried to do anything in total silence.

      “Of course, one moment.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and flipped to some playlist. It seemed strange to see a dragon prince with a smart device, but I supposed that was the world I lived in now.

      Eventually, he picked a song and set his phone on the table. It took a couple of seconds before I heard a low, lilting sort of melody that sounded like it was being played on some sort of woodwind.

      He took a step back, still pulling my hand along with him. I followed him to the center of the room, where he finally let go of me. A small smile was on his face as he turned to me, and he gestured for me to come closer. I took a single step, but he just shook his head and gestured me closer again.

      One more step, and then another, and then we were practically flush with each other. One hand wrapped around my back, resting on the soft rise right above my backside, while the other extended out at shoulder level, just like in the movies.

      I tried to play it cool as I rested my own hand on his shoulder than grabbed his extended one. Blood was rushing through my body and I was sure I was a bright pink by this point.

      But Bron didn’t say anything. In fact, the way he was looking at me stole all of the words out of my own mouth too. What exactly was going on here?

      I was the fat, tall, poor girl. Life gave me three chances to be an appealing person and I struck out on all three of them. People liked to argue with me about the tallness, but too many boys didn’t like dating a woman they had to look up at. The other two were much less arguable, but still as pervasive.

      No matter how someone tried to spin it, I wasn’t the girl who had princes fight over her. I wasn’t the lovely damsel that people fell in love with on first sight. I wasn’t the girl who had to worry about bad guys ravishing her or wars being fought and won over her beauty.

      I was fine with that. I had learned long ago that that wasn’t my path. I could still distinctly remember standing on stage in high school, trying out for the part of Cinderella, and having the director tell me there were just some parts I would never be meant to play. I could have let that moment shrink me, but I had refused. I wore my fat, tall, artsy-poorness with pride.

      But if all of that was true, why was Bron looking at me like I was the most amazing thing he had ever seen?

      “Just follow my lead,” he murmured, voice low and melodious.

      I nodded, my mouth too dry to speak, and he started to move. At first, I was afraid that I would trip over his feet, or just generally make a fool of myself, but he took small steps while making sure to telegraph what he was doing next by tilting his head, squeezing my extended hand, or drumming his hands on the small of my back.

      The rhythm of the song started to become more natural to me, and I felt my tension begin to ease. There was indeed a calming sort of nature to it, feeling the warmth of Bron’s body against mine, the thrumming of the melody through my steps. It was easy to imagine myself away from reality, floating free from all the chains of destiny that seemed to bind me to so many uncomfortable situations.

      The song ended and the next one came on, then the next. As the melodies passed, I grew closer and closer to Bron until finally my head was on his shoulder. I could hear his heart thundering, much faster than any human’s, but it was incredibly reassuring.

      I wanted the moment to last forever. For once in my life, I was experiencing a scene out of a movie that didn’t involve me running for my life. It was a nice change of pace and I didn’t want to give up.

      “See?” Bron said quietly, his voice almost a whisper. “Pretty relaxing, right?”

      I turned my head to look up at him only to realize that our faces were only a breath away. In fact, if he wasn’t six-three, our noses would definitely be touching.

      “Y-yes,” I stuttered, completely surprised by our proximity.

      I could feel his breath across my face once more, mixing with the faint scent of his cologne and whatever it was that dragons smelled like. He looked down at me, with half-lidded eyes full of emotions that I didn’t understand, but then his face was moving toward me.

      Was…was he going to kiss me?! And more importantly, did I want him to?

      I couldn’t think, couldn’t react. I was so stuck in the moment that everything went blank. Just when I was sure his lips were about to touch mine, the music cut off with a buzz and we were standing in total silence.

      That seemed to break the spell and Bron snapped upright. “My phone must have died,” he said, cheeks pinkening slightly. I hadn’t imagined that that had happened, had I? He had definitely been trying to kiss me!

      “Seems so,” I said, stepping away from his hold and nearly running into the same desk that I had been sitting on earlier. “I…I think I should get back to my room.”

      “That seems like a good idea.” He paused for a moment, then seemed to recover. “Shall I walk you? I prefer that you don’t wander alone.”

      I thought about turning him down, but I realized that I didn’t want to be alone either. “Sure. Let’s go.”

      He offered his arm once more and I took it. Once more, my thoughts were incredibly full as I headed back to my current home, but this time, they were a little bit brighter than usual.
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            On the Breadth of Nightmares Comes the Truth

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m just saying, I don’t like this whole idea of war and trusting these dragon-folks. I mean, you guys left their society and raised me solely with humans for a reason.”

      I looked up from the book I was reading about ancient seers, my attention piqued by Mallory’s conversation with her parents. Ever since the small group of drakes had managed to sneak past whatever magical barriers had been keeping this place safe, she insisted on following me wherever I went, and since apparently the danger was so great that her parents refused to leave her alone either, we traveled around the palace like our own herd.

      Sometimes I didn’t mind it, but sometimes it was a bit trying. I was used to being more of a solitary person with only my sister and occasionally Mallory to talk to. Sure, I had to paste on a customer service smile all the time at work and be pleasant, but that was literally my job. In real life, I was much less outgoing. I preferred to sit with my sister and draw for hours while she watched movies.

      “We left because we thought there would be more opportunities for half-dwarfs in human society, but there won’t be any opportunities if we’re all dead or captured by the Dragon Supremacy faction.”

      “Wow, way to be pessimistic.” Mallory pouted. “I just don’t like the way they look at Davie, okay? Like she’s some sort of big boomstick instead of a living, breathing person.”

      “I’m not quite sure what else you want to do,” I said, clearly surprising all of them by chiming in. “If we leave, we’re dead. If we stay, I might be used or end up dead. My sister might be dead. All we can do is hope my visions help guide us along.”

      “Or maybe you’ll just generate a shield big enough to just permanently protect half of the city forever.”

      “Yeah, that’s real practical,” I said with a snort.

      “Wait, you can generate shields?” That was Mallory’s dad, to whom I had only ever spoken maybe three times in my entire life. He was a short man, with a thick, ginger beard and dark brown hair.

      “Um, I did once. So, I can probably do it again. Maybe.”  I raised the book I was reading. “According to this, Mihana the Oracle once was able to foresee the coming of a massive storm and saved the life of many other-folk. She also spoke of the end of her own kind, so it’s a mixed bag. I mean, she was right, but still a bummer.”

      “Anything about her generating shields in there?” Mallory said, crossing over to look at the book as well.

      “No. But Kiloa the Furious apparently once made an entire town disappear.”

      “Disappear? What, she, like, blew it up?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. It just disappeared.” I looked down to the pages and read more. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me!”

      “What? What is it?”

      “It’s the island of Atlantis. According to this, she’s the one who made it vanish.”

      “Atlantis? Is that supposed to mean something?”

      I gave her a look. “You know, the island of Atlantis? Sunk into the sea and been a legend for approximately forever.”

      “Oh, are you serious? You’re telling me an oracle made it go boom?”

      “Again, no, not boom. Vanish. It was just gone. No debris. No damage. It was just…not there anymore.”

      “Huh. So, it’s not just telling the future and all that. You guys pack some serious psychic punch.”

      “Apparently.” I sighed and looked back at the book. “I don’t know if every oracle has the same powers or if it’s different for each one. There’s not really a clear answer on that.”

      “Huh. I guess I get why the dragons are so obsessed with you then. You don’t just tell them how battles go, but you also can just make their entire stronghold go poof!”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I didn’t feel like I was some all-powerful entity. I still was Davie, the pudgy or fat (depending on the season) barista with overly dyed hair and probably early onset carpal tunnel from all my drawing. I didn’t even have a college degree or any real-world skills. I was just an orphan and a scarred up, traumatized one at that.

      I knew that I had done amazing things, impossible things, and I had seen things that no human would ever believe. But… I didn’t know. It was complicated.

      I figured I’d had enough for the night and set the book aside. “Hey, I think I’m gonna turn in for the night. Are you guys okay with that or do you want to turn in with me?”

      The three of them looked at each other, as if debating, and I took that as my cue to rush out. I was in my twenties, after all. I could walk myself to bed.

      But almost as soon as I opened the door, I was face-to-face with a muscled chest. Blinking, I took a step back to see none other than Baelfyre standing there, already equipped with a crooked smile.

      “Oh, hello. I thought I might be able to find you here,” he said, leaning in the doorway like he was some sort of hotshot. Well, I guessed he was, considering he was a lesser dragon prince. “Bron unfortunately is caught up in a tailoring, so he sent me to make sure you get dinner and escort you to your room.” He offered his arm and it was such a crude imitation of Bron’s usual gesture that my skin crawled for a moment. While I was still torn between trusting my vision version of him and trusting his apparent kindness, I wasn’t in the mood to entertain the mental debate.

      However, I managed to stop my reaction and walk past him politely. “I’m fine.”

      But his long legs caught up with me easily, his eyes glinting with mischief. “I know you are, but I’d like to make sure you’re taken care of anyway.”

      Mallory quickly popped up at the door, no doubt having heard the man. “Did someone say food? I wanna come too!”

      I sent her a grateful look and she gave me the subtle nod that all girls knew as a signal of understanding.

      “Oh, that sounds fun,” I said. “Friend dinner!”

      To his credit, Baelfyre’s smile didn’t falter at all. Instead, he offered another arm to her. “Two lovely ladies instead of one? Sounds like a good way to spend the evening.”

      Resigned, I linked my arm through his and so did Mallory, although she had to reach a considerable way to do so.

      We made our way to the kitchen without any incidents, just Baelfyre’s flirting the whole way, and the same chef as before gave us full plates. We took them up to my room and I was incredibly grateful that Baelfyre didn’t try to let himself in.

      “Alright, you ladies have a lovely night,” he said, untangling himself from us as we went into my room. “And don’t fill up too much, there’s going to be quite a feast tomorrow.”

      “Wait, there is?” I asked, pausing just before I shut the door.

      “Yeah, didn’t you know?”

      I shook my head and unfortunately, he took that as a sign to step forward and swing my door back open so we could talk.

      “It’s a grand banquet and dance before the war. A time to celebrate bonds and cherish each other. Consider it a sort of… last supper, I guess you could call it. That’s when they’ll coronate Bron as the leader general.”

      “Oh…” I murmured. Why hadn’t Bron told me about that? Hadn’t he just promised to be more attentive to me just a couple of days ago? “I don’t think we’re invited.”

      “Nonsense! It is for everyone here!” A guilty look crossed across his face. “Oh no, what if I’m ruining a surprise? That seems just like Bron. Forget I said anything, okay?”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Nothing. I’ll, uh, I’ll see you tomorrow!” With that, he disappeared down the hall, leaving Mallory and I to eat.

      “Well, that was something,” she said, digging into her food. “You sure he’s a bad guy? If I didn’t know better, I would think he was into you.”

      “You think that about every boy that talks to me.”

      “Yeah, because you’re gorgeous and to him, you’re some mystical semi-deity that’s supposed to have been extinct. I really can’t blame him.”

      “Well, when you put it like that...” I laughed and sat down on the floor next to her. “It almost makes me wanna believe you.”

      She snorted, mouth full. “I don’t know why you always have such a hard time accepting compliments about yourself.”

      I shrugged. “Is it really that hard to figure out?” She just gave me a confused look, so I rolled my eyes. “Man, you went to high school with me. Remember when Richie came up to me and asked me out to a dance, only to yell ‘psych’ and go back to his friends?”

      “Ugh. The nineties. I don’t miss that phrase.”

      “And remember how Amanda and Cindy would compliment my hair, but then giggle on the way back to their tables?”

      “I might…vaguely recall.”

      “Yeah. And those are just a couple of incidences burned into my mind. There are dozens of those kinds of things. Potshots about my scars. Back-handed compliments about overcoming being an orphan. Teachers talking behind your back to students because they think you’re too cocky.

      “After long enough, you start building defenses so that people can’t get in again. Compliments are just whetstones to sharpen their daggers.”

      “Geez, Davie. I’ve known you for years and I had no idea. You never act like any of that stuff got to you. I always admired how impervious you were to everything.”

      “Yeah, because if you show that it bothers you, then they know that they have a way in. You have to be strong all the time. You show a single crack and they’ll all pour in like fleas smelling blood.”

      “…that’s, uh, macabre.”

      “Yeah, life often is.” I took some more bites of food. “But now do you kinda get it? You got into MMA to defend yourself, I just took a different path. We both did what we needed to do to survive.”

      “Welp. I’m officially depressed now.”

      “Don’t be,” I answered, chuckling slightly. “That’s all behind us. Just don’t expect me to start thinking that drop dead gorgeous and possibly evil dragon boys like me.”

      “Okay. How about the drop dead gorgeous and probably good dragon boy who likes you?”

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

      “Uh-huh. I’m sure you don’t.”

      But like a good friend, she knew to drop it. We finished our meals in relative quiet and then she called her parents to let them know she was spending the night. I tried to convince her that she didn’t need to do that, but once Mallory made up her mind, there was never any changing it.

      So, the two of us climbed into my ridiculously large bed with full bellies and snuggled together. It was a small touch of familiarity, and I realized I needed it in the sea of newness that I was only barely staying afloat in.

      I was lucky to have someone like Mallory. It would probably help me to be a little more open with her, but there were some walls even my best friend wasn’t allowed through. I guessed I would have to work on that.

      If I lived long enough, that was.
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      I woke up slowly, my head all sorts of fuzzy. My feet hit cold floor and I was tempted to stay in bed, but something spurred me forward.

      Sitting up, I looked around. The morning light was filtering through my curtains pretty beautifully, sending coral colors spilling across the space. My eyes rested on my canvas, which was painfully blank.

      I didn’t like that. A blank canvas was a sign of a blank soul, and while a lot could be said about me, that wasn’t accurate at all.

      I slid out from under the covers and walked over. Sitting on my stool, I tried to think of what to paint. I had just been so tired, lately. Why was I so tired?

      I didn’t know. I tried to think back, to figure out why my head was so heavy and my heart hurt so much, but the thoughts wouldn’t come. That was okay. I was so tired of being negative. Why was I so negative?

      It was like I was born with a weight in my soul. Or maybe it was just handed to me when my house burned down. Who knew.

      “Hey, Bean, what are you doing in here?” A familiar voice made the weight in my heart disappear. My head practically snapped to the door and I saw Mickey standing there, the light shining all around her. “It’s Saturday morning. Come watch some cartoons.”

      “You’re here!” I cried, jumping to my feet. Suddenly, the whole world seemed better, brighter. I ran to her, throwing my arms around her, and then the tears came. “Mickey, I’ve missed you so much!”

      “I know, baby, I know.” She patted the top of my head, even though I was taller than her now, and I felt like everything was alright. “And I’m happy to see you too, but I’m going to need you to open your eyes. Really open your eyes.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, pulling my head back. “My eyes are open.”

      She gently took my chin between a couple of her fingers and tilted my head so that I was facing her determined gaze. I knew that face so well. The mottled, burned skin on half of her body, pink and occasionally angry red. The dark circles under her eyes when she grew especially ill. The slight upturn to her mouth that was permanently molded into her face from the first skin grafts they had tried.

      “Daniella. Listen to me. We don’t have much time, so open. Your. Eyes.”

      What did she mean? I was looking right at her. How was I supposed to—

      In the blink of an eye, it all changed. I wasn’t in my room anymore, with the soft light surrounding us and happiness on the breeze. Instead, I was surrounded by gray and rubble and destruction.

      “Mickey…” I whispered. “Where are we?”

      “Haven’t you been here before?” She still held my hand as she moved to stand next to me instead of in front. “I felt you here and tried to find you, but then an unexpected visitor landed and made you go away.”

      I nodded, my heart fluttering. This place was bad. So bad. I could feel it in the deepest, darkest pits of my stomach. “The rotted dragon.”

      “Yes. Him. Not a very nice fellow, is he?”

      “No.” I turned back to her. “Who is he? What is this place? What is going on?”

      “This is a…meeting place of sorts. I guess you could call it a kind of central hub where people like us share information.”

      “People like us?”

      “Seers. Oracles. Soothsayers. There are many words for us. There used to be many, but now we are so few.”

      “I…I don’t understand.”

      “It’s alright. I’ll show you.”

      She squeezed my hand and we were zooming off again. Before I knew it, we were back in our apartment, except the light was not so saintly.

      Just like all of my visions before, a holographic version of Mickey was moving around the kitchen. I could tell that she was struggling, no doubt her knees were aching and her head was pounding. It made my heart hurt to see her like that.

      “This was right when you were fighting to get free,” the real Mickey, or at least what I thought was the real Mickey, said. “I know it’s hard, but I need you to see this. I need you to find me.”

      “I don’t understand. Why can’t you just tell me? You’re right here!”

      “Because I don’t know. That’s why I need you to see. I need you to watch this.”

      So I did, and it was one of the hardest moments of my life. The door burst inward and a single drake came scrambling in, teeth gnashing. Mickey screamed and scrambled onto the counter, but it wasn’t enough to get away. The drake was coming for her and she was too weak to run.

      But then seven men in suits came running in. It might have been comical, if the situation wasn’t so dire. Their faces elongated, scales growing along their features and teeth sprouting from their gums. They all set upon the offending drake and it was a bloodbath.

      I retched, and real Mickey patted my back comfortingly. “Don’t worry. I did the same thing too.”

      Glancing to the corner of the kitchen, I saw where she was still pressing herself between some cabinets. Sure enough, she leaned over and spewed all over the floor.

      I guess us sisters really were alike.

      But then the men went to her. I couldn’t tell what they said, but whatever it was convinced her to reach out to them and allow one of them to pull her into his arms. It was strange to see my sister looking like a bride and being carried out by a random man, but I was glad that at least she wasn’t alone.

      But then the scene was shifting, and they were all in a van. It was gray, and I saw that they buckled my sister in and tucked a blanket behind her head. That made me feel better, but not much.

      “How are we in the car?” I asked, my brain trying to catch up with everything.

      “I’m not really sure how all of this works,” Mickey answered, although I couldn’t see her, or move my head to try to get a better glimpse to her. “It’s like we’re tapping into the minds of the people in this moment, seeing what they see, but then sometimes they play themselves out like we’re a third person watching a movie unfold.”

      “Huh, that’s complicated.”

      “Tell me about it. Now here comes the good part, and by good, I mean absolutely terrifying.”

      “What do you—”

      Before I could finish, something slammed into the side of the van. Suddenly, we were tumbling head over feet, glass shattering everywhere and metal buckling, but there was no pain. No dizziness. It was the exact opposite of everything I would expect from a car accident.

      Then Mickey and I were out of the car, like we had been shot out of whoever’s point of view and splatted into a completely different position. Like something out of a horror movie, a surge of dragons rushed the vehicle. Their claws cut into the metal and their teeth tried to get through the glass. There were hundreds of them, more than even six full dragons could take.

      But where were they all coming from?

      I looked around, but I couldn’t see anything but the crash in front of me. It was awful and loud and like a thunderclap in vehicle form. How could Mickey survive that? Yet I could feel that she did.

      “Pretty intense,” the real Mickey remarked from beside me, chuckling slightly. How could she laugh? We were watching her abduction in slow motion and she seemed entertained by it all. “But you should wait for the next part. It gets pretty sketchy.”

      I knew better than to ask this time. Instead, I tensed and listened for what would come.

      I didn’t have to wait long. I heard a whooshing through the air, and the gray clouds above our head split, revealing a huge, ruby-colored dragon.

      It was big. Bigger than Bron. Bigger than Baelfyre. The spell that had been hiding it must have been a powerful one to conceal his entire frame. One leg reached down, claws extended, only to sink into the roof of the van and yank upward.

      It rose from the ground, frame creaking woefully, and I could hear Mickey’s screams from where I was. God, she sounded so scared! I never should have left her. If I was just a little bit smarter, she wouldn’t have been alone!

      One of the men tried to climb out of the shattered front window, his form elongating as he morphed. Instead of the hyper-speed I was used to seeing Bron and Baelfyre shift, his went slower. Maybe it was because he was simultaneously trying to clamber from a vehicle. Maybe it was because he was already hurt or tired. Either way, I got to see some of the gruesome process and it was absolutely sickening.

      Bones popped, skin sloughed off, eyes rolled back in his head then circled around to be reptilian again, but he never quite made it onto the roof to do whatever the heck he was going to do. One moment, the van was there, battered and rising from the ground, and the next, there was a flash of blinding blue and it was gone.

      “What the—”

      The scene shifted again and suddenly, the van crashed down right in front of us. I jumped back, yelping, but the many pieces of debris just moved right through me.

      With all the adrenaline pumping through me, I felt like I could observe everything at once. Wherever we were now was dark, so incredibly dark. There was the faintest flicker of purple light high in the sky that was otherwise an inky, unforgiving black that swallowed up any stars that might have once hung in the obsidian heavens.

      All around us were ruins, like an ancient labyrinth had crumbled into just a faint echo of what it used to be. It was cold, not quite winter but definitely not spring, and the very air itself felt damp and slippery. How I could feel my surroundings yet not have the vehicle debris hurt me seemed like a strange conflict, but I was over trying to question what made sense or not.

      One by one, the van’s occupants crawled out. I was pleased to see that all of the men but one had made it, and they pulled Mickey out to safety with them.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, head starting to swim, which just made everything that much more confusing. “What are you showing me?”

      “What happened. I don’t know how I did it, but apparently, I jumped to some sort of pocket dimension. Not quite of this world, not quite of another, just kinda vaguely connected to the hub we were in before. I need you to find this place and find me.”

      “Why can’t you get back? I don’t understand!” Too much was happening too fast. I had just witnessed my sister’s rescue, then attempted kidnapping, then sudden disappearance. I had learned that there were apparently alternate dimensions and a central hub and that seers were apparently a whole lot more than fortune tellers.

      “Well, the thing is, people can’t survive here. Sickness set in on our first night. I was so scared, so weak, that I couldn’t fight it. We all went to sleep and, as far as I could tell, I managed to put us in some sort of crystalline stasis.”

      “Cryst…alline?” I murmured slowly. Instantly, my mind flashed to the painting I had made of myself encased in beautiful blue with the luminous stones piercing my chest.

      “Yeah. I’ll show you.”

      The scene flashed again and then we were in an even darker place, with only the faintest flicker of purple light peeking through the dense room the survivors were hiding.

      Except they weren’t really hiding. No, each one of them was laying on the ground, huddled together so they could share their warmth, and a solid layer of azure crystal did indeed encase all of them.

      My gaze went to Mickey, as if I would see the truth written there. Her face was peaked and drawn, with deep circles under her eyes. She looked so sick, so frail, nothing like the version of her that was standing next to me.

      “But if you’re there, then how are you here?”

      “I dunno. If you’re here, how are you also on Earth? It’s not like I have a manual on this.”

      “But if you don’t have a manual, how do you seem to know so much? Like the hub, and pocket dimension, and all that?”

      “Oh, yeah. That is a good question.” She laughed, and it sounded just like she used to before she got sick. “I guess, since my body is kinda kaput, my mind is free to wander wherever it wants, and apparently, it wants to go to where other seers are. I’ve learned a lot by just hovering in the background.”

      “So, there are more seers? Not just me—er, us?”

      “Yeah, but not a ton. From what I can tell, there are hundreds and hundreds of worlds all interconnected to each other, all of them similar, and yet different, but seers? Maybe a couple dozen. A lot of them are like us, with no idea they have any gifts or that shifters exist or anything like that.”

      “I… That’s a lot to take in.”

      “I know, little sis.” Once more, she took me in her arms and gave me the warmest of hugs. “I just need you to remember this place. If you can observe enough of it, maybe you can come save me.” She laughed again, although it was a hair more bitter. “Big sis depending on her baby sister. How humiliating.”

      “I…I don’t even know if I can hop worlds like you did.” My heart was squeezing in my chest again. I had to save my sister! Now that I knew that she was alive and in need of help, I wouldn’t be able to think of anything else. “So far, I’ve only had dreams or visions, and I made a shield once.”

      “I think the dimension hopping is more of a latent skill of all seers, although some of us might have more of a propensity for it than others. Trust me, if you work hard, you will find me. I believe in you.”

      She leaned forward and pressed a single kiss to my forehead. It filled me with a split-second of happiness and familiarity, allowing me to forget what awaited me when I awoke.

      A roar sounded above our head, so out of place in this environment that my stomach almost exited my body from the sheer force of the startle. Mickey let out a curse and grabbed my hand tightly.

      “That’s the rotten dragon. He doesn’t seem to like when multiple seers are together in whatever this dreamspace is called. You have to go now.”

      “But I have so many questions! I need to see more of this place!”

      “I know, babe, but time’s up. Remember, I love you, and we will see each other again.”

      With that, she let go, and I was falling backwards, flailing into the abyss until darkness swallowed me.
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            Get Up to Get Down

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat bolt upright, gasping and panting and a complete mess. Somehow, my wild movements didn’t wake Mallory, so I had to shake her violently to get her eyes to flicker open.

      “Geez, what is it?” she groaned, pulling her phone from where she had shoved it into her cleavage. “It’s…four in the morning!”

      “I know where my sister is.”

      She sat up faster than even I had, and I almost got dizzy just from watching her. “You what?! Where is she? Come on, if we go to Bron now, we can get her back before tomorrow!”

      “Um, it’s not quite that simple.”

      Mallory’s head whipped to me, no doubt confused as to why I wasn’t taking off like a rocket. But I was still reeling from my own emotional whiplash and I couldn’t figure out how I felt yet. “What do you mean? You know where she is, so we hop on a dragon and we get there, bingo bongo, your sis is foundo!”

      “She’s not on Earth.”

      Mallory stared blankly at me. “Come again?”

      “She’s not on Earth. Or any other planet. She’s in a different dimension, one with no sun or any other people that I could tell.”

      “I realize that this is something that you would not joke about,” Mallory said slowly. “But I’m sure you can understand how much this sounds like one.”

      “I know, I know,” I admitted, sliding out of bed and throwing on a pair of slippers. “But I’m being serious. They were going to be captured by a red dragon, so she teleported herself and the men to another world in another dimension, but then they got sick, so she put them all to sleep. I have to find that dimension and wake her up to bring her back home.”

      To her credit, it only took Mallory about a minute of blank ogling before her brain managed to wrap itself around the concept so she could reply to me. “Alright then. That’s, uh…something.” But her stare didn’t stop. “Why do I feel like you’re not telling me something?”

      I thought about keeping it from her, I really did, but Mallory was my best friend and would see through me easier than a clean window. And at this point, I needed all the support I could get, and I couldn’t ask that of the pint-sized MMA fighter if I wouldn’t give her my trust.

      “I have no idea what dimension she’s in, but I’ve seen it in a vision before.”

      “Uh-huh. You don’t sound very happy about that.”

      I nodded slightly, striding to the door so I could go to the library. “Probably because I feel like it’s the dimension I’ll die in.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Alright, pass me that blue book we found by the scrolls,” Mallory said, dropping one of the ancient novels onto the pile beside her desk.

      “There’s no way you read through all of that in just an hour.”

      “Seems like you’re wrong then, because I definitely just did. Amazing what you can do when your friend’s life is on the line.”

      I sighed and handed her the book she asked for. “I shouldn’t have told you,” I murmured. “Like I said, I don’t know if I’ll die there, I’ve just got a strong feeling. I haven’t quite figured out if these visions are literal or more metaphorical.”

      “Ugh, I feel like that’s always the catch twenty-two of any future-telling and oracle stuff. But still, I’d rather play it careful and I’m sure there’s gotta be something about blue crystals, or a central hub, or a rotted dragon. I mean, the dragons and all of that came here from another dimension, right? So, someone, somewhere must have written something down.”

      “I hope so.” I was trying to be optimistic, but it was hard. For a moment, I had felt like I had my sister back, but then she had been yanked away from me again. And while I did have the confirmation that she was indeed alive, I didn’t know where or if I could even get to her if I did know.

      “Oh, this is where you two are! I’ve been looking for you all morning!”

      I glanced to the door to see Bron, dressed to the nines in an embroidered tunic with dark pants and high boots. He really did look like a prince from a fairy tale, especially with his white hair pulled up into a high ponytail.

      “Did you need something?” Mallory asked, her tone quite short.

      “Apologies, was I interrupting something?”

      I sent her a sharp look and she just shook her head. I had asked her earlier not to tell Bron. While I was working on my trust issues and letting down my walls, I didn’t want to deal with all the drama that would come from telling him that I had painted my own death.

      “Ah, very well. I am glad to hear that.” He stepped in and had such a bright, hopeful expression that it was hard not to feel my mood lift. “But I have come here to extend a royal invitation to the both of you to join me for the grand celebration tonight!”

      Huh, it seemed Baelfyre was right. Bron had been meaning to tell me and just wanted to sneak a surprise in there. I guess I really did need to have more faith in him.

      “A grand celebration?” I said, trying to sound sincerely shocked. Judging by the slightly muffled snort from Mallory, my performance was only so-so. “What’s that?”

      Bron, bless his heart, didn’t seem to catch it. What I wouldn’t give to trust like he did. “It’s a truly spectacular night of friendship and appreciating what we have! I’ve never attended one myself, being that we haven’t gone to war since long before I was born, but my grandfather speaks highly of them!

      “There will be food, and dancing, and singing! It will quite the spectacular occasion!”

      Part of me wanted to tell him that I was finding my sister and I didn’t have a second to spare, but then I would have to explain alternate dimensions and where my sister was and my dreams and honestly, I didn’t have the energy for it.

      Besides, there was only so much I could read in a day before my eyes started to cross, so a little celebration before the dark days came wouldn’t exactly be bad.

      “We’d love to,” I answered.

      He clapped his hands together, and his smile somehow doubled, something that I had previously thought was impossible. “Fantastic! Then, when you’re done here, perhaps sometime after lunch, you’d like to meet me by your rooms?”

      I sent him a quizzical look. “Why after lunch? Isn’t that a little early?”

      “Just trust me,” he said with a wink. “But otherwise, is there anything I can help you with while I’m here?”

      “Nope!” I said quickly. “Just girl stuff! You go enjoy whatever pre-feast prep you gotta do.”

      He gave a little salute and I didn’t understand how he was so adorable for a tall, broad-shouldered man that could turn into a fire-breathing dragon. “Alright then! I’ll leave you to it! Remember, after lunch.”

      “You got it, Bron.”

      He gave me another happy little nod and marched out. But as he left, so did the bright mood that was beginning to seep into me, and I found myself back in doom and gloom mode.

      “I’m surprised you said yes,” Mallory murmured, looking down at her book so that I couldn’t see her face—although I was sure she was smirking like the smarmy little brat she was. “I thought you’d want to hole yourself up in here forever.”

      “Well, you thought wrong,” I said. “I figure things are gonna get real stressful real fast, so we might as well enjoy ourselves while we can. You know, one last hurrah.”

      “How nihilistic of you.”

      I shrugged. “Can you blame me?”

      She seemed to think for a moment. “Yeah. I guess not.”

      Thankfully, she let it drop there, and we sank into our books yet again. I learned many things, like that there once had been fifteen large dragon clans, half of them matriarchal and half of them patriarchal like Bron’s family. It seemed seers lived among the dragons and other underworlders as recently as three hundred years ago. Granted, while that was a long time considering my lifespan, it wasn’t really that long considering the history of the entire Earth.

      But I found nothing useful. Not really. Nothing about pocket dimensions or people-preserving crystals or anything like that. Just a lot of legends and lore.

      By the time it was lunch, my stomach was practically eating itself and I had to put the books down to go eat. I dragged Mallory with me, and for once, we didn’t run into Baelfyre or anybody else we didn’t anticipate. For being such a massive building, I felt like we experienced way too many coincidental meetings.

      We didn’t even have to say anything. We just walked into the same door Bron had taken us through, the same chef saw us, then disappeared to make us plates. In the end, he handed us what looked like a chicken quarter and some roasted vegetables, then shooed us to the same corner where we’d occasionally eaten before.

      When we finished, we stacked our plates and headed out, bellies full and contented. I almost headed back to the library before Mallory reminded me that we were supposed to meet Bron at my room, so we quickly turned and headed up.

      I had no idea what he wanted or what he was planning, but I didn’t think of it. Maybe it was an etiquette lesson or a tutorial on who was who? Whatever it was, I would pretend to be excited for Bron’s sake.

      We reached my room to see the doors already wide open. That made my heart jump before I managed to calm myself and my brain reminded me that I already knew who was waiting for me.

      But what I didn’t know was that we wouldn’t be alone. It wasn’t just Bron waiting for us, but also three other people all armed with tape measures, pins, and a large pile of dresses. Were…were these tailors?

      “Mallory! Davie! Since the celebration is a formal affair, I thought you might want to blend in. And what better way to blend in than to wear traditional clothing of my clan?”

      “Are you serious?” Mallory said, chuckling slightly. “We’re going to be able to go full Renaissance Festival for this feast thing?”

      “I, uh, I don’t know what that is.”

      “Don’t worry about it, prince-man. Just suit us up!”

      Bron beamed like we had just handed him the proverbial keys to the kingdom. Turning to the three tailors, he said, “Do whatever is needed to make sure these ladies are satisfied. Until then…” He turned back to me and did that bow thing he did that always made me feel so fancy. “After the fittings, they will do what alterations you need. I’ll send a maid to help both of you to prepare later. Then, once you are ready, I’ll escort both of you to the feast and you’ll see a real party.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I answered. “Go do what you gotta do.”

      He nodded and headed out, a skip in his step. I watched him go, feeling a bit better about everything that was going on around us.

      Or at least I did, until the tailors got to work.

      Why did no one tell me that having someone measure me would be one of the most awkward experiences of my life? Measuring tape and hands seemed to go everywhere with a quick sort of efficiency that my mind couldn’t catch up with, and apparently, the tailors didn’t like the measurements that they found.

      The way it worked was that they had several different dress prototypes that weren’t quite finished, and they were supposed to see which one fit us best then tailor it accordingly. The only issue, none of the dresses even came close to fitting me.

      Either they were too short but fit me most other places, or they would be long enough but wouldn’t fit. Or they’d match my bust but not my hips, or not my biceps either. I guess I just wasn’t a great dragon template.

      Of course, Mallory wasn’t having a much easier time. Everything was way too long on her, and on the off chance they did have something that fit her length, it was made for a child and couldn’t hope to fit her hourglass curves or thick muscles.

      By the time everything was said and done, all three of the tailors seemed incredibly stressed. They left in a huff, hauling their pile of dresses out and leaving Mallory and I standing there without a word.

      “Uh, I think there’s still a pin in my butt,” Mallory said, stepping off the little platform they’d had her stand on.

      “Yeah, toward the end there, I think they were stabbing us on purpose.”

      She shrugged and flopped onto my bed. “What did they expect? We’re not dragons like they are, of course we’re not going to share their exact body shapes. But dragons have really never gelled with dwarves anyway.”

      “Honestly, it seems like no one gets along around here.”

      “Huh, I guess you’re not wrong.” She rolled onto her side and looked me over. “So, what do you want to do to kill time? More reading?”

      “Honestly,” I said with a sigh, “I just want to sleep. Maybe I can find Mickey again in my dreams.”

      “We can only hope.”
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            A Word in Edgewise

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt beautiful.

      It wasn’t exactly a sensation I was used to, but I certainly wasn’t complaining. I felt like a fairy princess stepping out of a movie instead of a lumbering oaf. The transformation was pure magic—no ifs, ands, or buts.

      I looked in my mirror again, turning this way and that. The tailors had arrived at least four hours after I had tucked in for a nap, carrying just two dresses this time. They brought the maid along with them, and before I knew it, I was being shoved into the most beautiful dress I had ever seen.

      It was lilac and gray, falling somewhere between Renaissance and Regency, if I remembered my history…which I probably didn’t. It had a corseted top, with four or five layers of translucent, gossamer material over it. It shimmered in the light, throwing prisms this way and that, making it look like I was dressed in stardust itself.

      Delicate trims decorated the edges of the square neckline, as well as the ends of the sleeves and the bottom hem. The skirt itself was three different layers, the bottommost being the most purple with delicate silver embroidery on it, and each layer after being both lighter in color and in weight.

      “Wow,” Mallory said with a whistle. “You look good, girl.”

      I turned to her breathlessly. “I feel good!” I took a moment to see what she was wearing, and her outfit was just as lovely. Well, maybe not just as lovely. It was hard to believe that anyone in the entire world could feel or look as amazing as I did in the moment.

      Her dress was green and gold, sturdier than mine and with fur trims. For all their grumbling, they had certainly made a garment that fit her wonderfully, if I did say so myself.

      It was only then that I realized the tailors had disappeared, leaving us only with the maid. Thankfully, it wasn’t the same woman that I had met earlier who seemed to have a pretty strong dislike for me. For that I was grateful, but it didn’t mean I was ready for her to sit me down and start going at my hair.

      For what it was worth, she was as gentle as she could be considering it was weeks since I did an oil treatment and several days since brushing it. It wasn’t that I meant to neglect myself, but with everything that had happened, it was easy to just throw it up in a ponytail and forget.

      So, it did take a while for her to get my tresses in some sort of manageable state, but she never complained. My scalp was a bit tender, so she gave me a few minutes’ break before braiding it in some elaborate patterns.

      I heard a knock on the door a bit before she finished. Naturally, I couldn’t exactly turn my head, so I just crossed my fingers and hoped it wasn’t anyone I didn’t want to see.

      “Give us, like, five minutes, Bron,” Mallory said. “Then Davie will be done, and I’ll be a short bit after her.”

      “Of course!” I could hear his voice just faintly through the door. “I wouldn’t want to interrupt while anyone was indecent.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mallory shot back. “The only thing that’s indecent is how beautiful Davie is.”

      “Mallory!” I hissed, reaching out to cuff her arm but I missed because I couldn’t see her.

      “What? It’s the truth!”

      “I’m sure that you both look resplendent. I will await patiently.”

      My stomach began to bubble with anticipation, and my leg bounced. The maid finished my hair and grabbed a case that she had brought with her. I watched, curious, until she opened it in front of me and revealed an entire case full of high-end makeup.

      “Do you need assistance, or would you like to do this yourself?”

      My eyes went wide, and I looked up at her like she was the Messiah himself. “These are all for me to use?”

      “If you wish.”

      I loved makeup. While I never wore it, mostly due to the expense and the fact that I never had time, it was basically like paint for my face. I could make all sorts of pretty feels and ideas with colored powder and all sorts of creams! I figured this particular art wouldn’t trigger a vision like my paintings always did.

      I dug in excitedly, putting on foundation and then setting powder, then highlights and contour and eyeshadow. I went for dewy and mystical, with plenty of shimmer and glitter, and I thought I pulled it off pretty well for not having much practice.

      Finally, I was done. I stared at the mirror, hardly believing that it was me looking back. My jaw looked sharp and my cheekbones looked both high and prominent. Taking my phone out, I snapped a few pictures for posterity’s sake before I realized that I couldn’t procrastinate any longer.

      It was time to see Bron.

      I didn’t know why, but my hands were shaking and my heart was in my throat as I approached the door. There was nothing significant about just walking to an entrance, and yet it seemed like such a big deal.

      Well, it was now or never, I supposed. I grabbed the doorknob and opened it, to see Bron standing there, arms folded as he waited.

      He turned to me, obviously excited, but the moment he saw me, his face went blank. I stood there awkwardly, waiting for him to say something, but no words came out of his mouth.

      “Um, you okay?” I asked, crossing my arms in the hopes that it would make me seem like I didn’t care.

      “I, uh, I—” He paused and shook his head. “You look beautiful. Truly, truly beautiful.” He stepped forward and held his hand out. I was so used to him escorting me that I just gave him my hand without a thought, and the next thing I knew, he was bending down to kiss it.

      I stood there, flushing way harder than a twenty-year-old should have been at such an innocent gesture. I managed to recover before he straightened, and gently pulled my hand from his grip.

      Just in time too, because Mallory was stomping out. Unlike me, she didn’t like makeup and was mostly barefaced, with just some glimmer on her cheeks and gloss on her lips. Nonetheless, she looked beautiful, and it was the fanciest that I had ever seen her.

      “Well, we all ready to boogey until we just can’t boogey no more?”

      “That we are!” Bron said excitedly, offering us both an arm. “Come, this is my last night as just myself! We must make it an occasion to remember!”

      “I’ll do my best,” I answered, wrapping my arm through his before we strode off together.

      I’d never really had much of a friend group in school. Pretty much just Mallory and then maybe the new kid before they inevitably found a more popular group they fit into, but in Bron’s hold, I felt like I belonged.

      It was nice, and although I knew that this was the last time we might have a moment of peace, I resolved to enjoy it. The dark cloud on the horizon could wait until tomorrow, and I would throw everything I had into finding my sister.

      No matter where that led.

      The walk to the banquet hall was uneventful, apart from how many people were heading there. I saw maids, cooks, guards, all dressed in their finest. It really did seem that this event was for everyone, no matter their station. If there was one thing that humans could learn from dragons, it was how to take care of each other and treat each other with respect.

      Well…except for that whole war thing. But there were zealots in every group, no matter what, and sometimes, people had to protect themselves from said zealots.

      However, all thoughts of war and those hunting me fell away as we stepped into the massive banquet hall. I had thought we would be in the same room we were in before for the leader general nomination, or whatever that whole shindig had been called, but no. This one was easily ten times bigger and so gorgeously decorated, I almost felt underdressed, even with my fancy getup.

      There were three chandeliers in the long chamber, two smaller ones at each end, and then a gorgeous, five-tiered one that dominated the center. It might have been bigger than my entire apartment I had shared with my sister, just thousands and thousands of dollars of crystals and ornate chains hanging from the ceiling and reflecting prisms of light everywhere.

      “Wow,” Mallory breathed. “So, this is what my parents were talking about.”

      “What do you mean?” Bron asked curiously.

      “Mom said she attended a celebration here when she was a kid and that it was the fanciest place that she had ever been. She definitely wasn’t exaggerating for once.”

      I looked around at the beautiful paintings, and the gauzy curtains hanging from the windows, and the golden candelabras attached to the walls, shining far more brightly than any other candle I had ever seen. There were busts and statues too, all pure alabaster and polished to such a high shine that I was sure I would see my reflection on them. Everything was opulence and finery, pearls and diamonds, glitz and glamour, and I couldn’t believe that I was actually there.

      “Come, this way,” Bron said, stepping in and pulling us along with him. “One of my favorite musicians agreed to come back from their European tour to entertain us tonight! I think you will love them.”

      “You always think we’ll love everything,” I countered. “It’s part of your depthless optimism.”

      “Depthless optimism?” he echoed. “I like that. I’ll have to remind someone to put that on my gravestone.”

      “Hopefully, you’ll have a long time before you need to issue that order,” Mallory murmured.  I almost replied, but I didn’t want to jinx it. Instead, the three of us walked over to the far side of the room, pushing past dresses and tunics alike, until we were in front of a dais full of sound equipment.

      I had half-expected an old-fashioned orchestra with a conductor in a white wig, but instead, there was a regular band, complete with a bass guitarist, lead guitarist, drummer, violinist, and singer. They were all dressed somewhere between gothic and punk, leading me to wonder what exactly they were planning to play.

      I didn’t have to wait long for my answer. The singer of the group saw Bron and shot him a flirtatious wink.

      “Been a long time, prince-boy.”

      “Indeed, it has!” Bron answered enthusiastically, seemingly oblivious to the blatant game the singer was trying to lay down. “I saw you last at cousin Gelda’s birthday, yes?”

      “I’m flattered that you remember.”

      “Of course I do! You are my favorite band, after all. But I cannot help but wonder if you remember what my favorite song is?”

      “Oh, I remember alright. In fact, it’s our opener.” She winked again then looked to their bandmates. Within a minute, they were playing, and I got to hear exactly what they sounded like.

      It was the most strange, and yet beautiful, combination of metal and symphonic sounds I had ever heard. The violin was lilting and magical while the bass spoke of danger, darkness, and loss. The singer herself was operatic, but the bassist would every now and then lean into his own mic and growl or snarl for effect. It was an ongoing tussle of beauty and strength, and I quickly found myself getting caught up in it.

      “What do you think?” Bron asked, clearly excited to hear what both of us thought.

      “I’m surprised that they let you get away with this!” I said, bobbing my head to the beat. “It’s not exactly typical.”

      “Yeah,” Mallory said. “I thought your people would have too big of a stick up their butts to have modern music!”

      “Well…to be honest, hardly anyone likes this. Once they finish their set, the more classical band will come on. They really only tolerate this because I’m the prince.”

      “You gotta use all that power for something, I guess.”

      Bron just shrugged, his eyes locked on the band. “I suppose it’s not the worst way to abuse it.”

      “No, not by far.”

      We let the conversation fade and just enjoyed the music. Unfortunately, the band’s set was short, lasting under what had to be half an hour before ending to mild applause.

      “Man, you’re lucky I like you,” the singer said as the rest of their band packed up. “Your family isn’t exactly the liveliest crowd.”

      “Apologies, but it is appreciated nonetheless.”

      “I’m sure it is. What would also be appreciated is if you finally sang me that song you’ve said you’ve written.”

      I’d never seen Bron blush so hard, red creeping up his neck and spilling across his face. It really was a sight to behold and I couldn’t help but snicker.

      “A song, huh?”

      “It’s not important,” he said quickly. “Anyway, Angel, I appreciate your time. Your performance was excellent.”

      “Of course it was. That’s what I do.” They reached down and ruffled his hair before heading out with the rest of the crew. When Bron turned to face me, he looked so flustered that it was downright adorable.

      “I want to hear your song,” I persisted, batting my eyes at him.

      “It’s, uh, it’s not finished. Maybe later.”

      I was going to press the issue, maybe because I was secretly a bit sadistic, but before I could, Baelfyre came striding up, all cocky smiles and charming winks.

      “Cousin! Ladies! You all look rather amazing!”

      He didn’t look half-bad either. He was dressed in a tunic of deep, deep purple with golden embellishments similar to Bron’s. His hair was brushed back, revealing a widow’s peak and high forehead that made him appear even more regal than usual. His lashes seemed even longer than normal, framing his eyes and making his gaze seem even more piercing. Geez, he really was pretty, wasn’t he? But just like so many poisonous animals, I was sure that his looks were just beautiful camouflage to distract from the oh-so-insidious trap he was hiding.

      “I have to say, Davie, I do normally love your natural look in casual wear, but this dress absolutely suits you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so effortlessly upstage both me and my cousin.” He shot me a wink—that seemed to be the expression of the night—before looking to Mallory. “And you, my pocket-sized Amazon, look downright queenly.”

      “Call me that again and I’ll drop-kick you.”

      “Noted.” He bowed and gave a honeyed laugh, again making me doubt. Maybe I was wrong about this guy. We’d been living together in harmony and he had even saved my life once.

      Before I could send myself into another thought-tailspin about the nature of my visions and what I should or shouldn’t take literally, music started playing. Surprised, I looked over to see that a small orchestra of about fifteen people had set up and were beginning to play. Had we really been talking for that long?

      “Would you listen to that?” Baelfyre said, his smile growing downright luminous. “It’s time to dance. Now, Bron, surely you don’t mean to hog two such effervescent partners to yourself, do you?”

      “Uh, no, of course not.” Before I could quite register what was going on, Bron dropped his arm holding Mallory and took a step away with my arm still in his hold. “Miss Davie, may I ask you for your first dance of the evening?”

      “Wow,” Mallory huffed dryly. “I’m gonna try not to take that personally, but you ain’t making it easy.”

      “Don’t mind my cousin,” Baelfyre said, sliding over to her like butter but twice as slick. “Sometimes in his enthusiasm, he forgets his manners. I would be more than honored for a chance to dance with you this night.”

      “Ugh, I guess. But I’m warning you, I have two left feet and a really good right hook.”

      The two of them walked off, heading to what was apparently the dancefloor, judging by the many couples now swaying across the polished floor. Bron and I followed along behind them, and my blood was rushing through my body like someone cut the brakes on a rollercoaster.

      Sure, Bron and I had danced before, and it had been lovely and charged with a strange tension that I neither had the time nor energy to deal with, but that had been on our own, without any prying eyes to pick apart what I did and judge the prince for fraternizing with a lowly human orphan.

      Despite my trepidation, I found myself on the dance floor and in the prince’s hold. “You really do look beautiful tonight.”

      “So, do you,” I answered absently, looking over his shoulder. I caught at least three different people staring at me, so I sent them the harshest glares I could.

      “Hah, thank you. It is not often I am called beautiful.”

      “Really?” I retorted, bringing my attention back to him. “That’s a shame. I guess I’ll just have to call you that more often.”

      He chuckled lightly. “I certainly wouldn’t mind.”

      We found the rhythm of the lilting, classical music and floated across the floor together. It was quite different than our moment in the library, with us sliding between other couples and covering greater ground before turning and going a different direction, but it wasn’t bad.

      “I noticed that you are not wearing your gloves.”

      Startled, I looked to my hand to see that my scar tissue and mottled skin was indeed on display, more pink in the light than red. I had completely forgotten about the white gloves that Baelfyre had given me. That was…interesting. I hadn’t gone ungloved in public in years.

      “Oh, uh… I guess I didn’t notice.”

      “I guess not.” He smiled at me serenely and I couldn’t get over how handsome he was. Was I shallow? Or was it just my inner artist talking? Maybe I had just found my muse, and this was what it felt like. “Is it arrogant to think that it could be because you are growing more comfortable around me?”

      “Um, I don’t know, to be honest. I’m no psychiatrist.”

      “Me neither, unfortunately. Apparently, it wasn’t considered a vital skill to have during my schooling.”

      “Really? You’d think that’d be fairly useful to a royal.”

      “Now that I’m older, yes, I can’t help but agree.”

      “Of course you’d agree. I’m right, after all.”

      He laughed and we continued to spin across the floor. However, a song could only last for so long, and I heard the music start to fade far too soon.

      “Would it be terribly selfish of me to ask for your second dance of the night as well?” Bron asked quietly, looking at me with that strange expression again. The one that made me feel beautiful and sick to my stomach and sweaty and exhilarated all at once.

      “No, I don’t think so,” I murmured. “This is your night to celebrate, after all?”

      He smiled as the music picked up in tempo once again and he spun me around several times. I was amazed that I managed to stay upright. Maybe Bron was just that good of a lead. I laughed, and almost asked him to do it again, when I noticed that someone official-looking had gently grabbed his arm and was whispering in his ear.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Bron didn’t answer until the person finished whispering and walked off. Suddenly, his hold dropped, and I was feeling quite isolated on the large, crowded dance floor. “Apologies, Davie, it seems I am needed for a few things before the grand coronation.” He looked around for Baelfyre, then waved the dark-haired man over.

      “Did you need something, cousin?”

      “Yes. It seems a few more things need to be done before the main event. Would you be so kind as to escort both Miss Davie and Miss Mallory to an optimum seat for the feast?”

      “Of course! Anything for our future leader general.”

      Bron gave a little, grateful nod and turned to go. He wavered for just the slightest of moments, as if he wanted to say something else, but just shook his head and walked away.

      “Poor Bron,” Baelfyre mused. “Sometimes it really does seem like he has the whole world on his shoulders.”

      “Yeah,” I added. “But I think he can handle it.”

      Baelfyre brightened at that. “True, and hopefully he won’t have to handle it for long.”

      He offered his arm to me again and I looped mine through his with resignation. It wasn’t the same as being led around by Bron, but it would have to do.

      “Now, let’s find a seat for you lovely ladies. The food is half the fun, after all!”
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      Baelfyre wasn’t kidding about the food. Of the three, long tables that took up a quarter of the room opposite the dancefloor, he sat us at the center one, fairly close to a highly-decorated dais, where I guessed this grand coronation would take place.

      I had been impatiently staring at the platform for several minutes when two of the massive doors at the opposite side of the room slammed open and an entire procession of food started marching in.

      Well, the food wasn’t literally marching in, but rather being carried by worker after worker in newer, fancier uniforms, but the point was much the same. Soon, everyone flocked to the tables and I was confronted with a spread that I could never have imagined in my wildest dreams.

      There was so much! Roast boar, fried vegetables, mashed potatoes, full pheasants, shredded jackfruit, tropical juices, stuffing, Cornish hens, and dozens of things that I didn’t even know the name of.

      Normally, I wasn’t big on eating in public. If I tried to eat healthy or help myself to a salad, people would wonder who I was trying to kid, and if I dared to treat myself to ice cream or something sugary, they looked at me with that all-too-familiar judgmental gaze that said, ‘That’s how you got fat in the first place.’ But with the way that everyone was absolutely, voraciously digging in around me, I figured I was in the clear.

      I guessed I should have expected a bunch of predators to really know how to dig in. In fact, with the way some of them went at the feast, it was easy to see that plenty of their dragon-ness seeped into their human form too.

      As delicious as the food was, however, it would have been better with Bron there. I wondered where he was, and what exactly he had to prepare for. While I knew there had to be some sort of grand coronation, which I was sure was incredibly fancy and overwrought, I didn’t know exactly what that would entail. Would he be knighted with a sword? Was there a speech? Election? Virgin sacrifice? I didn’t know. The only thing I really understood about dragon culture was that they were pretty snobby, old-fashioned, and didn’t chew their food nearly as much as they probably should have.

      “You alright there? Is the food not to your satisfaction?”

      I could hear the concern in Baelfyre’s voice and looked back to him. However, my eyes skipped right over the handsome man and went right to Mallory, who had somehow gotten a second plate and was currently horking down an entire turkey leg.

      “No, it’s great,” I said. “I just don’t think anyone could enjoy the food nearly as much as Mallory does.”

      She stopped eating long enough to give me a look. “I’m loading up on protein, so I can keep up my muscle mass. I’ve been running cardio all over this place, but I can feel myself wasting away.”

      “How very dwarven of you,” Baelfyre teased. “So concerned with muscle mass instead of how you use what you have.”

      She reached out, her hand moving almost too quickly to see. When she stopped, her knife was sitting squarely between two of the man’s fingers, the blade embedded in the table.

      “Would you look at that. Looks like I know how to use it after all.”

      Baelfyre laughed nervously, an uneasy smile across his handsome features. “I see. Lesson learned.” He pulled the knife from the table and gently set it down beside him.

      Unfortunately, that was a bit of a conversation killer, and we sat there awkwardly. Well, Baelfyre and I were awkward. Mallory just happily chowed down without a care in the world.

      We were saved from really stewing in the moment, however, as dramatic music began to play, and the doors opened once again.

      The three elders led the procession, just as old and grizzled as I remembered them. However, their robes were blue and white this time, instead of the dull grays they had been before, and they had such elaborate embroidery on each of their outfits that it almost looked like it told a story. Maybe it did. They were so far away from me that I couldn’t quite make it out.

      Following them was someone I thought I recognized as Bron’s grandfather. Funnily enough, I realized that I had never heard him talk about his parents or seen either of them. Why hadn’t I asked him about that? Was I so wrapped up in myself that I didn’t bother to know anything about the man who saved me?

      Probably. But I never claimed to be perfect.

      Several more men in insanely intricate armor followed Bron’s grandfather before finally, the prince himself arrived. He looked absolutely stunning and my jaw almost dropped then and there.

      He had changed out of his previous outfit into one that was predominantly black. The top was a high-collared tunic that ended just below his thighs, and just like the elders’ outfits, it had intricate embroidery all over it. But instead of being a bright blue, it was an iridescent silver that caught the light just right, making it look like starlight.

      His pants were also black, with much thicker silver stitching, leading into knee-high boots that looked like they had never been worn before. A small crown sat upon his head, simple and silver, and a silver cape hung from one of his shoulders.

      If I didn’t know better, I would think that he was absolutely right out of one of my favorite fantasy novels. How many of my pubescent years had I spent pining over literary figures just like him?

      Too many, that was for sure.

      More came behind Bron, but I didn’t pay them much mind. My eyes were locked on him the entire way up to the dais until they were all arranged the way they were supposed to be. The elder started speaking, but his words flowed past me as my eyes locked with Bron’s.

      He looked so stern, so unlike the dragon I knew and lo—

      …liked.

      “—we do not take such violence lightly. We have exhausted all of our options and it is with heavy hearts that we find ourselves on the brink of war with those we have tried to negotiate peace with for so long.

      “For such a journey, we need someone to lead us. Someone to unify us, to have us move forward into the darkness as one. For that, we need a leader general, and you have chosen Lohikarmme Bronne to guide us.”

      Bron stepped forward and knelt before the lead elder. Sure enough, the older man pulled a knife from his robes and held it up dramatically.

      “Behold, with this blade of ancients, we bind you to us. With this, we spill your blood and—”

      “I challenge his hold!” a familiar voice filled the room.

      Suddenly, the hall went silent and a piercing tension filled the still air. Borderline paralyzed, I turned my head to see Baelfyre standing with his sword drawn.

      “What?” Bron’s grandfather asked, stepping forward. “But you were at the nomination! You and your kin said naught a word to put your own name in!”

      “Most of my kin was not invited or prepared for that meeting. In fact, many clans were excluded from your grant election. Forgive me for waiting until this moment, but dragon law states that any leader general can be challenged if their subjects fear they are not capable.

      “Trust me, I have seen how Lohikarmme acts around this palace. How he is quick to talk and slow to act, how he cavorts with the human seer and wastes her talents, how he expends our resources on protecting their families instead of us!

      “So, I challenge him. On the morrow, I will meet him in the field of battle and I will show you who is a true general!”

      An uproar sounded all around us, but all I could see was Bron’s face. He looked so betrayed, so shocked, as his cousin stood and betrayed everything that they had together.

      Crap! I had known the guy was evil. I had known that nothing good could have come from him! Why didn’t I say anything? I had played it safe and now one of my two friends was paying for it.

      Mallory grabbed my wrist, pulling my attention to her. Baelfyre had stepped away from us and was encircled by his entourage, who held off the dozens of people yelling and cursing at them. It was pure chaos, and I could see it quickly growing violent.

      “Let’s get out of here,” she whispered, her eyes also on the screaming factions in the room. Some of their eyes were beginning to shift from human to reptilian, and I saw jaws elongating and scales starting to appear across their visible skin.

      “But what about Bron?” I asked, looking back to him,

      I could see that he was angry. There was a sharp set to his jaw and his shaking fists were balled at his sides. But there was something else there too. The deep sort of hurt that only came from being betrayed by someone you loved. Someone you trusted.

      His gaze flicked to me and the moment our eyes locked seemed to be its own eternity. Almost in slow motion, he mouthed for me to go, and that was the only thing that got me out of my seat.

      We crept along the back wall as quickly as we could, but right before we made it to the door, I looked back. Thankfully, Bron also looked like he was exiting out another door on the far side. I heaved a sigh of relief, but as I did, my gaze landed on Baelfyre.

      He was staring at me, his intense eyes as sharp as ever. For a second, I thought he might curse me, or shout. But instead, he just gave me a charming smile and winked.

      That…wasn’t good.

      But in that moment, I knew without a doubt that the man was one hundred percent, certifiably evil.

      “Come on!” Mallory said, tugging me the rest of the way out. I let her pull me, and then we were in the empty halls and back to my room.

      “Do you think it’s safe to stay here?” I asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t even know at this point.” She sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I, uh, I really need to go make sure my parents are alright, but I don’t want to leave you alone. I also am not too keen on walking these halls alone either.”

      “I could go with you?”

      She shook her head. “I have a feeling prince-boy is gonna wanna see you after everything that has happened. You’re possibly the only person he can trust.”

      “You really think he’ll come here?”

      “I’m sure of it. It might be a while because there’s a whole ton of stuff he needs to deal with, but he’ll be here alright.”

      “Then let’s sit here and wait. You said your parents were down by the security quarters, I’m sure they’ll be fine for now.”

      “Yeah, or at least better than us.”

      “Exactly.” I flopped onto my bed and sighed. “I guess we just wait.”

      Wait was exactly what we did. We waited, and waited, and waited. It had to be after midnight when I finally heard a hurried knock on the door and Bron quickly let himself in.

      “You’re alright,” I breathed, jumping from my bed to throw my arms around him. “Thank God, I was so worried!”

      “I apologize if I worried you. It has indeed been a strange night.”

      I patted his back in what I hoped was a comforting way. “You don’t have to apologize for anything.”

      “So, what exactly was all that?” Mallory asked. “I picked up that it wasn’t anything good, but some of it was lost in translation.”

      “Basically, Baelfyre said that I wasn’t capable of leading effectively and challenged me to prove my worth.”

      “Uh-huh. And I’m guessing that’s not with a game of checkers or anything like that?” It seemed strange to me that Mallory even had to ask, but then I realized that she hadn’t had a vision about what would happen. Only I did. She didn’t see Baelfyre absolutely beating the crap out of Bron, she didn’t see the open field and all the eyes watching. Suddenly, everything I had been afraid of was happening.

      I should have warned Bron, but I was too late now.

      “No. It is a battle of physical strength. It is not necessarily to the death, but death is not discouraged. I would like to think that my own cousin would not wish to so grievously wound me, but after tonight… I do not know.”

      My mouth was moving before my mind could catch it, but even if I did have time to think, I didn’t know if I would have said anything different. “He’s going to kill you.”

      “What?”

      “I saw it in a vision. I don’t know how, but he manages to get the upper hand on you and you lose. It’s awful.”

      “Losing is different from being killed,” Bron said weakly, as if he didn’t want to believe what I was saying.

      “I know, but trust me. I know that if he would have kept going, that you would be very, very dead.”

      “I…I hope you can understand that I am having difficulty accepting this. I have known Baelfyre since I was a child.”

      “People change,” Mallory said with a shrug. “It sucks, and you certainly got a very extreme example of it, but it happens all the time.”

      “I suppose you are right. I just never thought…” He shook his head and stood. “Thank you for telling me what will happen. I think… I think I would like some time to myself before we meet on the field tomorrow.”

      “Wait, you’re still gonna do it?!”

      “Of course,” Bron said, voice flat and resigned. “It is my duty.”

      “But I just told you that you would be murdered!”

      “Then being murdered is my duty. I cannot refuse. If I do, then I will be excommunicated in shame while Baelfyre becomes the leader general.”

      “He’ll become the leader general if you die too!”

      “Not necessarily. If I manage to wound, or weaken him, then someone else from my family can rise up and challenge him in turn. I will have given my life for my people, so they may find someone truly meant to lead them.”

      “You have to be kidding!” I screamed. I was pretty sure that it was the first time that I had ever raised my voice directly at Bron. “You can’t just go out there and die! It’s not right! It’s not fair!”

      “But it is my duty. I know it is hard to understand, but please know that this is what I must do.” He gave me a stern look and I saw so little of the dragon I knew in his expression. “I will see you tomorrow, Miss Davie. It seems we both need time to process this.”

      With that, he turned on his heel and walked away, leaving me sputtering and full of anger. How dare he! How dare he just throw his life away!

      “So…” Mallory said once he was gone and my door was closed. “That did not go well.”

      “No. No, it did not.”

      “So, what now? Do we start prepping for a funeral? Make a break for it before everything goes to hell in a handbasket?”

      “No,” I said, feeling determination flow through me, fierce and sharp. “We’re going to make sure that my vision doesn’t happen.”
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      I paced back and forth, my stomach in my chest and my heart God knows where. I hadn’t slept much, and what little shuteye I did get was just scattered replays of the vision I’d had not so long ago.

      I had a plan. It was scattered and slapdash and probably impossible, but at least I had one. I couldn’t just stand by and let my friend be killed right in front of my eyes.

      I had already lost so much. I knew what it was like to hear my parents’ dying words as they tried to break through a door to get to me. I knew what it was like to sit by in a hospital and wonder if my sister was going to survive the terrible damage she’d endured. And I was done with all that. I’d had enough tragic loss in the first half of my life. I didn’t need it in my second.

      A gentle but very specific knock sounded at the door and I opened it to let Mallory in. She was back in her normal street clothes and a grim look was on her face.

      “It’s time.”

      “Are you sure they’ll let us be there?” I asked, grabbing my bag of emergency supplies and slinging it over my back. Hopefully I wouldn’t need it, but it was better to be prepared for the worst-case scenario. Especially since this whole event seemed like a worst-case scenario already.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m not gonna let them stop us if they try, but honestly, nobody is probably going to pay us any mind.”

      “Good. I’d like that.”

      We headed out, me following Mallory as she led the way through where she had already scouted. Once more, the halls were practically empty, giving the place a creepy, almost haunted sort of vibe. I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse than us running into anyone who would try to stop us, but it was what it was.

      We went out the back, only a bit away from the cellar where Mallory and I had escaped the last attack, but instead of turning toward the garden area, we went straight forward, to a part of the estate that I had never been before.

      There was a simple, cobblestone path leading past a maze, and then an archery range, and then finally, we reached what I could best describe as a jousting field.

      It was surrounded completely by trees, giving it the same appearance as a forest. Although the sun shone high above, it felt like we were cut off from the rest of the world, completely surrounded by the arboreal walls.

      It was massive enough for a team to practice football on, and covered in a thick layer of green, green grass. It was the kind of grass that one would want to have a picnic on or roll down a hill of while laughing giddily, like in commercials. It certainly didn’t look like the sort of place where someone’s blood was going to be spilled.

      Plenty of people were already there. Not quite as many as the grand celebration the night before, but still quite a few. Thankfully, none of them paid any attention to us, and Mallory and I were able to find a spot where we could both see.

      Bron’s family stood at one end, their colors and flags all flying, flickering this way and that in the gentle breeze, while Baelfyre’s entourage stood at the other. Although he was quite far away, I was pretty sure that I could still see the smirk on his face. What a jerk. Actually, jerk didn’t really seem to do him justice. He was a vial, manipulative, power-hungry liar and I could only guess how far his darkness went.

      The elder stepped forward and apparently, it was speech time again. Didn’t these dragons ever get tired of all the constant grandstanding and overly strict adherence to ancient rules? I felt like their lives would be so much better if they allowed themselves a few exceptions. Like when an underhanded lesser-prince made an obvious power grab at what was supposed to be a fun celebration.

      But still, as the old man droned on, I couldn’t help but feel like something was off. It was the same niggling feeling that I’d had during the attack where the drakes had slipped in. It was like there was something running under the surface. Something that I didn’t understand.

      That understanding didn’t magically appear, however, and instead, we waited for the man to stop speaking, and then the two young princes were walking toward each other.

      They met in the center of the field, Bron’s stride stiff and Baelfyre’s full of swagger. I hadn’t wanted to punch someone so hard in quite a while, and it took all my willpower not to run out and deck the dark-haired dragon.

      They shook hands, which I guessed was a fairly standard thing before official fights, but at the last moment, Baelfyre leaned in and whispered something that none of us had a hope of hearing.

      Whatever it was, it clearly wasn’t nice. Bron’s expression turned to one of rage, and he snarled at this cousin before tackling him.

      The two rolled across the ground, kicking and fighting to be on top. As they rolled, their bodies elongated and wings burst from their back, scales rapidly expanding along their forms. It was a mass of part-human and part-dragon that was pretty grotesque.

      “This is hard to watch,” Mallory murmured as they finally broke free from each other and took to the sky.

      I could only nod as the giant beasts clashed, their roars so great and terrible that I could feel a headache brewing already. Their claws scored against each other’s hides and their fangs tried to find purchase in sensitive spots.

      They whirled high into the sky, the sun making it hard to see. But even with them partially obscured, I could tell that Bron was holding back.

      He was angry, that much was obvious, but he wasn’t striking to kill. Baelfyre, however, was going for it. His jaws snapped relentlessly, and he spit fire whenever he could at what I guessed were Bron’s weak spots.

      I felt sick to my stomach as I watched. I could feel that my vision was coming true. I had to do something to stop it, but at the same time, there was something else. There was that something still niggling at the back of my mind.

      Baelfyre whirled, his tail managing to slam Bron underneath the jaw, and that gave him the upper hand he was looking for. The two spiraled to the ground, crashing into the earth with a spray of rocks and the green grass I had been admiring.

      People called out things I didn’t understand. Some sounded happy, and some appalled. Was this… Was this like a sport to some of them? Bron’s life was on the line and they were spectating like this was entertaining?! How disgusting! And he was willing to sacrifice himself for these people?

      “Bron!” I cried, reaching forward. Mallory caught me, but just barely. The world almost seemed to go in slow motion as they both shifted back to human form, Baelfyre on top of Bron and pummeling the life out of him.

      Somehow, the white-haired prince managed to kick Baelfyre off and they both scrambled to their feet. While the lesser-royal was certainly scuffed up and bleeding, Bron was in much, much worse condition.

      Bron lashed out, his claws scoring a hit down his opponent’s chest, but the dark-haired man managed to swing and land a hard hit on my friend’s jaw. Bron tumbled to the ground, and Baelfyre leaned over him.

      “Give up yet?” he taunted.

      “Why would I do that?” Bron countered before rising and tackling his cousin around the waist.

      They went to the ground again and Bron certainly got his hits in, but Baelfyre was ruthless. Even as Bron landed several punches to the side of his face, Baelfyre slammed his still-dragon-like claws into the high prince’s sides and dragged upwards.

      I could smell the blood from where I was, and a strangled scream escaped my mouth. Dropping my bag to the ground, I rooted around for what I had brought to stop everything that I dreaded from happening.

      From the time it took me to do that and then stand, Baelfyre had made it on top of Bron again. He had the prince pinned, and his jaw was stretching out to reveal rows and rows of teeth.

      I knew exactly what he was going to do. I could practically already see him closing his mouth around the prince’s unprotected throat and shaking and shaking until my friend was no more.

      I couldn’t allow that.

      I pushed my way to the front, Mallory and I barreling through people with no amount of undue force. When we reached it, I took the frisbee in my hand and flung it as hard as I could at Baelfyre.

      I missed, the first neon disk slapping into Bron’s leg, but I was already tossing another. Perhaps it was a bit ridiculous to save a friend with little spinning discs of plastic, but that was all I had so I was gonna use it.

      The second one hit true, slamming into Baelfyre’s overly-long jaw. Naturally, it didn’t hurt him, but it did distract him enough to have his head whip in my direction.

      But that was just enough.

      Bron surged forward again, and the two went tumbling head over heels until they finally crashed with the white-haired prince on top.

      Something seemed to change, and I could feel the tide of battle shift. Before I could celebrate, my mind was zooming somewhere else again.

      

      Bron bellowed again, his voice shaking the ground itself, and some of the drakes fell back.  It was the attack in the garden all over again, but why was I seeing this?

      The attackers fell back, sandwiching themselves between the guards and the prince, with even more staff pouring out of the building to help. Just like it had happened the first time, their assault was obviously failing, leading me to wonder yet again why they had concocted a plan that was so obviously going to fail.

      The vision continued and that was when I saw something else shoot out of the van. Something small, barely dog-sized. I watched the blur as it rushed inside, past the guards who were long since distracted.

      I pointed and tried to call out, but as I raised my hand, someone grabbed it and pulled me back toward the garden.

      Baelfyre.

      The scene played itself again, at a tenth of the speed, and I saw that the tiny thing was some sort of dragon-esque reptile and strapped to his back was what I could best describe as a combination of a magical-doohickey and an outright bomb.

      

      Suddenly, I understood. That attack hadn’t been about taking me at all. No, it had just been a way to plant something that would help the other side, and Baelfyre had to have seen me pointing and had quickly distracted me. Which meant Baelfyre wasn’t just a power-hungry princeling.

      It meant he was one of them.

      “Bron!” I cried, running forward. “It’s a trap!”

      Two guards caught me before I could make it to the field and I struggled against them. My eyes darted around wildly.

      I couldn’t let this happen. I wouldn’t let this happen! So many lives were at stake, I couldn’t just sit back and let them all be fooled!

      My emotions rushed, and I felt myself break out into a cold sweat. I could feel adrenaline combining with frustration as I fought to do something. Anything.

      Didn’t they understand that something terrible was going to happen?

      I let out a scream and felt something break within me. Suddenly, something great and terrible rushed out of me, engulfing both princes in a blinding light.

      The guards let me go and I fell to my knees, empty and exhausted. When the light cleared, Bron was standing there, refreshed and with Baelfyre in a chokehold.

      He held it, and held it, and held it. Baelfyre kicked and flailed, but Bron didn’t release. For a moment, I was sure that he was going to kill his cousin, but then he released the dark-haired man and let him fall to the ground, gasping and choking.

      “You’ve lost,” Bron said, his voice clear from even where I was standing. “Go home, and never return to these lands again.”

      But Baelfyre just spat at him, fighting to get to his feet. There was blood flowing from his eyebrows and lips, as well as score mark across his chest, but he was still so defiant.

      “You think this is the end? This is nothing!” He took a breath and abruptly all of the dread that had been floating at the edges of my senses coalesced inside of my soul. “Praemius.”

      He hissed the word, hardly louder than a whisper, but it was enough. I felt the rumble in the earth just before a massive explosion sounded behind us, throwing me forward and into the dirt while the shockwaves washed over me.
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      It was chaos all around me. I couldn’t see, I could barely hear, but I could feel the mass of panic and terror.

      I rolled onto my back, looking up at the sky with hazy vision. But instead of the normal, blue expanse I expected, a golden sort of light flashed in a dome over us, before rapidly disintegrating toward the ground.

      At first, I thought I was just seeing some sort of aftereffect from the blast, but then I heard someone scream about the shield and everything clicked.

      The barrier that sealed this haven off from the outside world was down. All of this had been an elaborate plan to break down the one thing that was stopping the Dragon Supremacy faction from bringing the onslaught.

      I felt the roars before I heard them, and I fought to get to my feet. Once I was steady enough to move, I ran to Mallory and pulled her up.

      “Come on,” I said, my eyes locked on the sky beyond the trees. “We have to go.”

      “Huh… What? What happened?”

      This time, I could hear the roar of a dragon. Then another, and another. Then, in a horrific picture befitting a terrifying film, dozens and dozens of full-fledged dragons became visible in the skyline.

      “…oh,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, oh.” I pulled her to her feet and we tried to stumble off, but it seemed like the dragons were bearing down straight for us.

      When the first one landed in front of us, I realized I was right. The dragons were actively gunning for me. Was all of this chaos and damage just a grab for a seer?! Were they kidding?!

      Another dragon landed beside me, the force of its arrival sending Mallory and I to the ground. I tried to recover, but then another dragon landed just a few feet away.

      We were surrounded, great monsters on all sides. I knew that I was relatively safe—they had to take me alive for me to be of any use, of course—but Mallory was not nearly as guaranteed. I needed to get her to safety, but how?

      I got shakily to my feet, hands up to show them I meant no harm. Except I did mean harm, a whole lot of it, I just hadn’t figure out how to really hurt them yet.

      Another bellowing cry shook the ground, this one much more familiar than the others, and suddenly, Bron was barreling through, in his dragon form once more.

      But something was different. He was bigger, stronger, his scales more luminescent than before. Had…had that been from what I had done earlier? Was that a seer sort of power? I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything. Aside from that Bron was completely kicking butt. He knocked one dragon to the far side of the field and his jaws closed around another.

      The rest of them tried to surge forward, but Bron spun, using his tail to knock them to the side. He managed to clear them for a moment, but more and more were pouring in.

      I looked around me, trying to pull Mallory to her feet yet again, but there was an open gash on her leg and what looked like a fairly bad burn on her back. And if anyone knew about burns and how they felt, it was me.

      The situation was impossible. There were at least twenty dragons all rushing toward us, light reflecting off their bared teeth and fire spewing from some. While Bron was largely flame-retardant, Mallory and I were not nearly as lucky.

      We had to do something.

      I had to do something.

      I ran toward Bron, dragging Mallory along as fast as I could. When I reached him, I laid my hand on his leg and summoned all the energy I could.

      It felt like all of my joints popped at once and someone sucked the soul from my body as I tossed my energy as far as I could around us. I couldn’t breathe, for a moment, couldn’t think, but when I opened my eyes, I saw a shield was around the three of us.

      “Holy crap,” Mallory breathed. “This is a lot bigger than last time.”

      I wanted to respond, but I was afraid that opening my mouth would make me upchuck like no tomorrow. So, I just grit my teeth and put my everything into holding up the shielding around us.

      I barely registered the rushing of displaced air as Bron reverted to his human form. “Davie, are you alright? This is truly massive!” I couldn’t answer him either, but I did feel his comforting hand on my shoulder. “I need you to let me out. You can’t hold back this entire horde by yourself.”

      Was he crazy? Letting him out would be certain death! I hadn’t risked my life and thrown neon frisbees at his opponent only to let him die! But I still couldn’t speak, so I just shook my head.

      “Davie! You can’t hold them all off. You gave me strength, let me use it!”

      He was right, in a way. I had given him strength and I certainly didn’t have the ability to hold all of the dragons off. That point was reiterated as one slammed into my barrier, and I collapsed to my knees for the second time.

      “Davie!” Mallory shouted. Why was everyone shouting? Didn’t people understand that I needed to concentrate? “Davie, you need to listen to Bron. We can’t let them get to you, so let him out!”

      No! I wouldn’t do it! I wasn’t kidding when I said I wasn’t going to lose anyone anymore. I was done!

      Another dragon slammed its tail into the base of my little psychic bubble and I gagged. My head was throbbing, and my heart was going to explode. I wasn’t going to last much longer. I needed to get away, to take us all way. Just whisk us off to someplace safe where we could regroup and figure out how to fix this entire mess.

      That was it! We needed to leave!

      I reached down into the deepest, darkest parts of me and summoned all the energy I had. Determination and stubbornness rose within me, mixing into an intense cocktail that wouldn’t succumb to the pain surging through the rest of my body.

      I held onto it as long as I could, building and building and building, until it all exploded from me and the world went white.
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            Roll Out the Red Carpet

          

        

      

    

    
      I slammed into something hard, driving the air from my body. I couldn’t move for several seconds, and it wasn’t until a gentle hand pulled me up that I was even sure I was alive.

      “Are you alright?” Bron’s voice asked, clearly concerned.

      I tried to look to him, but my vision was so hazy. I could somewhat make him out, and the backdrop of cities all behind him.

      “No,” I answered slowly before leaning over and losing what little food I had in my stomach.

      To his credit, he continued to hold me, stroking my back soothingly as my body paid me back for what I’d done to it. When I finally finished, I actually felt quite a bit better, and I let him tenderly pull me to my feet.

      “I did it,” I murmured. “I hopped.”

      “Yeah,” Mallory said shakily, her hand sliding into mine. “But where did we hop to?”

      “What are you talking about?” I rasped, throat raw. “It’s the heart of downtown.” I squinted at the nearby surroundings which, while they were a bit blurry, were definitely familiar.

      “Yeah, but there’s no one here. No cars, no anything.”

      “What?” I looked around more closely and sure enough, there wasn’t a single car in sight. Or a bus. The streets were whisper quiet, as if everyone has suddenly fled at once without warning.

      A sinking feeling filled my stomach and I drew a deep breath. “So, uh, I think I might have overshot our destination.”

      “What do you mean?” Bron asked, obviously trying to hold back a host of emotions.

      “I, uh… I think we might have hopped dimensions, and whatever happened here won’t be good for us.”

      As if perfectly timed to my statement, an insidious roar sounded above us. Looking up, I saw the mottled, tattered underside of a dragon I knew all too well. Somehow, my rotted friend from the hub was right above us.

      In the history of not good things, this was certainly toward the top of the list.

      “Run!” I hissed at my friends, not knowing if it was already too late.
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