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Chapter One
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I felt cold. I curled up into a fetal position, trying to warm my freezing hands and feet. Why was I cold? What was wrong with me? I blinked awake but it was dark out and the ground rolled strangely under me. With a gasp, I sat up and knocked my forehead hard on something above me. I felt it scrape at the skin.

Crying out in pain. I fell back again against whatever hard surface I was lying on. Something was around my waist. I felt for it and discovered a leather strap with a buckle.

I fumbled for the buckle in the dim barely-there light.

“I wouldn’t if I were you.” The voice beside me sounded ambivalent. “If you unbuckle the strap, they’ll all just stop and wait while you get strapped back in again. And I didn’t enjoy that part.” 

“Atura?” I asked. It wasn’t like her to sound like she didn’t care about something. Any time I’d ever talked to her, she’d cared. Most of the time she wanted me dead, but she definitely wasn’t ambivalent.

“They’ll give us water soon. If you want to stretch, wait for that. It will be easier.”

“Why does the ground under us feel so strange?” It seemed to roll in a strange rhythm that I couldn’t quite grasp.

“Because it isn’t ground.”

Confused, I felt at the slick surface. It felt like smooth river rock. The strap held me to it in a way that made it impossible to move more than to sit up – and that hadn’t gone well last time. I reached up this time and something scraped across my hand.

“I wouldn’t do that, either. It will just scrape your palms.”

“Is something ...” I tried to swallow, but my mouth was too dry. “Is something rolling a rock above us?”

Atura’s laugh was harsh. “It’s the ceiling of the tunnel. There’s not even enough room to sit up. The Cavids fill most of the tunnel, but fortunately, they are smaller than the Draven, so there is room for us on their backs without being scraped off.”

“Why are you telling me all of this?” She should hate me. And I had thought she did.

The tone of her voice was like a verbal shrug. “I’m bored. I’ve been awake for hours and there’s no one else to talk to. Even the people they sent to put me back on the Cavid didn’t speak. They just strapped me back as if I was baggage.”

“If we both unstrapped, maybe we could run. We could get away before they strapped us up again.”

“Us? We?” she laughed, but there was no humor in her laugh. “Even if I planned to work with you, enemy of mine, it wouldn’t work. What do you think I tried? Do you think I unstrapped and just slid down and stood there? I am a warrior of the Saaasallla and a practitioner of life force magic and even I was unable to move. The Cavids caught me instantly. All those legs are good for more than walking.”

“Legs?” I asked in horror.

“Have you ever turned over a rock and watched everything crawl out from under it?”

“Yes.” I’d been a curious child. I’d turned over a lot of rocks.

“And do you remember some of the things that crawled out? Things with many legs?”

I shivered. “Yes.”

“Then you know what is carrying you. And if you have any sense, you won’t try to get a better look.”

“Ugh, ugh, ugh. See why I don’t like you, Atura?” I asked. “It’s these allies of yours. Either it’s Manticores with rotted teeth and mangy fur, or freaks all dressed in red with bubble staffs who try to suck the souls out of people, or creatures that should live underground who are up in the open. You just need better friends.”

“Is that an offer? Because I don’t think the friendship of a captive is terribly valuable.”

“Aren’t you a captive, too?” 

“I think I’m a guest,” she said. “And we aren’t above ground. We’re underground. We’re in the world of the Draven now.”

I shivered again, and it wasn’t just the bone-deep cold that was troubling me now.

“Do you know how far we are underground?” I asked in a small voice. I didn’t want to admit it, but I was terrified. It felt like the roof might cave in at any time and trap me under rock and dirt. I’d die like that. Buried alive. I felt my teeth beginning to chatter and I wanted to make them stop but I couldn’t because now my imagination was spinning and all I could think of was a thousand crawling legs.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you know if ... if my friends were taken, too?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you know if – ”

“I’m going to stop you right there.” She interrupted me. “I don’t know much more than you do. So you can save your annoying questions for someone who cares.”

I didn’t know why I asked her in the first place. We were not friends. Not even if I’d spared her life. 

It was maybe an hour later that she spoke.

“Did you find him this annoying when he was alive?”

“Who?”

“Hubric. I thought you could see him, too. You were talking to him when he convinced you not to kill me – a bad move on your part, by the way. Trust me. I will kill you if I think it will benefit me.”

“Yeah, I guessed that,” I said, putting as much bite as I could into it. “But I’m not you.”

“You were almost me – until his words got to you. You can’t hear him anymore?”

I waited a moment before answering. “No. Why, are his words getting to you?”

“No,” she said shortly. “What was that?”

“Are you trying to change the subject?”

But now I was hearing it, too. A human voice whistling.

And a bobbing light brighter than this constant eerie purple glow. 

The ground under me stopped moving and the light drew closer. I squirmed to try to see it, but I froze the moment I caught sight of the figure in the light.
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Chapter Two 
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Branson Kendark! 

My jaw dropped.

“Trying to catch flies?” Atura whispered nastily.

His lantern lit his cruel face. He looked exactly the same as the last time I’d seen him – a prisoner to my parents and the others in our village. Only his clothing was fine and clean whereas last time they’d been drenched and dirty.

“Enjoy the ride, cousin?” he asked with a leer on his face. Or maybe that was just how it always looked. 

But now there as a spike of fear in my belly and he confirmed that I had a good reason to be afraid with his next words.

“I left that little island of yours a wasteland. Not a tree stands. Not a rock remains unturned. That little port city? It’s matchsticks now. And your village – your friends – your parents – ” He let the words hang in the air so that I could fear the worst.

And I did fear the worst. I tried to swallow down the lump in my throat as one horrible image after another flickered through my mind. I knew he was heartless. That meant he could have done anything to my parents. Their only crime had been loving me – giving me a home and a future when I had nothing. He would have made them pay for that act of kindness.

“And now I get to do to you what I did to them.”

I cleared my throat. “And what is that?”

He laughed. “See? I enjoy that fear. I enjoyed it on their voices and I like it even more on yours. There’s something special about family, don’t you think? The special way that you can hurt them? The special way they scream? I’m going to enjoy that.”

“I think you’re all show,” I said defiantly my heart racing. Secretly, I believed him and it made my body want to run or fight. He would have hurt my parents if he could – and now that I’d seen one nation after another fall to the tides of darkness, didn’t it make sense that my island home would fall, too?

“Do you?” He asked but his smug smile told me he was excited by the question. “Was I all show when I betrayed Tambrel all those years ago?”

“That couldn’t have been you,” I said, pushing him. Maybe if he was angry, he’d reveal something. “You can’t be more than ten years older than me. And that happened ten years ago. Do you expect me to believe that a sixteen-year-old nobody destroyed my home?”

He leaned in close, holding the lantern over me so that I could see his face very clearly. His eyes were pure spite – though he was smiling – and they were only inches from mine. 

“Do you expect me to believe that a sixteen-year-old nobody is causing world-wide trouble? Age doesn’t really make a difference, cousin. It’s actions that count. And I made my mark on this world.”

“How did you do that? Your nation was gone and all that you had left was a ship. And I found it really easy to sink that ship.”

I saw the hardening of his features that he tried to hide from me. I saw his jaw clench as he clamped down on his temper.

“I erased something. That is making a mark. And now I’m going to erase a lot of other things. Starting with your mind. Did you know that they can steal your memories with a single swipe of a wand and put them in a rock?”

In a rock? I felt my eyes widening as understanding struck. The rock that I stole from Atura the second time – the rock that I’d accidentally given Heron to swallow. The memories of his that were slowly coming back ... 

I blinked back sudden tears as I realized what it meant. He was getting those memories back! It was possible that I could have him back. If I survived this.

“I see I’m moving you to tears, cousin. How sweet. And we haven’t even reached our destination. Well – we might have reached a destination. And we really shouldn’t keep our kind hosts waiting.”

“You work for these monsters?” I asked. It was a poor insult, but it was the best I could think of while my mind was still soaring on the thrill of realizing I could have Heron back. Was it wrong to feel so hopeful on the heels of the terrible news about our island home? But I didn’t want to think about that. 

“I gave myself to the Draven a long time ago. It was meant to be a diplomatic trip to the Rock Eaters. They were near neighbors of Tambrel, you know,” he said as he began to unfasten the straps holding me into place. “And one day their Saaasallla asked for a representative to visit his great land – a tour, he called it. Well, your father thought that my parents and I would make a good choice for this tour. I guess he wasn’t very bright – something the two of you share as a trait. He didn’t seem to understand that for the Rock Eaters, a tour isn’t about looking at pretty mountains and flowers. Though, of course, there were some of those, weren’t there, princess Atura? But it was a different kind of tour. A tour of the management of their herds.”

“He showed you goats?” I asked dryly but my belly was burning the way it did when Octon’s ghost was reminded of his people.

Branson laughed roughly. 

“Yes. Goats.” His mouth twisted with the lie. I knew he was talking about the people of the Rock Eaters. I knew it because Octon knew it. “Herds of them. And we saw them being slaughtered and harvested. And we saw how they were allowed to live, to breed, to serve. But mostly we saw slaughter. And then my parents were given a choice. Turn on Tambrel or join the goats. They were weak people. And they loved me far too much. So, they chose not to turn. Because they feared what would happen to me if they did. A bit ironic. Once they were added to the graves of the Rock Eaters, the same choice was offered to me and I had no qualms at all in accepting. I won’t ask you to do the same. That would be too easy.”

He lifted me down to the ground and I struggled against his grip, shoving him backward with all my might. He stumbled back and I felt a surge of triumph before my arms and legs were tangled up suddenly and I couldn’t move. I gasped.

“Told you,” Atura said dryly, as she slid down and moved to stand beside Branson. “They have a lot of legs.”
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Chapter Three
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Branson wasn’t any gentler with Atura than he was with me. The man seemed to think other people were tools for him to use. He shoved her in front of him at the same time that he made a strange sound that was half squealing, half hissing.

At the sound of his cry, the legs let go of me and he grabbed me by the neck and shoved me beside Atura.

“Turn and I’ll have them kiss you. You won’t like that. It sucks out a memory.”

I gasped.

“I have too many memories already,” Atura said boldly. I didn’t feel that way, every memory was precious to me. 

My belly burned like it was full of hot lava. Octon must be really riled up. But what would he be trying to tell me so hard that his rock was burning within me? Was it something about stolen memories? I already knew that Heron was getting his back because he swallowed the rock. Was that what Octon was trying to tell me?

I couldn’t just let Branson Kendark push me around.

“I see you speak their tongue. Are they your relatives?” I asked. But I couldn’t say anything more. Sudden as a stab of a spear, I flinched as the pain in my belly ripped through me – ripping cramps that sent waves of pain through my belly down to my knees. I gasped at the agony of it.

“Uh oh,” Branson said, but he sounded more entertained than worried. “You’ve been bad girls, haven’t you? I see you doubled over in pain. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

I glanced beside me to see Atura’s face blanching as she stumbled forward with a hand clasped to her belly. She looked like I felt. Sweat formed across my brow, cold and clammy in the underground tunnel. We walked right beside the Cavids, barely squeezing between the rough rock and earth wall and their smooth carapaces. I tried not to think about all the legs fluttering just under that protective shell. Sometimes, they brushed my legs or arms and I would have shuddered, but I was too preoccupied with the nausea and pain that overwhelmed me, threatening to tear me apart. 

“What do you mean, bad girls?” Atura said in words that were barely more than gasps.

My head swam in a sea of hurt.

“You haven’t just been swallowing memories, have you? You’ve been swallowing souls. And the Chair of Souls doesn’t like that. It’s like ... a big magnet. Do you know what a magnet is? Let me tell you.”

I stumbled, catching myself on the carapace of a Cavid and barely flinching. I felt light-headed and ill. So ill that I would have welcomed the embrace of their creepy arms if it could save me from this pain.

“A magnet,” Branson continued, shoving me forward. “It is like a rock that attracts metal. Attracts it so strongly that metal will move along the ground just to get near it. Maybe you’ve seen a compass work. They are powered by magnets. We use them to navigate ships. No? Never seen one? Well, you can put down a pile of metal shavings and sweep the magnet over them – quite high over them – and they’ll jump up from the surface of the table to embrace the magnet. It’s fascinating stuff. I wish I could show you. And in a way, I will. Because the chair is like that. Well, the humans who serve the Draven call it a chair, but Draven don’t really use chairs so it’s ... well, you’ll see. But whatever it is, it draws soul rocks to it like a magnet draws metal shavings. I’ve watched them burst right out of someone’s belly to get to the chair. Grisly sight. The poor man survived for ages afterward – though we didn’t have time to pay much attention to whatever it was he was trying to tell us so adamantly. So, you’d better hope that you can vomit up whatever you’ve taken before we get there.”

He said it all so glibly – like it didn’t matter to him whether we lived or died. Maybe it didn’t. I felt like I was dying already. 

We stepped out into a wider cavern and a space gloriously free of Cavids. They still surrounded the space, their legs waving eerily, but they left enough room for us to stand without having to touch them. 

“I’ll be back in a minute. Try not to die until I get back,” Branson said flippantly and then he was squeezing between the Cavids. 

Atura grunted angrily and threw herself after him, but the gap between the Cavid’s closed and the ones who closed it grabbed her with dozens of legs and threw her back into the circle. She stumbled into me and we both fell to the ground together. 

It took the last of my strength to struggle out from under her, ending up on all fours, gasping in each breath of stale air as if it were my last while the pain made me moan for death. 

I never wanted to steal a soul. It had been a mistake. A mistake I regretted with all my heart. And now I would pay in pain. 

My belly burned hotter – so hot that it felt like I had swallowed fire. I leaned my forehead against the ground looking for any coolness that might bring relief. I might have been crying. Or choking. Or dying. I couldn’t tell anymore. 

Seleska?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Four
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Octon! I could hear his voice as plainly as I’d heard Hubric’s! 

No time for surprise. I will leave you soon. I tried to help as I could. But there is something more.

I began to heave, my whole body clenching as nausea overwhelmed me.

The memories! Octon screamed in my mind. The key is the memories. All the memories they stole from us all before – 

My body gave a sudden, powerful heave and I vomited until I was certain that nothing was left in me. A second attack and I heaved again and this time I was choking on something massive and then it shot from my mouth, pinging off the stone and shooting through the masses of Cavids. 

I heard an insect-like squealing sound and something thick and liquid splashed. And then it was over and I was left trembling all over, weak as a kitten but the pain was relieved. I spat and then stood up, wavering, wiping my forehead on my sleeve. It had taken everything out of me – even Octon. I laughed at that. I must be loopy. I must not be in my right mind.

Beside me, I saw Atura lying weakly on the stone ground, her face pressed against the rock. She moaned clutching her belly – but she hadn’t been sick yet. And that wasn’t good. 

“I guess it’s your lucky day, cousin,” Branson said, squeezing between the Cavids and grabbing my arm. He was still holding his lantern high – an island of gold light in a world of darkness and strange purple haze. 

“I would say it’s anything but lucky,” I said, swaying as he pulled me after him. None of this felt real – not the illness or the strange Cavids that surrounded us, not Atura’s pained moans or the way I felt ten pounds lighter with Octon gone. “Where are my friends?”

“Atura is back there. If she’d lucky, she’ll vomit her stone, too. If she isn’t, she’ll pay the price.”

“I don’t mean Atura,” I said, stumbling as he pulled me roughly between two Cavids. They didn’t even bother me anymore. “I meant the others.”

“Dead,” he said matter-of-factly as my heart stuttered to a halt. “All your guards, all your allies. Their swords were of no use. We strung them up to a man in underground gallows and hanged them. You’ll have no help now.”

My heart began to beat again.

He was lying. The only one of my allies who could be called a man was Heron, and he didn’t use a sword. Bareena, Nasataa, Olfijum – they were not men. That meant Branson knew nothing about them. Which meant they weren’t here. They hadn’t been taken with us.

But that didn’t mean that they were alive.

The ground beneath us rocked as we skirted a mass of ooze on the floor. Beside it, one of the Cavids lay on his back, twitching, a thousand legs the thickness of my arms were raised in the air, spasming in a wave-like seizure. 

I gasped.

“I told you those stones cause harm. Be glad you vomited it first before it destroyed you.”

I stared at him, so stunned that I didn’t know what to say. The stone. It had killed this Cavid. I was lucky to be alive.

“Told you. It’s your lucky day.”

He pulled me by the arm again and I followed, but now the Cavids were opening up to a narrow, spiraling staircase that climbed up through a huge cavern to a central pillar. Around the cavern, the walls seemed to almost be carved like balconies but they went so high up that I lost sight of the different levels. I could see nothing on the balconies. Nothing but blackness. 

The cavern was oddly silent.

“Why is it so dark?”

“They have to stay far enough back to allow sight or sound. And a human ally must conduct the test. Otherwise, the whole thing is meaningless,” Branson said smugly.

Draven. I felt like the blood was rushing from my face. Little flecks of black dotted my vision.

“Oh, don’t take it so hard. You were going to die anyway. Isn’t it nice to think it will at least be entertaining and not some anonymous death that no one ever hears about in the hold of a ship or somewhere in the depths?”

He was crazy.

“What do they want?” I asked in a gasp as he led me to the first step and began to climb.

“The keys, for starters. We found only one key in your personal things. And it is not the key we are looking for. We found many keys among Atura’s things and we do not know which of them might be correct.”

“What if none of them are right?”

“Well, that will be very anticlimactic after all this, don’t you think?”

I snorted. He couldn’t be serious – could he?

“I think you’ll find it hard to use the keys,” I said.

“Tsk, tsk, Seleska. Save that information until it can spare you some pain.”

I felt a thrill of fear shoot through me. “Won’t I escape pain if I just tell you?”

His laughter made me feel ill all over again. “That’s adorable. But no. I will soften you up first – get you truly broken and malleable. Then we’ll ask the questions.”

“That’s not necessary,” I gasped.

“No – but it’s the part I’ve been looking forward to. Do you know how I was punished when my six-year-old niece escaped the slaughter at Tambrel? I was given memories – memories I didn’t want and wished I’d never had. Memories that have driven me – well, not mad exactly, but troubled might be a good word. You did that to me. And now, I will do it to you. Fair is fair. And I’ve been waiting for fair for a very long time.”
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Chapter Five 
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By the time we reached the top of the stairs, my legs were like jelly – not just from the climb but from the fear that had sunk deep into my very bones. I’d expected this to be bad, but with every step, I realized it was probably worse than I could imagine. These entities stole souls and memories for fun. They fed on other sentient creatures. They had overrun our world intent on our destruction. They had no concern or sympathy for Atura – one of their own allies – who might die from the rock in her belly. And they had stated that they wanted to see me in pain – broken, malleable. 

If that didn’t terrify me, then what would? 

I tried to force courage into my steps and strength into my heart, but the more I forced it, the more the fear seemed to grow.

We reached the top of the stairs and Branson’s hold on my arm solidified, as if he was afraid I would leap from the platform at the top of the stairs to my own death. I almost laughed from the nervous thought. 

But wait. The only other way off the platform was through the stairs he was standing on. He couldn’t think I meant to try to flee down them. Maybe he really was afraid I’d kill myself. Did that mean that death would be less painful than what was coming? I tried not to think about that.

The platform was more like a bowl with a flat stone at the center and thousands of small stones surrounding it in the bowl. Branson led me across the small stones. I ignored how they crunched underfoot, trying not to ask myself if Octon’s stone would be among them.

He placed me on the center stone and now that we were there, I could see that there were manacles on that stone. He clamped the metal rings around my feet so that I couldn’t move more than a step in any direction – I certainly couldn’t get off the center stone.

From a pouch at his side, he pulled out a metal collar, fitted it around my neck and clicked it shut. I reached up – almost instinctually – to feel it. It was cold and heavy and it fit so closely around my neck that I’d never be able to pull it over my head. In the center was a keyhole.

“Don’t fight it and it will be faster,” he suggested but then he shrugged. “Or do fight it. It makes no difference to me.”

And then he was gone, walking back across the stones to the top of the stairs in his puddle of light.

And I was left in the inky darkness, surrounded by stones which – I noticed now – glowed very softly in the darkness.

I crouched down and tried to reach for one.

“On your feet!” Branson’s voice was like a whip crack and I obeyed before I thought. 

A second later, I was glad that I did, as the rocks rose from the dish and started to spiral around the center stone at lightning-fast speeds. I clutched the collar in both hands, worried that it would be like that magnet Branson had talked about, drawing the stones to me. They whirled so fast that I couldn’t see individual rocks at all – only the blur of all of them moving at once. 

There were hundreds – maybe even thousands spinning. 

In the distance, I thought I saw Branson through the blur. He was leaning toward me, his mouth open like he was screaming something, but no words reached me. 

Instead, my mind filled with visions, flashing lightning-fast so that at first all I saw were colors and impressions, but then they began to lengthen and I got longer glimpses. Only it wasn’t like I was watching them – it was like I was remembering them, like they had happened to me. 

I was holding my firstborn child. She was so beautiful, her tiny lips a rosebud.

I was sweating as I worked in the field, pulling a heavy plow beside my best friend. He winked at me through the dirt smeared across his face.

I was washing reeds as I prepared to weave a basket.

I was cleaning fish, their bright round eyes staring up at me with silver gleams. 

I was wading through deep water with a minnow trap in my hands. 

I was dyeing silk, puffs of steam clouding the air as I stirred the pot with a heavy paddle.

I was kissing my lover. I melted into the embrace.

I turned away from a friend, stinging with betrayal. She’d promised me! 

I exulted as a flag rose into the air.

One memory flowed into the next so quickly that I couldn’t parse them out. I didn’t know which belonged to which or who I was or what I loved. I was a mother, a child, a father, a brother, a sister, a baby, a taskmaster, a prince, a Bubbler, a Manticore, a Sentry, a dragon.

I was everyone and no one. I was everything and nothing.

And then the memories lengthened. Hadn’t there been a voice saying something about pain?

As they lengthened, I understood what that voice had meant about making me feel pain. There was no way to stop the memories as they filled me, weaving regrets and agonies through me like fine stitching. 

My sister – dying in my arms, shot through with an arrow. Above us, Dominion dragons circled and flamed and blood rained down. 

The stitches pierced through my soul.

My mother, cold as I crawled to her in the lashing winds of the sandstorm. Her arm was missing from where the Manticore had shredded it.

The stitches were stronger now – one overlapping another.  

My child, limp in my arms as the Winged Prince’s men fought to defend us from the black moving wall of evil. She had been so beautiful, my precious dark-eyed Kalira. I missed her already with a yearning that filled me more than life.

Those stitches were permanent now. They’d never come out again.

My neighbor – old Elder Lutrind – found dead where the prisoners had escaped our impromptu prison. The palms of our island home burned around his body.

Why did that one feel even more painful than the others? Why did that stitch seem brighter?

My entire family lined up along a ledge. I was watching their faces for what I knew would be the last time. Our friends were already dead in the graves below. 

“Jan!” my father called to me. “Look at me. Don’t look at them. Look at me.”

His eyes were full of love. The last thing I’d ever see.

I cried out. And the stitch drove in, tying this forever to me.

Memory after memory – each tinged with its own color of painful loss – filled my mind. I was each person whose memories I held. I felt each loss as if it were my own – it was my own! I bled with each family and I hurt, hurt, hurt at the agony of it all as each memory was stitched into me.

My eyes ached but I could cry no longer. I’d cried my tears away hours ago.

And still the memories went on.

I fell to my knees, gasping, clutching my head in my arms, but it did not ease the flow. 

Someone hadn’t wanted me to leap off the edge of the platform. And now I understood why. Because if it could stop the memories, I would leap in a heartbeat. Leap and think it a blessing. I pled for it. Pled with chapped, bleeding lips.

But no relief came.
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Chapter Six 
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“And now, the keys,” the voice said. 

I was trembling so hard that I couldn’t seem to hold myself up. My face kept falling to the flat stone in front of me as I tried to lift it. I’d been driven down to all fours as I survived the lashing of memories. Memories? What memories?

A dark haze filled my vision and with it, thought disappeared and then it came back, blurry at first.

I didn’t know what tragedy I was crying about – which one had left me soaked in my own tears, my lips and eyes fat and swollen. Which one was real? I flinched at the thought. They all were. Every agonizing second was real. Every precious life lost was real.

I had died a thousand times. I had watched my beloved die a thousand times. I just wanted to die for real now. Nothing was worth this pain. Nothing.

I sniffled, resenting the breath that kept me alive.

“The keys,” the voice said. “You will give them to us.”

Keys? I didn’t remember keys. None of the memories had keys. 

“Look at me.”

I couldn’t raise my head.

There was a crunching sound of boots on gravel and then pain seared through my head as someone gripped my hair and tugged me up to my shaking feet. I didn’t mind that pain. It was clean, sharp, momentary. It didn’t hurt like the soul-deep pain I was suffering in echoing waves through my heart. 

I wasn’t going to survive such sorrow. And that meant that I didn’t really care if my head felt like the hair was being pulled out by the roots. I almost welcomed it. It made me forget what had come before.

“Look at me.”

A face swam into my vision. A cruel face. A face that looked the same as dozens of others I’d seen before. Oh, those faces had different hair framing them. They were different colors and shapes with different eyes and noses – but they were all the same masks of cruelty. I knew those faces. They were the faces of humans who weren’t human anymore. They were the empty shells of nothing people.

I looked, without seeing.

“Is this the key to the Haroc?” He was holding up a little metal key with an arrow on the top. Funny – I remembered that key. It had been in the memories. And it did unlock something – something precious – just not the Haroc.

“No,” I whispered. 

“Where are they?” He shook me.

Pain seared through my head and I clung to it – clung to the blinding sensation that drove out the memories. Please, don’t let it stop!

But it did stop.

“Is it one of the keys Atura has? She says it is not.”

Atura? Which one was she? I had a faint memory of a woman being hauled off. She was going to be burnt alive. She kissed a small child named Atura as they hauled her away, watched the heart in those huge brown eyes break in the last second she had to watch them. 

My bottom lip quivered.

Atura?

Beloved by her mother. Precious beyond precious.

“The girl who was with you. Her Manticores carried hundreds of keys with her. Were they for the Haroc?”

“Haroc?”

He made a frustrated sound in his throat and threw me to the ground, throwing the metal key at my prone form as he stormed away. I reached out and took it, looking at the arrow on the top. That arrow meant something. I remembered that now. But how had it ended up in that cave of keys? Could all of those keys have been so important?

I couldn’t stand again. My limbs were not listening to me anymore. I just lay on the cold stone and tried not to remember. But it was impossible. I could remember everything.

Had I been worried that they would steal my memories?

I shouldn’t have been worried about the memories they could steal. I should have been worried about the memories they could give.

It was a long time until I heard the man speaking again.

“The witness says that you both received keys. In your minds. Is this true?”

“Yes,” I gasped.

I couldn’t see him, because I couldn’t move to look up. But I did see when the rocks rose in the air again.

“No,” I moaned. “No, please, no.”

And then they were swirling again as I whimpered on the ground. I couldn’t bear more memories. Please. Not more memories.

But no new memories came. Instead, I felt a sifting in my mind as my own memories began to surface again. Memories of the pool where I was given the first key – but I couldn’t remember what it had looked like. Something tugged at my mind, pulling hard at it and then it was gone.

And now I was remembering the scale in the World of Legends. And, again, something tugged – pulling at the inside of my brain as I begged for relief.

It released me.  

A third memory – the Kah’deem – but the tugging started before I could fully remember it. Pulling so hard now that I could hear my own scream echoing through the massive cavern. It went on and on and on.

And then it stopped.

And I was left shuddering, gasping, heaving on the floor. 

I wanted to die. 

I didn’t want to do this anymore.

Anything to be free of this. Anything.

Darkness bloomed like night flowers in my vision, bursting and then fading in a rapid rhythm.

I tried to crawl forward, to get to the lip of the dish, but I only managed to fall partly off the central stone before my limbs failed me completely. My feet were stuck. I didn’t even have the energy to whimper. I lay there, the screams only echoing inside my mind.

A very long time later, something lifted me, but I didn’t have the energy to open my eyes and see who it was. I didn’t care anymore. My only hope was that they would kill me quickly. Waiting for it, only made it hurt more.
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Chapter Seven
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I woke with the key clutched so tightly in my hand that it hurt. I was shaking so hard that my teeth chattered. My sleep had been filled with horrific dreams – or maybe memories. One after another, after another.

“You’re awake just in time,” Atura said from beside me. “We’re about to go underwater.”

“We?” I gasped.

“Yes,” she spat. “You and me. They don’t know if they might need the keys in both our heads to unlock the Haroc, or if mine will be enough. So, they’re taking us both there. We won’t be able to speak soon. We’re about to go underwater.”

“Your mother loved you,” I whispered. I could still see her child-eyes so huge and dark in my mind’s eye.

“We’re caged together,” she said as if she didn’t hear me. Bitterness laced her words. “As if I am not the daughter of the Saaasallla! As if this is not my victory, too!”

“She only wanted you to be safe.”

“They’re going to drag us the whole way in this cage – on the backs of anthrods. They’re like giant crabs.” Now she sounded like she was trying to talk so that I wouldn’t.

“Her last memory is of your eyes.”

“Shut up!” Her snarl surprised me, but I had no energy left to flinch or to stop shaking. “Shut up, shut up, shut up.”

Her words faded off and with them, my consciousness.

When I woke again, I wasn’t shaking anymore and Atura wasn’t talking. Water washed around me, caressing me, bidding me a briny welcome. I drew in a long, watery breath, grateful for the embrace of the sea. When my eyes flickered open, I could see that Atura had been fitted with a facemask like those her people wore. I thought she might be scowling behind the mask. But I didn’t fear her anymore. I felt nothing but pity for the girl whose mother had been dragged away – and maybe a shred of echoed love.

A strange crab-like creature as large as a dragon drifted by. On his back, a small Manticore in a breathing mask was carried by two human Bubblers also in masks. They rode the anthrod like he was their horse. How odd. I was awake and yet in the waking world, I felt more like I was dreaming than when I slept. 

I sat up carefully. I was weak as a newborn kitten and I felt like I’d been wrung out and then burnt up until there was nothing left of myself. And yet, I was still here. Still watching a frowning Atura. Still looking at the bars of my cage – also on the back of an anthrod. 

Around us, hundreds of the creatures walked along the ocean floor. The light was so dim this deep that bright orbs had been affixed to poles and attached to their backs to light the way. It must be some kind of magic lighting them. A fuel-burning light would only last a short time under so much water. 

I scratched at my face and realized they’d put a mask on me, too. I ripped it off. I didn’t need a mask and I didn’t want one either.

I missed someone. 

But I didn’t know if I was missing Heron and Nasataa and Olfijum or if I was missing the child I’d lost, the parent, the lover. My own memories were so tangled in the memories of others that my pain now was for people I’d never really met. My longings were for hearts I didn’t know existed only a day ago.

I gasped in a shuddering sob and collapsed in on myself, wrapping my arms around my bent knees and tucking my head into the little space provided between them. I let myself sob back to sleep like that. 

When I woke again, we were being pulled from the cage.

In the silence of the deep, I looked around to see what was happening. A guard of some kind had Atura by the arm, directing her out of the cage while another pulled me to my feet, pushing me toward the door of my cage. 

A line of Bubblers in masks – two carrying the baby Manticore – waited for us. And far down the line toward our destination, I saw a wall of darkness. The Draven must be finding their places around the Haroc first. 

I should have been despairing. They were going to unlock it with my mind, after all, and take the rest of the magic from the world – destroy everything I loved. But I couldn’t help but feel like they’d already destroyed everything I loved. 

Why keep mourning for a future that you couldn’t even have?

Why keep crying for a past you couldn’t change?

Why keep aching for loves you never knew?

And yet I did.

I didn’t fight them as they shoved me forward.

I just went along, one foot after another as we climbed in a long line between thick coral and startling water plants. The plants undulated in the water as if they were waving to me, but I hated them for being so placid when I wanted only despair. The coral branched in ways that were both decorative and full of life, clouds of bright fish clustering around them and then darting out toward the water. And I hated all of them for their exuberance – for their very life.

I just wanted all of this to be over so I could die in peace.

Octon was wrong. The key wasn’t in the memories. 

There was no key.

There was no life.

A flurry of activity ahead barely even caught my attention. Not even when Atura shot a look of excitement my way. Not even when the guard picked up his pace. What did I care what was coming up? It wouldn’t make a difference.

Not to me.
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Chapter Eight
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The Draven had to part so we could reach the Haroc.

Shouldn’t that be a big warning to all the humans who served them? The fact that our lifeforms were so incompatible that we couldn’t even be in the same area at the same time or risk being completely blind and deaf? 

What kind of effect did we have on them? I hoped we did something equally nasty to them when we came into contact. But I kind of doubted it. Especially since I’d watched them absorb hundreds of humans, dragons, and Sentries as if they were nothing more than fresh air.

It also begged the question – what would they live on once they’d killed all of us? We were a source of food to them – or at least the Troglodytes were and considering the fact that humans just disappeared around them it was reasonable to assume that they ate us, too. They were wasting their food source.

Unbidden, a memory surfaced of my family in a small hovel. My mother clinging to a precious baby and trying to hide him so that the patrols wouldn’t find him. 

I felt ill and wanted to vomit, but there was no food in me. I hadn’t eaten in as long as I could remember. Hadn’t had a sip of water in just as long. 

Guilt and sadness filled me in equal measure. All of this had happened in the land of the Rock Eaters while I was having a happy childhood with Renny and Halana. Children were torn from parents to feed the constant hunger for power – their souls used as a source of magic. Like livestock on a farm, the people of the Rock Eaters were nothing more than a resource. And I’d been playing in the white sand of our beaches and falling asleep in my hammock to my mother’s sweet songs while their lives were drained from them like water from a well. 

It wasn’t fair.

And yet, I couldn’t have prevented it. Couldn’t have stopped it.

I couldn’t stop it now.

And yet.

The Haroc was up ahead. According to the prophecies I was supposed to unlock it and put Nasataa on the Haroc and restore life to all these people – all those still living under this yoke and all those endangered by the heavy hand of the Draven. 

If it had all worked, then maybe this would have been a moment of triumph, instead of just utter defeat. 

I stumbled along with my arm shoved ahead by the guard. No one spoke. No one could speak under the water.

I was going to open that Haroc, wasn’t I? Whether I liked it or not, the keys were in my mind. 

My eyes strained as I looked ahead, trying to get a glimpse of it. The seat of my salvation – and my destruction. 

There it was!

We emerged from the coral to a rising spire of rock and at the top of the spire, something glowed. 

The guard tugged me upward and we began to swim. How had they walked on the ground without bobbing up into the water? Was it part of the magic that let them breathe underwater? Or maybe that was why they clung to the anthrods – a simple way to ride along the ocean floor. I didn’t care. It didn’t matter.

What mattered was the glowing thing up above and the dark clouds swirling in the sky – no wait – the dark creatures swirling in the water above it. Draven. They surrounded the Haroc like a school of fish. There would be no escape through their tight ranks.

I swallowed, and I wished I could quell my nerves with the motion of my throat – but it did nothing to steady me. I felt as frayed as an old rope, as worn down as driftwood, as riven as the beach after the rain when the waters flowed from higher ground and carved new channels through the soft sand. There was hardly any Seleska left to be ripped into pieces.

We had risen a long way and I could finally see the Haroc. It was a seat, of sorts. A seat surrounded by a huge spherical metal cage. Tendrils reached out from the seat, stroking the cage with ropes of light that swirled and curved around it like vines and leaves. It shimmered a little and then disappeared and returned. 

It was part of this world, and not part of it at the same time. 

Just like the keys needed to open it. 

Just like the power it held.

No words were spoken – no words could be, but someone sped through the water from below us and as he passed Atura, he grabbed her by the hair and dragged her to the cage.

The cage flared to life, the tendrils of light reaching through the bars and wrapping themselves around Atura. They shook her and then froze, holding her in place as she struggled in their grasp – and then just like that, they dropped her, sinking back into the cage. She drifted in the water until the figure – Branson Kendark, my memory reminded me – grabbed her again. He flung her to the side like a piece of refuse. She floated, senselessly, drifting toward the ranks of Draven.

No!

I kicked against my guard, trying to get toward her in the eerie silence of the water.

But I couldn’t move. Strong arms seized me, dragging me toward the Haroc – my guard held one arm and Branson seized the other.

If they got me there, my mind would open the cage.

And all would be lost.

I thrashed against them as hard as I could, but my struggle was as useless as trying to tame the tide.

I was nearly close enough to reach out and touch the cage of light when the water filled with bubbles.
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Bubbles shot up all around us and then rocks were flying, too. I tried to cover my head with my arms as I tucked my chin against my chest.

What was happening?

Sound filled my ears – a loud, turbulent, rushing sound – and I was flung backward. The hands on my arms released me and I flew through the water until something gripped my waist, pulling me backward. 

Everything was chaos around me. I felt rocks pelting my body and waves lashing at me, but my vision was blocked by flying debris and bubbles. Whoever – or whatever – had me by the waist was pulling me toward the chaos. I kicked against it, but it was stronger than I was, drawing me inexorably downward. 

The figures of the two men who had been holding me swirled away in the strong currents, and the Haroc grew more distant as stones and water swirled around me and then slowly fell away.

As quickly as the exploding rock began to fall, my enemies streaked toward me – not just humans, but Draven, too.

My heart was beating so quickly I thought it would burst. They were going to catch me and absorb me! 

There were so many rushing toward me that they couldn’t be stopped – not even by whatever had me in its grasp. 

I both dreaded and longed for the death that would come with them – both hoped for and feared the final end. I stopped fighting whatever was holding me and let it pull me downward. 

I was ready. I wanted to die, and if this was death, I embraced it.

My vision was clearing enough now that I could see massive shapes rushing up around me, as if they were planning to challenge the Draven – huge, almost translucent figures with glowing organs inside – Troglodytes!

I gasped.

WE COME. WE FIGHT.

But they’d gone silent! I thought they were all dead!

WITH OUR LAST BREATH, WE FIGHT FOR OUR CHILDREN. 

The dragons. Those were their children. Were these the last of the Troglodytes? Sorrow – vast as the ocean – filled me as I watched the few figures left rush up around me. They were huge and glowing and ... vulnerable. The Draven would eat them alive.

GO! YOU MUST BE THERE TO OPEN THE HAROC FOR THE CHOSEN ONE. WE DO NOT DARE ALLOW IT TO BE OPENED TO FELROC. THEY FED HIM OUR SOULS. THEY GAVE HIM OUR CHILDREN. HE WILL DESTROY US ALL.

And then they were ahead of me and I was being sucked into the rock – or dragged into the rock maybe – I still hadn’t seen what was behind me. 

As I watched, before the narrow gap in the rock stole my vision, the Draven wave crashed into the waiting Troglodytes. 

And then my vision was gone and all was darkness. I squirmed, trying to twist to see what was holding me, but the grip was unbreakable.

I gave in to despair, letting the waves of grief and sorrow crash over me like a stormy sea. There was nothing I could do for the last of the Troglodytes. And they’d given their lives for nothing, because there was no way that I had the strength left to do what they needed. I didn’t even know where my little blue dragon was – or even if he was still alive.

And I hadn’t stopped longing for death. I was going to disappoint them. 

There was a roar above us – a roar I didn’t recognize – and then all sound was gone. I didn’t even hear the whoosh of water around me anymore.

I knew exactly what that meant.

The Draven had slaughtered the Troglodytes. And they were closing in. 

Whatever was holding me spun me suddenly through the water and I gasped again. We were at the very edge of a portal. Where had that come from? It was in a tear of rock in the side of the sea mountain. 

I was shoved through the portal before I could even process what was happening, and then whatever held my waist released it for a moment. 

I was just catching my breath when it curled around me a second time and this time it was more than just something pinning me. Something wrapped around me, pushing my chin to my chest, wrapping around my back and then a sound boomed through the water and we shot forward from the opening of the portal, spinning through the water in the darkness away from it. There was no longer any glow from that doorway to the Draven. It had been destroyed – I was certain. Something struck my leg and I cried out as pain shot through me and then we were tumbling again.

It was long minutes before the tumbling stopped.

Arms wrapped around me. There was no mistaking that part. 

Who –?

Strong, unstoppable arms.

And they weren’t holding me like a prisoner or even a rescuer, they held me in an embrace that I knew by memory. I’d felt it from a thousand pairs of arms. I’d offered it with a thousand pairs of arms. This was love. It was a full, desperate, yearning hug from someone who cared.

And there could only be one person in all the world who cared about me like that.

I couldn’t hope.

I didn’t dare hope. 

And then one of the arms scooped up under my legs and I gasped and choked as my head burst into a pocket of air. The rhythm of feet climbing up on land was the first thing I felt and then the soft blue-green light illuminated the most precious face in the world.

I reached up and pulled the breathing patch from Heron’s mouth, choking on a sob that was half relief and half cry for salvation. He set my feet on the dry ground of the cave, carefully brushing loose wet hair from my face before taking it between his hands.

He held my face like I was delicate and breakable and precious – like a perfect rose plucked at full bloom. And the look of completion and desperate longing all mixed together that filled his face – that look gutted me in a way that felt odd and so very familiar all at once. 

This time the burning in my belly wasn’t from a stone. The warmth that filled me from the tips of my toes to the crown of my head wasn’t artificial. It was as intense as the fires of a dragon, as powerful as the magic of the Haroc, as certain as the stone under my feet. 

Desperate joy shot through me like a plant blooming overnight. I reached out and clung to him, melting into the gentle kiss he laid on my lips. 

The moment he pulled away I pressed my cheek to his chest, gasping sobs rocking me as he held me in his arms making soothing sounds. 

“I sealed the portal. They can’t come after us. We’re safe, little honey. We’re safe.”

“You remember?” I said. He hadn’t called me that since they stole his memories.

“I remember everything.”

My sobs came twice as hard, rocking me with the intensity of my relief and hope. He rocked with me, gently stroking my hair and shushing me as if I were a small child in pain.

He was here.

He was mine.

He was here.
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Chapter Ten
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It was long minutes before I could speak. We just stood there together in the velvet dark, clinging to each other like two lost souls – maybe we were lost souls – though I felt like I’d come home now that I was in his arms again.

“I thought they’d killed you,” I said eventually, my voice thick with emotion. 

“When they took us all at the Kah’deem, the Troglodytes attempted a rescue right away. They retrieved most of us, but there were too many Draven. The losses were too high and they had to pull back and abandon you. I begged them not to, but there were only a few Troglodytes left. They couldn’t risk Nasataa to keep fighting for you.”

I nodded then. I still couldn’t believe any of this. If my loved ones – Nasataa and Heron – were alive, could it be possible that others had survived, too?

“I would have done the same. Does that mean he’s okay? My baby dragon is safe?”

I could just make out his smile in the blue-green half-light. “He’s with the Blue Dragons in their land. So are Olfijum and Bareena. We’ll join him there. In a moment. When we’ve recovered.”

It was going to take longer than that for me to recover. I still felt each of those memories stitched to my soul.

“And the portal,” I said, stunned by all of this. “You really destroyed it? The Draven can’t get through?”

“The Troglodytes showed me how – made me swear that I would destroy it on our way out. It’s just a matter of pressing the right symbol.”

I shivered. I’d always pressed those at random. I could have destroyed a portal every time.

“And you really have all your memories back?” I had to keep asking. It was just too good to be true.

“I remember sitting on the driftwood with you when I was still no higher than my father’s waist,” he said in reply, leaning his forehead against mine. “I remember you pitching a fit because the shells on my sandcastle were prettier than yours.”

I laughed and snuggled in closer. He leaned his chin on the top of my head. His warmth was like the sun. I opened up to it, warmed to it, began to hope again.

“I remember when you made your first shell necklace to sell at Abergande and Renny was so proud. He showed it to everyone. He didn’t even sell it – did you know that? He stashed it somewhere and just paid you himself. Couldn’t bring himself to sell it to anyone else.”

“He did?” there was a tinge of sadness to my tone.

“That makes you sad?”

“Branson said that the Draven overran our islands and destroyed them. He said my parents are dead.”

Heron clucked his tongue. “And you believe him?”

“They’ve destroyed everywhere else, why not there?”

“Because the Havenwind Isles are in the middle of nowhere and there are no special keys or Chosen Ones there. I don’t believe it. I think he was trying to make you suffer.”

He’d succeeded.  

Heron drew me closer, wiping my eyes with his thumbs – his touch feather-light.

“Whatever they did to you, Seleska, you’re safe now. I won’t let anything happen to you. I’ll protect you with my life.”

He couldn’t really keep me safe. Not if I was going to help Nasataa save the world. But I wanted to be taken care of right now. I wanted to be saved. I wanted to be rescued. I leaned into his warm hug and just reveled in his absolute devotion. If I only had it for a short time, I was going to soak in it.

“I’m so glad you’re back,” I whispered. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you more.” He kissed the top of my head lightly, but behind his voice was a torrent of emotion. I almost believed those impossible words. 

“You know you can’t keep me safe forever, right?”

“I can keep you safe for as long as I breathe. And for me, that will be enough.”

I didn’t deserve a love like that. I did the only thing I could think of. I tilted my head up and kissed his dark lips as thoroughly as I knew how.

When – eventually – I had to break away, it was with regret.

“Come here,” he said, eventually, drawing me toward that blue-green glow. As we drew nearer, I realized it was another pool with another portal. “The Troglodytes called this room we’re in a passageway. A place made only for travel. Here, there is food and water.”

He led me to a room beside the pool, carved from the rock.

“I thought Troglodytes ate lichen,” I said confused. 

“Oh, this isn’t just a place for them. It’s maintained by some people called the Lightbringers. They’re like Bareena. They devote themselves to the prophecies. And they help keep refuges like this stocked,” he said as he offered me a waterskin and a small packet of dried meat in oilskin cloth.

I drank deeply and then attacked the meat. I hadn’t realized I was so hungry but before I even paused, I was out of meat.

“Oops,” I said guiltily. “There’s none left for you.” 

He smiled and brushed the corner of my mouth. “I ate a few hours ago. Do you need more, or would you like to go and see the lands where the Blue Dragons reign?”

I smiled. “I think I can wait to eat if that is what we have to look forward to.”

He smiled back. “Just grant me one last request first.”

“Anything.”

He didn’t ask me so much as show me as his strong arms drew me close again and he kissed away my tears.
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Chapter Eleven 
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It was long minutes before we made our way to the glowing pool. I swallowed, worried, gripping Heron’s hand in mine. 

“I can’t believe that I have you back,” I said. “It feels like a dream come true.”

He smiled. “It was all coming back to me – slowly. The Troglodytes just sped up the process.”

He looked wistfully over his shoulder at the ruined portal and I felt a twinge of guilt. They had died to save me from that torture. I shouldn’t be delaying. 

I shoved the key – still in my hand after all this time – into my belt pouch. I wasn’t sure why I was still carrying it, but some part of me couldn’t let it go, even if it was useless.

I took another step, letting my toes hang over the edge of the rock above the pool. I wasn’t ready to go through it. I wasn’t ready to go back to fighting for every inch of survival. I just wanted to stay right here in this in between place with Heron where we were safe – together.

“Nasataa is waiting for you,” Heron said gently.  

And, of course, he was right. I smiled up at him, trying to be brave, trying to push aside the trauma of what I’d just been through. If I didn’t step up right now and take this battle on, then there would be thousands more with the same memories that had nearly broken me. Thousands more people with lives full of pain and loss all because I didn’t have the courage to jump back in and fight for them.

I clenched my jaw as Heron affixed a breathing patch. I forced myself to be brave – to do what made me shiver in the core of my being.

Heron took my hand and his warm palm gave me the last bit of courage that I needed. 

I leapt with him into the portal.

We sank through the water and swam through the glowing rock ring to the other side. 

The portal opened up to a world that took my breath away.

What in the ...

We were deep underwater in a place where the light pierced down from the surface in bright rays, shooting through the bluest of blue water. And in the distance, tall structures – completely submerged in water – rose up from the seabed encrusted with coral. Small sinuous creatures swam from one rising rock structure to the next. 

The song I always heard in the sea rolled through me, surrounded me, filled me. I let my mind follow the song as I swam beside Heron. He seemed almost giddy with delight as he drew me after him.

It was long minutes before I realize how massive those structures in the distance were. The small sinuous creatures weren’t small at all. They were huge Blue dragons moving from one of their underwater castles to the next. 

I gasped as I realized that – and as I began to realize how many of them there were. I had thought that Blue dragons were rare. They were so elusive in the world above. They weren’t even really represented in the Lands of Haz’drazen, but here under the waves, there were hundreds – no, thousands of them. They swirled in eddies and sailed through clouds of fish, congregating, meeting, dispersing, and coming into and out of what I realized was probably a dragon city – or maybe a Drazenloft like the one we’d seen in Ko’Torenth – only finished and full of grown dragons.

It was enough to take anyone’s breath away – especially mine. 

Here I’d thought all this time that I was a special friend to the few Blue dragons that existed, only to discover that there were so many of them that they probably had no idea who I was. 

I felt as small as the shells lying on the bottom of the ocean floor. This was crazy! Why would they help us?

I grew more nervous as one of the Blue dragons broke off from a group in the city and swam toward us, his fins rippling as he swam, the dorsal fin flying behind him like a flag. 

He drew near quickly – faster than a dragon in the air as he swam through the water. Why did dragons have anything to do with humans when they were so magnificent and we were just so ... average?

We like to be admired.

Was that him speaking to me? I thought Heron might have heard him, too, because the grin he shared with me was mischievous.

I was instructed to wait for you to emerge and to immediately bring you to the meeting of the High Council. Please, find a place on my back. I don’t want to spend all day waiting for you to catch up.

He was going to let us ride him to this meeting?

Try to avoid my dorsal fin. I don’t like the current being blocked. It’s better if it waves free.

We swam forward, finding a convenient strap had been secured around his body just in front of the dorsal fin. There were handholds attached to the leather. I felt an ache as Heron let go of my hand to grab the handholds. I copied him, but it didn’t feel right to let go of him now that I had him back. Not even for a few minutes. 

He must have felt the same, because, after a moment, he let go of one handhold to place his hand over mine.

Much better!

The Blue dragon spun in the water and lunged toward his home. Around us, the water streaked quickly past, leaving a stream of bubbles in our wake.

Excitement filled me. With so many free dragons here, maybe we weren’t completely beaten after all.  

I strained forward, hoping for the first glimpse of Nasataa. He had to be in here somewhere, right? Would he forgive me for leaving him? Would he understand?
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Chapter Twelve
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I didn’t have enough time to appreciate the glory of the underwater Drazenloft. It would have taken days – no, months – to study the careful placement of coral and the other waving plants, to study the murals painted in colored lichen on the sides of the buildings. Just one building large enough to accommodate a dragon as large as the Blues were would be larger than a palace for humans. There were hundreds of those buildings here. And they weren’t made for just one dragon.

The Blue carrying us led us through a maze of what I could only think of as streets – though they were more like tunnels at various heights between buildings. Plants waved lazily in the current above or below, seashell encrusted arches and carefully carved balustrades and flat rock porches all slid through my mind one after another until I was so overwhelmed by beauty and architecture that what should have amazed me hardly seemed significant next to the last ten things that had amazed me. 

I was glad we were holding onto the dragon.

Saerdes.

I was glad we were holding onto Saerdes. Not only would I have been hopelessly lost in a world where streets could go in any direction including up, down, sort of up and sort of down, but it also would have taken me days to swim over the ground he covered. 

Unlike human cities which were often built on hills slowly rising to the top at the center of the city, this city was built in the opposite manner. We were slowly deepening our plunge into the ocean and the apex we aimed for was at the lowest point of the underwater city.

We emerged from a tunnel-like street to a swirling mass of busy Blue dragons moving in every direction. It took me a moment to realize that this was like a city square before Saerdes plunged downward and I could see that under us was a massive open space much like an amphitheater and it was filled with Blue dragons, swirling or resting around the center area which was covered by a tangled roof of carefully arranged coral. I strained my eyes trying to see what was under that roof, but I couldn’t see.

When we arrive, you will both be fitted with items that will allow you to speak in a way we can hear more easily – and for the male, it will allow him to breathe without a patch on his face. 

I shared a glance with Heron. What could do that? It would change everything to be able to speak freely under the water. But as nice as that might be, what I really wanted was to see Nasataa again. Was he here? Would he be okay?

I’m here!

His small voice shot through me, making my heart leap in a way I hadn’t prepared for. I felt like someone had lifted a heavy burden from my back. He was okay! He had survived it all!

We swam down among the bodies of the waiting Blue dragons and my breath caught at the waving tails passing inches from us, at the membrane-like wings meant more for diving than flying, at the sleek shapes of their heads, perfect for parting the water of the sea.

I caught Heron’s eye and smiled with the sheer delight of this. Despite everything, all the danger, all the fears – just seeing this place, just being surrounded by such majestic beings – it was amazing. It was something I’d never expected to see.  It didn’t make up for what had already come, but it did make it all more bearable, somehow. As if, it was fuelling me with the courage to go on.  As if it was reminding me that there were people all over the world who once had happy, bountiful homes like this – people we were fighting for – people worth fighting for.

We swam down through the masses and into the coral covered pavilion where a pair of Blue dragons scintillated around Nasataa, Olfijum, and Bareena. Bareena and Olfijum wore intricate contraptions on their necks that looked like high-standing collars made of woven ivory. Above the collars, a bubble formed around their heads that wavered slightly like a bubble in a breeze, misshaping and then going back to perfectly round, and then shifting again. 

Bareena stepped forward and placed one over Heron’s head, ripping the patch from his mouth as the two of us let go of the handles on Saerdes’ collar.

Bareena put one of the collars over my head and I spoke into the bubble. 

“Thank you for the ride, Saerdes.”

He winked a huge eye at me.

The Guardian has arrived. 

The way the two Blue dragons around us wove around each other – tails intertwining and then slipping apart and wrapping around each other’s bodies as they both circled the pavilion in opposite directions – made it impossible to tell who was speaking – or even what part of which dragon I was looking at as it passed.

The time has come to test the Chosen One against the prophecies.

Bareena leaned in so that her bubble touched ours. “They think he’s their Chosen One, but they have to be sure.”

“What is there to doubt?” I asked, frustrated at yet another test. “We’ve proven he is the one by the very trials we’ve been through. The Draven just finished torturing me to get the keys for the Haroc! Now is not the time for more tests. Now is the time for action! We need to get Nasataa to the Haroc and seat him on it before the rest of the world falls to the Draven and everything is lost!”

Quiet, Guardian.

“I will not be quiet,” I said boldly, looking at the dragons now instead of Bareena. “I watched the life drain from the eyes of innocents and held them as they passed from this life. I will not sit still another moment while more people die. We need to get Nasataa to the Haroc!”

You will be silent as we test.

“These tests are wasting time!”

Do you know what will happen if you open the Haroc and place the wrong dragonlet on it?

I didn’t know.

The Haroc won’t close again. The Draven will simply pull the sham dragonlet out and put their Manticore in his place. And that’s why there is time to do this test. Because if we choose wrong, it really will be the end of everything. So. Be. Quiet.
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Chapter Thirteen
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I can do this, Nasataa told me. 

I was sort of surprised that he hadn’t run to me to greet me like he usually did. A pang ripped through my heart. Maybe my baby dragon didn’t need me anymore.

Of course I need you, Sela. But this is my test. I need to do it. You’ve done all those other tests for me, but I’m ready now.

I wanted to run to him and pick him up and hug him.

His eyes got really wide.

Please, don’t embarrass me.

I could feel my cheeks flushing even under the water as I wrapped my arms around myself to keep from running to him and helping him.

Seriously, you need to calm down. He doesn’t need a nervous mother right now.

Olfijum. I’d missed him. I turned to smile at the Purple dragon, and he winked at me. 

Did you know that I am only the third dragon who is not Blue to come to this city?

Really? That sounded like an honor.

I will tell my hatchlings about this, and their hatchlings, too. 

If we lived that long.

Don’t be so gloomy. Come over here and get your Dragon Staff. You left it behind. 

I crossed to where he was, trying to keep Nasataa in my view as I took out the Dragon Staff and inspected it. He’d done a great job of taking care of it. It was in perfect shape.

The Blue dragons were moving so quickly now, that I couldn’t see anything at all except for a cloud of bubbles and the slightest glimpse of Nasataa between them every now and then.

Heron came over and took my hand, smiling gently as he joined me to watch Nasataa. He put his other hand on Olfijum. 

It’s nice to have him back – all the way back. If this all works out – if there is a world left when we are done – I would like to form a bond with him like they do in the Dominion.

That was a surprise. I didn’t think that Olfijum was the type to give up his freedom. 

Won’t you want to marry him? That’s giving up freedom, too, though in a different way.

Shh! Don’t say that! I thought as hard as I could.

Won’t you? You’ve thought about it.

That’s none of your business! You’re not supposed to read those thoughts!

Well, I’m sorry – so I’m supposed to just know what thoughts you want to share and what ones you want to keep to yourself?

Maybe Heron wouldn’t want to bond with him when he was so annoying. 

Maybe I’ll ask you for the bond. After all, I’ve come to be a close ally to you, too. It’s just that I thought you would want to stick with Nasataa. 

I felt a little touched by that. He liked me, too?

I’ve gotten used to you. Don’t get all warm and fuzzy about it. It happens.

Then he needed to promise not to tell Heron that I’d ever dreamed of marrying him.

Oops. Too late.

“We need to talk about the prophecies,” Bareena said, leaning her bubble against mine as we watched Nasataa. 

I was grateful for the interruption, though the suspense of this test was killing me. What were they doing to test my little dragon?

“Sure,” I agreed. But I could feel something sifting through my mind like it was looking for something. I tried to shove it away.

Hold still. The voice was unfamiliar. We are searching your memories of the dragonlet. All your companions will be searched as we weigh his claims.

Great. They were accessing my memories, too. Why did everyone think my head was their play land?

They could just go ahead and get out of my head. I was sick of being sifted and tested and taken apart by pieces only to have to put myself back together again.

It's necessary. One last test. And then the final one - opening the Haroc and putting Nasataa on it. If we approve him.

That was going to be a test, too?

Yes. The hardest test of all - the test of life. If you fail that one, everything else will have been for nothing.

"Seleska?" Bareena reminded me. 

"Yes?"

"The prophecies. Are you paying attention?"

"Yes," I said "I'm sorry. What were you trying to tell me?"

"There are prophecies about this, too." Bareena said. "The hope at the end, delicate, small, a few friends against the powers of darkness and silence. Together they stand. The few against the many. The few for the light of the world. And in their victory the people will be planted like a seed to rise again. In the death of all, the final end, will come the victory to fill the world from sea to sea. A memory of hope. A strong love. The only keys to open the heart of the world.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” I murmured.

“You don’t like hope and victory?” Bareena asked, puzzled.

“I don’t like that part about the ‘death of all,’” I said, choked up on the words. Heron gripped my hand to comfort me. 

But was that really what this was about? Was it really just one long journey to our deaths? If I’d known that, wouldn’t I have just stayed on our island with Nasataa and Heron and my parents? We could have just been happy there for our last weeks together.

And you wouldn’t have met me, Olfijum reminded me.

I didn’t regret meeting him.

Or Hubric and Kyrowat.

I missed them.

Or Vyvera, Octon, Raolcan, Taoslil, the Dominar, Tor, Saboraak, Zin and Zyla – all of them.

But all the danger, all the death, all the suffering. I could have traded that for a few quiet weeks on the island. 

Would you trade that? If you could trade it right now, would you?

I hesitated.

When Heron lost his memory, he didn’t remember any of the dangers or worries. What did you think of him, then?

He had been an empty shell of himself.

And that’s what you would be if you erased all those trials from your life – just an empty shell.

I wouldn’t want that.

Then let’s face this next test with confidence. Let’s face it determined to win.
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Chapter Fourteen 
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I stood in silence as the minutes ticked by, determination growing in me. Maybe we’d beat all the odds and survive this. Maybe we’d even beat death.

“What is this thing around your neck?” Heron asked, gently touching the necklace with the lock – the collar that Branson had put on me.

“They used it to put memories in my mind,” I confessed, shying away from even the memory of the memories.

“Can you take it off?” He ran his fingers up around the woven collar.

“It’s too small to pull over my head,” I admitted. 

“And it’s made of woven metal. I’m not even sure I could saw it off,” he said, brows knit together. “But there is a keyhole.”

“If I had a key, that would be useful.”

“Perhaps the lock could be picked,” he said, still studying it like he thought he could pick it himself.

“I don’t think we have time for that right now.”

He raised his eyebrows. “What if they can give you more memories? What if they can use it against you?” 

I shrugged. “We’ll just have to deal with that when it comes.”

“Hmmm.”

He wandered over to Olfijum’s saddlebags and began to rummage around in them in the middle of the water. Damp dried meat floated out of the bags and spilled around us in the water. Gross.

After long minutes he returned with two bent lengths of metal.

“I’m going to try to pick the lock.”

“Hubric had lockpicks in the saddlebags?” I asked, shocked. 

“He was a crafty old fellow.”

He worked away at the lock, but as the hours passed, he made no progress. I thought he was close to giving up when the ground began to rumble.

WE HAVE FOUND THE CHOSEN ONE.

The mental shout of the Blue dragons testing Nasataa sent shivers down my spine. Why did they have to make the earthquake just to declare that? It was an awfully dramatic way to behave!

The ground shook more as the dragons spiraling around Nasataa slowed and I could finally make him out again. He looked different. A pattern of silver was etched over his scales that reminded me of the ko that Tor had given me.

He was their Chosen One. Pride warmed my heart.

We need to get to the Haroc, he said and I opened my arms as he leapt into my embrace.

“We will,” I agreed. “We’ll go right away!”

The ground shook again.

THE COUNCIL HAS TESTED THE DRAGONLET. HE IS THE TRUE CHOSEN ONE. OUR TIME HAS COME. PREPARE FOR BATTLE.

Well, at least we’d have allies. 

I saw Bareena out of the corner of my eye stuffing packages into Olfijum’s saddlebags. We were ready to go. It looked like she’d even found fresh water to fill our waterskins somehow. Trust Bareena to be prepared.

As the ground shook harder, I felt my first moment of doubt. Wasn’t that dangerous? Weren’t they going to destroy their own city like that?

“Watch out!” Heron cried, pulling me to the side. I held onto Nasataa, pulling him with me as Olfijum and Bareena dodged in the other direction. A chunk of the coral-encrusted pavilion fell, landing where we’d been standing.

As if the shock of it had cleared my mind, I suddenly saw what was going on around me with clear eyes. The dragons were no longer watching the ceremony in the pavilion. They were no longer testing Nasataa, no longer going about their business high above. They seemed almost as if they were forming ranks for a fight.

Get ready to grab a hold of the strap! Saerdes cried, streaking toward us with another Blue dragon. The Purple, too. He won’t be able to keep up and we must hurry.

What was going on?

“Grab the handles when the dragons go by!” I yelled to the others. They all looked as confused as I felt, but I clung to Nasataa. This time, we wouldn’t get split up.

Draven. They are just below the surface. More than we knew could even exist. We must flee, now, while the guard buys us time to escape.

We needed to get to the Haroc.

None of us will do that if we are dead.

He was right. The ground beneath us shook again – this time so hard that we were flung off the surface and into the briny water. I didn’t have time to think about it before Saerdes was there, his neck close enough that I could grab a handle, jamming the dragon Staff in behind the collar and then reaching for Nasataa. Heron grabbed the handle on the other side. I couldn’t see Olfijum or Bareena.

We have a grip on the other Blue.

Saerdes twisted in the water and then we were plunging upward as the ocean floor split open and Black shapes oozed out of it. 

I couldn’t see or hear anything. Panic gripped me as I lost my sight, but I held on tight to the handle and to Nasataa. Saerdes was our only hope – if we could just hold on!

But I couldn’t tell if we were going anywhere or stuck in the water where we’d started. The monsters behind us could slowly be closing in. They could suck the last life out of us. They could eat us alive. 

I should let go and try to swim on my own.

It was all I could do to silence that inner voice and keep fighting. If I gave up, all would be lost. I knew that, even while all my instincts were screaming at me to let go. 

Stay strong, Seleska, I told myself. Don’t give up.

But every second felt like an eternity. How long did you hold on when you didn’t know whether holding on was the right thing to do?
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Chapter Fifteen
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My vision came back first and with it a bittersweet burst of hope mixed with terror.

Saerdes streaked through the water surrounded by the fleeing bodies of other Blue dragons. We were packed together like a school of fish, streaking through the dark water. When had it gotten so dark?

Blood. I realized after a chilling moment. The water was full of blood. I clung tighter to Nasataa. I couldn’t hear his voice yet, but I could see he was unhurt, though afraid. I tried to look back behind us, but I could see nothing but darkness bubbling up. 

Saerdes dodged to the side and we narrowly avoided a building. Other Blue dragons squeezed in close as we all slid around the obstacle together and their bodies pressed down on me, squeezing the air from my lungs. We were slowing. We were getting bogged down in all the bodies.

I’d seen schools of fish fleeing predatory fish before – seen their silver bodies packed so tightly together that seemed like a single panicked creature – now we were part of one of those terrified schools of fish, only it was a school of dragons. 

Everything went dark again for a moment and then vision returned. My heart pounded in my chest – I could feel it – but I couldn’t even hear my own heartbeat.

Saerdes turned in the water so that we were moving perpendicular to the flight of the other dragons, squeezing awkwardly between their long, darting bodies. My heart was in my throat. What was he doing? We were going to get caught like this! This was not a time to do something fancy. This was a time to flee.

Bubbles filled the water around us, obscuring my view and with the silence of our minds, it was impossible to know what he was doing. All I could do was cling to his back and hope he had a plan – and that it was a good plan.

I stole a glance to where Heron held on to the other handle, white-knuckled, his teeth gritted together. I wasn’t the only one worried. Something hit us – hard. We all shook, and it was all I could do to cling to that handle as Saerdes bucked from the hit and then another and another. I felt something smash into my shoulder and I bit back a cry of pain.

We were being struck by other Blue dragons, I realized, as they tried to flee the Draven.

Saerdes bucked again, but this time it felt like he was putting extra energy into his swimming. He plunged up into a space that was mercifully clear of other dragons, dodging the spire on a dragon tower and then swirling in a spiral. 

The sounds of the ocean filled my ears and I drew in a grateful breath. I could hear again.

We’re waiting for Lylssud.

I leaned over the side of his body to try to see below us, just in time to see the other Blue dragon carrying Olfijum and Bareena being buffeted and shaken by a school of Blue dragons whipping past. But they weren’t the only Blue dragons swimming with purpose. Below us, the sea writhed.

Swirls of Blue dragons formed battle lines, flaming underwater at the oozing darkness – the Draven, while eddies of other dragons tried to flee the dark masses. The ground beneath the city was open in a ragged line – darkness still spilling out from it. The city – the glorious underwater city – was crumbling wherever the darkness oozed around us. 

I gaped at the destruction. Not here, too! Was nowhere safe? Was nothing sacred?

We must get the Chosen One to the Haroc. Our leaders left us with that last command. 

Last. That assumed there would be no victory here.

They swallow our warriors like minnows. 

I watched as the darkness swallowed up the flames of a line of fighting Blue dragons and then the dragons were gone – absorbed by the darkness.

No.

I’d thought that if anyone would be immune – if anyone could stand against this, it would be them.

Why would this be different than my home in the Lands of Haz’drazen? Olfijum asked. Why would it be different than Ko’Torenth or the Dominion?

I didn’t have an answer. But I was certain of this – despite the terror I felt at returning to the Haroc, we would have to go. And we would have to risk death if that was what it took. Because otherwise, there would be nothing worth living for left in the world. 

The darkness stretched upward as if reaching for us. No.

Had it heard my thoughts? Were we in more danger?

We will be if we don’t flee now!

Lylssud was almost to where we were when the darkness shot upward so fast that I couldn’t even call out before sound was gone again.

I felt Saerdes bunch up and shoot upward. 

And then darkness blocked our vision again and all I could do was hold fast and grit my teeth and hope with all hope that somehow we could flee fast enough.
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Chapter Sixteen  
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I clung to his back until I thought my grip would break – and then I clung harder. Something shook us, whipping us back and forth. Memories – not mine – filled me. Memories of hatching from an egg. Memories of crawling to the sea with my fellow hatchlings. Memories of the song of the sea as I learned to flame for the first time.

And then they were gone, and we shook again. I was crying – I thought – from the stress and exhaustion. If this lasted much longer, my grip was going to break. Both my arms were screaming with pain, pushed past the breaking point. And yet, I held on.

It felt like hours before I saw light again. I didn’t know where we were, but I looked around, desperate to assess our situation. Nasataa clung to the handle unhurt but looking pale and weak. Heron still gripped his handle, but his forehead was pressed to Saerdes back. Was that because he was close to exhaustion?

Saerdes was leaking blood into the water. I didn’t even know he was hurt before I saw that. Behind us, the black cloud still pursued. But wherever we were, I could see no other Blue dragons. Only strange spires that shot up into the water from the ocean floor – thousands of them. They sprouted waving flag-like red fronds almost as if it were a forest of some alien plant. 

It is a forest. The Blood Forest.

Saerdes! Was he okay? That was a lot of blood he was losing. 

We must lose them in the forest. There is a portal there, if I can find it. A way to get to the Haroc. Hold fast.

I looked behind us, but I couldn’t see Lylssud or Olfijum or Bareena.

I heard a voice and almost jumped. Heron had leaned in so that his bubble touched mine and we could speak. 

“I can’t find Olfijum’s mind.”

I bit my lip. “Maybe we just lost them while we fled. There were a thousand ways to go and it’s me and Nasataa that they want, not Olfijum or Bareena.”

He nodded, but anxiety painted his face and I knew he was as worried as I was. I’d grown to depend on Olfijum. Even losing his help for a little while was a huge blow. If something worse had happened ... if he was gone. Well, I would be gutted. 

“We have to hold on,” I told Heron. “We just have to keep going and hope this all works out. There are no other options now.”

“I know,” he said grimly, but he reached out a hand and put it over mine, trying to lend me strength. 

I appreciated the gesture. But I had a terrible feeling that I’d seen the last of my dragon friend and Bareena. What had she been saying about a prophecy before we fled? It must have been important. I needed to remember it. 

"The hope at the end, delicate, small, a few friends against the powers of darkness and silence. Together they stand. The few against the many. The few for the light of the world. And in their victory the people will be planted like a seed to rise again. In the death of all, the final end, will come the victory to fill the world from sea to sea. A memory of hope. A strong love. The only keys to open the heart of the world.”

I had to hold on to love and hope. But I wasn’t sure how you hoped when what you were hoping in seemed to be failing you and I didn’t know what use it was to love when love only made everything more painful and losses more pronounced.

We scrambled through the ‘forest’ pursued by the darkness. Those strange flag-like red clouds waved gently in the water and it felt surreal to be dodging these spires in almost silence, alone except for our enemies. 

After long minutes – or maybe even hours – it was hard to tell in the middle of all of this – a blue glow became visible. And long, long minutes after that, an opening appeared ahead in the forest. In the very center of a clearing, a portal sat, glowing peacefully as always. Saerdes didn’t even slow. 

He slid into the clearing, darting directly for the portal and went down it like a worm into the earth. I checked to be sure Nasataa was still holding on as we plunged through into the other side and then checked to look over my shoulder at Heron as the air hit us and the water fell away. 

He wasn’t there.

My heart seemed to stop in my chest, but then I saw him by the portal, jamming the symbols on the side like he had before in that cave after he rescued me. 

The light faded from the portal and the world around us went dark. 
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Chapter Seventeen
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I’d had enough darkness for a lifetime. If I survived all of this, then I would carry a lantern with me everywhere for the rest of my life so I wouldn’t have to live in the darkness ever again.

A light flared – one of the dragons. 

I looked around us and gasped. This place was spectacular. 

Blue dragons were carved in stone on every wall – and this wasn’t just a cave. The walls were carved flat and straight. There were doorways carved into the walls and a huge basin at the center of the room.

Light flared again, and this time, Nasataa flamed over the basin and it lit, filling the room with an orange, wavering glow. It was meant to be a light, I realized. 

Slowly, I let go of Saerdes’ harness and slid to the floor to join Heron and Nasataa beside the basin.

This place was once a meeting place between us and humans, Saerdes said. It was for a land of humans who no longer exist – the last of their line died in Tambrel, a human country. The wife of the king there was one of the last of the Troitan people – our friends. She spoke to our minds as you do, Seleska. She could hear our songs.

My mother.

As could all the Troitans. They were our ambassadors on the earth, to help us see what was coming. Even before they passed, we knew that the end was near. We built the portals with the help of the Troglodytes. And we made this place into a refuge. A place to find help when all else was lost. 

I looked around. The doors leading out of the main room were full of mystery. Was there a way out, or had Heron destroyed the only exit?

There are four portals in this place. Four ways in and out. One comes out close to the Haroc. This was always the plan – if the Chosen One was found, they were to be brought here.

And he’d done it. He’d brought us here.

But the problem with a plan that everyone knows is that by now our enemy will know it, too. You must be quick before they find another portal and someone to open it for them. You must make our plans in haste and be gone from here as quickly as possible.

I took a step and realized that I was standing in a puddle. It took me a moment to realize that I was standing in Saerdes’ blood. I rushed to his huge head and put my hand on his forehead. 

“Saerdes! You have sacrificed too much for us.”

Only what was needed.

Tears pricked my eyes and I wiped them harshly away.

“He’s dying?” Heron asked, concern in his voice. 

He can’t hear me. I am too weak. I can speak only to you now.

“He says this is a meeting place and a place to run to when you’re in trouble. He says we will be followed here, but there are portals and one of them might get us close to the Haroc.”

“I destroyed the one closest to the Haroc,” Heron said, anxiety making his words tight and sharp.

There is another. Look for the arrow pointing down.

“He says there’s another with an arrow pointing down,” I said. “And there might be some kind of supplies here.”

You must destroy all the portals to this place.

But then he would certainly die here. There would be no escape.

“We’ll have to destroy all the portals so we can’t be followed,” Heron said, and I shot him a look of pain. He wasn’t worried about Saerdes? He didn’t care that he would die here?

He looked away, ashamed but not backing down and then he scrambled up the decorative steps and through the nearest door. Exploring, probably.

Don’t hold it against him. He is correct. The entire world is counting on you to save it from the Draven and you can only do that if you make it impossible for them to follow you and stop you. That means I must die here. He is correct. 

I didn’t like admitting that.

Already I feel weak.

Heron emerged from the first door carrying a trident and two skins of fresh water. 

“Drink while you can,” he said, throwing one to me. 

I caught it and poured some in a nearby basin for Nasataa. He drank as greedily as I did. I hadn’t even realized I was so thirsty. My stomach rumbled unhappily, but there was nothing I could do about that. If we won – if we survived – I’d have to eat for months to gain back all the weight I was losing from days on end with very little food.

“There’s a portal in that door that works. We’ll use that one to escape,” Heron said confidently. “I’ll go destroy any others.”

“Wait!” I said, but it was too late. He was already striding to the nearby doorway. I closed my waterskin and slung it over my back, grabbing the Dragon Staff from Saerdes’ harness. We’d need any weaponry we could find. The trident was a nice touch for Heron.

Saerdes leaned his head on the ground. His eyes flickered and then closed.

Was he ...

Not yet. But slowly, I return to the sea. I gift to you my song. 

I didn’t know what that meant. But there was singing in my mind, a sweet song, filled with longing and joy all intermingled in the salty tears of the sea. 

I gift to you the hope I have for the world.

Nasataa came close and leaned against Saerdes with a whine. I don’t want him to go.

I gift to the small one, my last breath. 

And then his huge lungs stopped breathing and he was still. Heron emerged from the second door. 

“I’ve disabled that one. I feel awful destroying such amazing craftsmanship and magic.”

But he was already dashing through the third door. I didn’t like this. At all.

There was a strange sound in the first room. A sound like a pebble dropping on stone. A furtive sound like someone stepping quietly.

“Stop, Heron!” I yelled. “Don’t do it!”

I was running before the thought was fully formed in my mind, pulling on Nasataa’s ear to bring him along with me. 

Saerdes – he began, but his mental voice was cut off at the same time that my second call to Heron was cut off halfway out of my lungs.

“Her – ”

Draven! There must be Draven near. I plummeted toward the door Heron had disappeared into. I just hoped he’d heard me in time. They must have come through that first portal when we weren’t looking. They must have followed us somehow!

We were through the door and I caught a look of shock on Heron’s face and then my vision was gone. 

I didn’t know if he had closed the portal. I didn’t know if he had tuned it to the arrow pointing down. I didn’t have enough information at all. All I had was my hand on Nasataa’s ear and I refused to let go as I stumbled forward, Nasataa in one hand and the Dragon Staff in the other.

The portal had been just ahead of us. If we hurried, we’d at least have a chance. I pressed forward, hoping I was aiming correctly for the portal. 

The silence was deafening. The blackness warred against the hope in my heart. 

My breathing was coming too fast when I hit the lip of the portal and stumbled over the edge. I half expected to hit my chin on the stone floor but the moment I fell through, I could see. We were underwater again, Nasataa and me. And I still had the staff. 

But that was the only good news. 

We stood in the old ruin of what had once been a stone building on the floor of the ocean. Far in the distance, I saw the mountain range that I knew led to the Haroc but I could also see the shapes of Draven moving over the ocean floor.  

Any moment now, they would notice me. 

And there was no sign of Heron anywhere.

And I didn’t know how to close the portal glowing beside us. 

My heart was racing so quickly that I thought it might beat right through my chest.

***
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