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Chapter One
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I huddled against the side of the ruin, tucking Nasataa in close to me. The broken rocks and pillars disguised us, but would it be enough to hide us from the masses of Draven rolling across the ocean floor? From where I was hiding, I could see them in the distance. There were more than I could count. They completely surrounded the sea mountain where the Haroc was as their human helpers led trains of anthrods with burdens and cages on their backs toward the central spire. 

There was no way that we could get in there. Even if we could somehow sneak in unnoticed, that many Draven would leave us blind and deaf. They didn’t need to do anything to make it impossible for us to penetrate their ranks.

My breathing was coming too rapidly, and I tucked my knees to my chest, huddling against the rock, and tried to calm down. I didn’t know what had happened to Heron. Every second that passed was like an eternity. I didn’t dare go back through the portal. I couldn’t leave Nasataa here alone. We had to get him to the Haroc somehow. But I also couldn’t lock the portal. I didn’t know how, but even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to lock Heron in there. Not when I knew it meant sure death. 

I clutched the Dragon Staff, gritted my teeth and watched the portal. We should be moving. If the Draven came through instead of Heron, then they would capture us, and all this would be over. But if we didn’t wait – if we went on without him, then what would happen to Heron?

I chewed my lip, torn by indecision, and I played with the Dragon Staff in my hand. It was a strange thing. I hadn’t thought much about it since Vyvera first gave it to me – other than to figure out how to use it. It turned back magic, like a thing that was both shield and mirror. It had worked on Manticores and on Bubblers. Would it work on Draven? 

But how could you turn back blindness? How could you turn back deafness?

Beside me, Nasataa began to squirm. Was he anxious to leave?

I see ...

And then a vision crashed through his mind and he shared it with me. 

I could see Draven ringing a skycity. Dragons and men fought side by side against them, on foot, in the air, and with weapons or fire. There were more people then I’d ever seen in one place before. A roaring, raging mass of humanity and dragonkind standing and bleeding side by side in the muddy fields around the city. 

Far in the distance, high up on the walls of the sky city I saw the faces of those they were defending looking down and watching as their protectors fought for their lives. The orange glow of sunset lit the fields and washed over the agonized faces torn with hope and despair, ripping apart with fear and desperation. 

I gasped as the image fled. Beside me, Nasataa was shaking in the water, sucking in long gasps of breath as he tried to calm himself. I reached toward him and he darted into my arms, whimpering.

“Shhhh,” I whispered. We couldn’t afford to be heard. There were too many eyes outside the ruins. 

When he calmed, I twisted in the water and floated up to look over the edge of the broken wall. There was a dark form not far away – an anthrod with a human on it’s back. It stood very still, facing away from me. Was that a guard? Had they set a guard over this portal?

I craned my neck to look a little further around the edge of the ruin. 

There was another one! Just a little way down and around the ruin from where the first man and anthrod stood. More than one guard. That wasn’t good. 

My breath caught in my throat as tension washed over me. But it made sense, didn’t it? After all, if they knew this portal was here, then they knew it was a vulnerability and an asset and in both cases, it would be vital to guard it. 

I slid back down the wall. If I’d been out of the water, my hands would have been clammy. This changed everything. How were we supposed to sneak out of here when the place was being watched by guards?

Nasataa butted his head against me and I hugged him absently, my mind racing. It would be a good disguise to pretend to be a human on an anthrod. That might be a way to sneak past the guards. But what would I do with Nasataa? I couldn’t easily disguise him. He was getting so big now that I thought I could probably ride on his back. And how would I get the clothing of one of those humans? They wore Rock Eater patches over their mouths and were dressed in Bubbler red. Any violence to them would be immediately spotted and they were unlikely to just give me their clothing.

Trick them?

It was a good idea, but how would we do that?

I bit my lip to think but barely bit back a scream when something leapt through the portal, a dark cloud streaming around him. He screamed as he passed through the portal.

He was going to give us away!

The bubbles cleared and I nearly gasped with relief when I was it was Heron. Our eyes met for a moment and then something tugged at his leg.

“Wait here!” I hissed at Nasataa, swimming toward Heron but he was already calling to me. 

“Don’t! Stay back!”

He was tugged a foot into the portal. And then another.

With a grunt he leapt forward again, his eyes rolling back into his head as a second arm of darkness reached around him and tugged him backward. 

This had better work. 

I leveled the Dragon Staff as I pulled up beside him, aiming it toward the arms – but I didn’t have to. From behind me, a bolt like lightning streaked out and hit the arm. It released Heron, dropping back through the portal. Another blast hit the arm around his leg. 

Heron leapt in the water, trying to get distance between himself and the Draven on the other side while I hit the buttons around the rim at random. 

My hand landed on a spiral shape and I hit it hard. 

The arms disappeared as the portal exploded, knocking me backward with the force. I was sailing through the water before I’d even realized I was successful. 

When I landed, I knew immediately that our chance at sneaking around had just escaped with Heron. 
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Chapter Two
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Had that just happened?

Was Heron really okay? Had he made it through the portal?

Something grabbed my arm and my spin through the water stopped abruptly as pain flared in my shoulder.

Nnngh. 

I clenched my teeth against the pain and saw Nasataa – wide-eyed – staring back at me with my arm in one paw and Heron’s in the other. He’d caught us both from the blast. 

Whew.

My gaze skittered to Heron – his collar that generated a breathing bubble was still in place and the trident he’d found was still in one hand. I wanted to ask him if he was okay, but after that blast, I was afraid that all the guards would be coming for us. A single word and they might hear me and close in.

He nodded at me encouragingly as if he agreed, his eyes locking with mine for a brief moment before Nasataa’s movements jarred me again. 

Nasataa pulled us in close to the ruined wall, tucking in as tight as he could to the masonry. Could he do that lightning thing again?

It felt like I was reflecting their power back at them. Only it came out like lightning. It was like I was making them blind and deaf.

Hmmm. That would be ... amazing. But there was no time to consider it. Bubbles swirled around the wall. Something was coming in hot. 

I sank back against the stone of the wall, hugging my body to it as tightly as I could and Nasataa released my arm. 

As soon as he let go an anthrod head snaked into view, followed quickly by the rest of him and his rider. I heard a clucking sound from beside me and the anthrod turned toward us. The moment he moved toward where we hid, Heron leapt, grabbing the Bubbler by his red robes and pulling him from the Anthrod. 

The Bubbler aimed his bubble rod, but I already had the Dragon Staff ready and was thinking about all the things I had to be grateful – the sacrifice of the Troglodytes and Saerdes to get us here. Heron’s safe arrival back with us. Nasataa’s new power – I was thankful for it all. I pushed that feeling into the rod, letting it burst out and reflect the bubbles back at our opponent. 

Heron already had the man off the Anthrod, and as he pulled him through the water, he ripped the bubble rod from his grip and then jabbed it at the man. There was a chittering sound and then the anthrod lunged toward me. I leveled the Dragon Staff, swallowing down fear, but I needn’t have bothered. Nasataa sailed through the water, opened his powerful jaws and bit down on the anthrod’s face. The crab-like creature tried to back up, but the little dragon held his ground, tugging at the creature as its huge pinchers snapped at him. 

I leapt forward, jabbing with my Dragon Staff at the exposed belly of the anthrod. The blade of the staff stuck in and I pushed with all my might. The blade had found a crack between the upper shell and lower shell and as I shoved, Nasataa wrenched at the underside of the anthrod. With a sickening pop, the lower shell tore away from the upper shell and his green guts spilled through the water in a cloud of gore.

I clenched my eyes and mouth shut, clawing out of the gruesome morass to cleaner water. By the time I had shaken the gore away, I saw Nasataa shaking the upper shell with his jaw and then slipping under it so that it hung over his frame. From even this short distance away he almost looked like an anthrod. 

I shuddered, turning to where Heron stood over the fallen Bubbler. He was already pulling on his red robes, the rod clutched in his hand.

That was ... genius. Really. There were just two problems. Problem one was that this was not the only guard and there were sure to be more coming in a moment. Problem two was that I didn’t have a fancy Bubbler cloak.    

Heron pulled the robe around his collar from Bareena, disguising the bubble of air that let him breathe with the hood of the robes.

As I watched, he looked up, gave me a warm smile and then his face fell as he looked behind me. 

I spun. 

Behind me, two more anthrods were slipping into the ruin – each with their own Bubbler rider.

Instinctively, I raised my staff as one of them charged forward and the other spun around.

Heron says don’t let him escape!

Since when was my little dragon a war leader?

Since I began to grow up.

I leapt forward, dodging the stream of dark bubbles that the Bubbler sent my way and swimming up through the water toward the fleeing Bubbler. I had to get to him before he left the ruins and everyone on the other side saw him. 

Lightning shot past me and the Bubbler crumpled, but the anthrod was still running. I swam harder, kicking with all my might.

We were getting close to the edge of the wall. 

I only had seconds to close in and stop him before he alerted everyone.

The unconscious Bubbler fell from the anthrod’s back to the ocean floor. I stole the reins from his dead fingers and pulled as hard as I could. The anthrod stopped, his feet leaving trails in the soft sand below. We settled in a cloud of kicked up sand and whirling bubbles and it was all I could do to calm my breath as I guided the anthrod back with the reins. 

Had the other one gotten free?

I looked behind me, but to my relief the other anthrod and Bubbler lay in crumpled heaps in front of Heron and Nasataa. 

Okay, well, that was one problem down, right? 

I needed to keep thinking hopefully, or I was never going to get through this.
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Chapter Three
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I shrugged the red robes over my clothing and the hood over my head but there was nothing I could do about the Dragon Staff. I was looking at it worriedly, trying to think of something, when I was pulled suddenly to the side. I almost lashed out before I realized it was Heron, pulling me close to his body and kissing me with such passion that it startled me. 

He leaned in close to whisper in my ear when he was done – and I was more grateful than ever for those bubble collars Bareena had given us that made underwater talking possible. 

“I thought I’d lost you, little honey. Took me ages to get away from them. I didn’t want to leap into danger again without a last kiss. Be careful for me. I want you to live through this.”

His tone was sweet and longing and anxious all tangled up together, but before I could even reply he pulled away and then grabbed me by the waist and boosted me up onto the anthrod, giving me his best, most confident smile to encourage me. I could have swum up to the anthrod’s back on my own but I appreciated the gesture. 

Heron was mounting Nasataa’s disguised form before I could do anything more than recover the reins and then we were riding as fast as we could away from the portal and out the back side of the ruins. 

Hopefully, no one had noticed the guards come in here. Hopefully, no one noticed they were missing for long minutes before ‘they’ came back out again. Would we pass as guards? I wasn’t sure. Any close scrutiny of Nasataa would give him away immediately, but Heron had him tucked in tight beside my anthrod and it would be harder to notice he was a fake anthrod when I was riding a real one.

The real anthrod was not a problem. He was amazingly responsive to the reins so that I only had to use one hand to manage them while I carried the staff as surreptitiously as possible in my other hand. 

Nasataa stumbled, leaning into the anthrod and Heron and I shared an anxious glance before the vision hit me – hard and fast. I knew I was seeing it with his mind, and even like that it was challenging not to keel over.

I was in the desert, wind whipping around me and howling through the strange rock formations that I and the others were hiding in. A child was crying, his mother desperately trying to silence him while I kept stealing little glances around the edge of the rock. 

In the distance, the creeping wave of darkness rolled over the earth – Draven – that’s what the dragons had told us to call them. But wherever they went, the earth behind them was dry and cracked, plant life gone. Animals silent. The Ko’roi had taken the last of the dragons to fight them. I could see him in the distance on his beautiful color-changing dragon. She was smaller than some of the others with him – the Green dragons surrounding her were much larger – and it made me ache to think of her dying so that we could live. But this was it. Our last chance to escape while they bought us a little more time. 

“Come on, Harrow,” my mother said, pulling me by the hand. “It’s our turn. We can’t hold up the line.”

I took a last look back before following my mother. Her face, high above mine, looked grave and worried. We hadn’t seen Father in days. Not since he and his wing of oosquer flew toward the black wall of darkness.

Nasataa’s mind cleared and I shuddered as his vision left me. We were fighting for these people. We had to be bold and brave even if we were scared – for the sake of children like Harrow who had already lost so much.

I urged the anthrod into a trot. We’d cleared the ruin while Nasataa and I were in a shared trance and now we were joining the others – long streams of people and anthrods. They barely glanced at us as we fell into line behind them, but my heart was in my throat. One good look at us and all would be lost.

My eyes strayed up the sea mountain toward the Haroc where the Draven swirled above like black clouds. Could we live long enough to make it there? We just had to get that far and to get Nasataa onto that seat, but now that we were nearly there it felt impossible.

We can do it, Sela!

I smiled down at Nasataa. He was so brave. 

And it was up to me to make sure that he got to use that bravery to save the world.
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Chapter Four
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We weren’t following the anthrods for long before I felt the shift in the dark clouds of Draven above. They had sped up. I stole furtive glances around us. On our side of the mountain, the Draven were closing in closer to the lines of humans as if they didn’t even care that they would block out sight and sound. And that worried me. What had changed? What had made them suddenly agitated?

A memory slammed into me – not a vision like Nasataa was seeing but one of those memories their collar forced into my mind to torture me –  and I fell forward over the anthrod’s back as it leveled me with its intensity. I was standing in front of a man with a long face and sharp eyes. The shape of a skull was painted – or maybe tattooed? On his face, so that I couldn’t make out his features easily. It gave him a terrifying visage.

“She must be the weapon,” he said firmly. “If she is not, then we lose what we have built. Hone her. Train her. Make sure she will pass the test.”

“Of course, Saaasallla,” the man whose memory I rode in said. “I shall begin at once.”

“Have her execute the visitors for me if they will not be turned.”

“The ambassadors from Tambrel?” the man’s voice shook with the words.

“Yes.”

“She is but seven years old.”

The skull-face raised an eyebrow. “You think she is too old to begin?” 

“Of course not, Saaasallla,” he said, bowing.

The memory faded, but above me, the Draven whirled faster and faster. I swallowed as I realized why. This vision was not what was happening now – that was what Nasataa was seeing. This was a memory of the past. They could give me the memories even here – even without that seat and those rocks. I reached into my hood and tugged at the woven collar, but it didn’t budge.

If I hadn’t been underwater, I would have been sweating. What was I supposed to do now? 

They could sense me somehow – and they could debilitate me with visions. And that meant that they could find me and through me, they could find my friends.

My eyes danced across the landscape looking for any way to get to the top of the sea mountain without following the line of anthrods and humans. 

The mountain is crowded with Draven.

Nasataa was right.

Heron thinks we could try to get close to the mountain and hide in the crags and dips to keep ourselves hidden. He thinks I can blast them secretly if they come too near.

I glanced at the mountain, trying not to look too obvious. The base of it was close. That could work. It might take longer, but there was more cover and if Nasataa shed that shell he would be camouflaged in the craggy rocks of the sea mountain. We humans would stand out, but we were smaller to hide behind rocks.

Heron agrees. When we get to the base of the mountain we will slip off from the group and hide until they pass. We can leave our robes and shell there and climb slowly up the mountain, hidden.

It was a good plan. But only if I wasn’t with them. If the Draven could track me, then they could close in with numbers even Nasataa couldn’t keep back.

Nasataa froze, stunned into silence by a new vision. Heron patted him on the shell, willing him to keep walking, but he just stood there. We shared a look of worry and then the vision took me, too. 

I watched the last of my soldiers fall to the Draven below us in the fields under the sky city. Fear made me taste copper and I couldn’t keep my eyes in one spot for very long. I moved nervously to a new place along the battlements, looking down at the mass of darkness below us. 

How could there be so many? They seemed to cover the ground for as far as I could see and as they’d destroyed our armies they had seemed to swell – to grow larger with each dragon and warrior they consumed. Terror was my companion, ever tormenting me with each inch of ground they took and now it was too late. 

The silence had descended over all of us. I couldn’t hear the cries of my men anymore, though their mouths opened and moved as they called to me for guidance. 

In the next hour, we would lose all sight. In the hour after that, we would be gone and the innocents behind us would face the darkness alone.

I said my last prayer.

Heron grabbed my arm, shaking me as I came back to my senses. We were too far behind the crowd of people now. I gasped as I realized that we’d been seen. Someone was making their way back down the ranks of anthrods and riders, moving toward us. I’d recognize the face of the man riding that anthrod anywhere – Branson Kendark.

I gritted my teeth. We had minutes – if that. This was the time to be courageous.

I leaned close to Heron, letting my bubble touch his so that we could talk.

“He’s coming for me. That’s Branson Kendark.”

“The one who attacked Abergande?”

I was relieved that he had his memory back.

“Yes!”

And now memories were flooding back to me. I remembered Zin’s words as she spoke to her husband, “And the noble son of sand will lead them, will guide them to the home of fire. He will entrust to them the wings of his heart. And with those wings they will prevail.”

And then Bataar’s words to me, “She said I had to share my wings with you. I’ve thought about it for hours. She is my wings. My love for her makes my heart soar.”

He’d thought that the wings he was supposed to give me was to remind me to rely on Heron – to let him help me.

I was thinking about doing just that. But it was risky. And I was afraid. I wasn’t sure that I could do this. I wasn’t sure that I had what it took to ...

My vision darkened by another vision from Nasataa. This one hit hard after just having thought of Bataar and Zin.

The last of the children were through the doorway. In silence, I followed, wishing I could give a last word to the man with Ko on his arms who was shutting the doorway behind me. He offered a last smile as he locked the doorway. Bataar. He turned to face the darkness, raising his arms in defiance.

And then he was gone and there was nothing but darkness beyond the World of Legends.

I gasped as I returned back to my body. The vision had only taken a few seconds. But now that I had possession of myself again, I knew that I didn’t dare hesitate. 

“Heron,” I whispered. “They don’t realize who you are or that Nasataa is with you. I need to give myself to them and let them use me to open the Haroc. But you need to protect Nasataa and get him there while I distract them. When they use me to open it, you and Nasataa need to be there so that my little dragon can be on the throne and not this Felroc. You have to fight through them and get him there. It’s our only chance.”

I didn’t dare wait to see if he would agree. There wasn’t time, and I was worried that he would argue for my safety. I wasn’t going to argue with him. I’d just watched noble Bataar die to save his family. I could do that, too.

I gathered all my courage as I snapped the reins and sent the anthrod forward toward Branson Kendark and my fate.
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Chapter Five   
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Come on, you stupid anthrod! 

I was worried. Would they notice Heron slipping away? Would he go?

I can’t leave you!

Go, Nasataa! Go! I begged. I was torn inside, aching for him, hoping he was okay and that he could just get to those crags before anyone noticed. I didn’t dare look over my shoulder – didn’t dare tip my hand that something behind me was important.

There are a lot of anthrods back here, but they’re going to notice me now! My legs stick out from this shell. It’s hard to keep my wings and tail under it.

He was right. I wasn’t drawing enough attention.

I set the Dragon Staff on my knees and struggled out of the red cloak, throwing it behind me as I regained my staff. The swirling of the Draven above us intensified. Did they see me, too, or was it just that my collar was exposed now and they could reach it more easily?

With care, I stood up on the anthrod’s back, Dragon Staff gripped in one hand and reins in the other. They might not be able to hear me, but I tried anyway.

“Branson,” I called. “If you want the keys, come and get them.”

I was crazy. I was going to die with this stunt.

All their eyes are on you. No one is noticing my legs.

Would they be able to get to the base of the mountain in time? 

Maybe. We’re trying. Heron is nervous.

Okay. More drama. I was good at drama. I could do this. I waved my staff over my head, fighting the weight of the water as I spun it. Was it enough?

Yes! Branson’s anthrod had sped up and now he grew frustrated, throwing the reins away and kicking off to swim toward me with a gleam in his eye. He made a sign with his hands and the humans on the anthrods nearby dropped their reins, swimming after him from every direction. I was dying to look behind me to see if the humans there were distracted, too.

They are! We’re almost to the mountain. Oh no!

Nasataa? Nasataa?

Nothing.

My heart kicked up into a speed I didn’t realize it could reach. My breath was coming in gasps. They had to make it! They had to!

Above me, the Draven swirled as more of them rose up from the sea below to join the ones high above. They blocked out most of the light, swallowing it like everything else they touched. 

I couldn’t help it. I spared a tiny glance for the mountain and my heart froze in my chest. The Draven on the mountain were wrapping further around it – almost as if they didn’t care if they had an effect on the humans. That meant that Nasataa and Heron would have to be very close to them to scale the mountain under cover. Close enough to be made deaf and struck dumb by their effects. Close enough that they might have to climb some parts of the mountain completely blind.

I felt ill. I might have vomited.

But there was one good thing. I couldn’t see any sign of them at all. Nothing except a tiny corner of red peeking out from behind a rock at the base of the mountain. I was just going to have to trust my wings – trust my Heron to do what I couldn’t and to climb with my young dragon safely up the mountain and to the Haroc.

I tore my gaze away from the mountain before I could be caught looking. I didn’t dare look again. Any sign that Heron or Nasataa might exist must be hidden from my enemies – or all would be lost.

Something slammed into my back, knocking me off the anthrod. The Dragon Staff spun from my grasp and the air was knocked from my lungs. I coughed into the sudden pain as more weight slammed me into the seafloor and then held me flat against it. 

My enemies. 

I was in their hands again.

And I couldn’t be happier.

Because the longer I distracted them, the more hope there was that Heron and Nasataa would be able to climb the mountain to the Haroc – and save us all.
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Chapter Six
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By the time they pulled the weight off me, I was hurting. My ribs ached. My cheek had been smashed in the process and it stung like I’d been hit. Rough hands pulled me to my feet and then shoved me to my knees. Branson had my hair in his hands and he jammed my head down so that I was bowing.

I didn’t expect the first kick, and when it hit me in the ribs I moaned.

Thank goodness that Nasataa and Heron couldn’t hear me right now. Thank goodness that the silence of the Draven would protect them. I didn’t want them to be tempted to come back for me. I didn’t want anything to distract them.

Another kick slammed into my hips and I fell to the side before the hand dragged me up again. 

Pain, I could handle.

Death, I would accept.

Failure was not an option.

“Back so soon, cousin?” a low voice asked me. Branson could still speak underwater. Lucky man. And so could I with the bubble collar.

“Miss me?” I asked, trying to spit blood and only managing to bloody the water.

“I did, in fact,” he said smugly. “It gave me time to consider how to help you meet your end when we’re done with you. The Draven agreed to leave that part to me.”

“And the Saaasallla?” I asked. “Did he give you instructions? Or should I say ‘orders’ since you are his errand boy?”

A slap made my head ring, but I accepted that. More than that – I yearned for more. Every jab, every push bought my dragon more time to scale the sea mountain undetected. 

“The Saaasallla is not here. This choice is all mine. I thought about slitting your throat and breathing your blood in with the water – but it seemed too quick.”

“You know that’s gross, right? You can be a bad guy and not be disgusting.” There was no slap. Maybe that one hadn’t stung.

“Then I thought about capturing your soul. That might be nice, but you don’t really have anything I want and yet you’re too powerful for me to give to a rival. So, I don’t think I’d like to do that.”

“Can’t handle me in your belly, Branson? Don’t have a strong enough stomach?” I taunted him.

He smiled.

“I thought about a lot of options, but in the end – while you were away – I settled on my favorite.” He lifted his rod and set it against my forehead. “This is going to be good.”

“If you’re planning to blow bubbles with that,” I said icily, “You should know that I’m not scared of that at all.”

He snickered. 

“Oh no, little cousin. No, I thought to myself, how much fun would it be to take your memories.”

“Not exactly original. Don’t the Draven do that all the time.”

“Of course,” he agreed. “But they do it all at once. I plan to do it a little at a time. I’ll make it start with just a few – and then it will take more and more. That way, you’ll know that they’re being taken. And you can watch in horror as I slowly strip you of yourself. And then I’ll make you a pet. And I’ll make you follow me around and fetch things I need or kneel on all fours to be my footstool. I’ll like that. I can do anything to you – anything I want. And you won’t fight me. You won’t even complain. Because it will be the only life you’ve ever known.”

I felt a chill in my belly. It wouldn’t go away.

“Is it so hard to find friends that you have to erase memories to get anyone to be around you willingly?” I asked, but the bite wasn’t in it. I was too afraid that he’d do what he was threatening.

The point where the rod touched my head grew hot.

I tried to step backward, but rough hands grabbed my arms, holding me in place. 

“The key,” Branson said. “Is to make sure we don’t erase the keys to the Haroc. So, let’s start with a long time ago. With your memories of Tambrel. Remember your parents? Your siblings?”

Memories – faint and dull with time – flashed through my mind.

“Now,” he said with a smirk. “Try to remember that again.”

He was tricking me. I knew it. 

But when I tried to pull up the memories again, there was nothing there. I felt a stab of icy fear shoot through me. Were they ... they weren’t really gone were they? 

Panic bubbled up inside me and I urgently fought it down. I’d sworn to do this – to get Nasataa on the Haroc, no matter what it took. Even this. But I felt my first stab of doubt. Would he take everything from me just like he promised? Would I end up so broken that I looked to Branson with devotion in my eyes like Heron had done with Atura? 

Could I allow that? Could I make that sacrifice?

His smile grew bigger. “See? This is going to be fun!”

“Done playing with your food?” A voice said from behind him.

Branson turned me with the hand in my hair so that we could look at Atura as she swam over. She had a collar with a bubble over it the same as mine. Where had she gotten that?

“Neat little device, don’t you think?” she asked, running a finger over the collar. “My father took it from the Blue Dragons when the Draven were finished plundering their cities. I have one for you, Branson – if you’re a good boy. Are you a good boy?”

She made a pouty face as she spoke like she was talking to a pet rather than another human.

“What do you want, Atura?” Branson asked bitterly through his Bubbler mask. “Just because the Saaasallla set you free doesn’t mean that you are now my equal.

“I never claimed to be your equal, Branson,” she said with an answering smile. Every time they used each others’ names, it felt like they were stabbing each other with knives. “I am your better. You should remember that.”

“Don’t think that you can come here and poach my prize,” Branson said through clenched teeth. “I’m bringing her to the Draven. We’re going to finally get that Haroc unlocked. And I will have my victory.”

Atura raised her voice. “The Saaasallla has arrived – only minutes ago. He has ordered that the Troitan be brought to him for inspection before she is handed over to our Draven masters.”

Around me, the Bubblers moved slightly, seeming to stand up a little straighter as she faced him.

“Shall we go then?” she asked him, but her words were sheathed in steel.

“If I say no?” he asked – pushing her just a little.

“Then I hope you have the allies to back up your little rebellion.”

I realized, finally, that she looked a lot different than the last time I’d seen her. It wasn’t just the collar that let her breathe air and talk. And it wasn’t just that she was clean and tidy again. She wasn’t dressed as a Bubbler. She was dressed in a clean-cut suit clearly meant for underwater. It clung to her with a thick fabric that served as much as protection as for modesty. But more than that – her face had a very slight overlay – as if she was beginning to be tattooed but they hadn’t finished the job. 

And the tattoo looked like the overlay of a skull. 
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“I’ve seen that pretty skull tattoo before,” I said as Atura crossed over to me, grabbed the woven collar around my neck and tugged me after her. 

“Have you?” she asked, her tone clipped. 

It was hard to talk while being dragged by the neck, but the more trouble I could stir up here, the more chance that Heron and Nasataa could escape while everyone was distracted, so I kept pushing.

“I saw it on the face of the man who ordered Branson’s parents’ deaths,” I said as we passed him.

“Tell me something I don’t know.” He sounded bitter and I looked back and met his eyes, stumbling when Atura pulled me forward anyway.

“Sure,” I said. “Did you know Atura was the one who killed them? She was better at this when she was seven than you are right now.”

The look on his face almost cut me. Pain and loss ripped across it followed by black anger. 

Well. I’d wanted to stir up drama. This would be drama.

“What are you doing?” Atura hissed, dragging me along after her. 

“Oh, you know, just bragging about what a stone-dead killer you are. Get it? Stone, like the people you suck the souls out of?”

The look on her face was a thunderhead as she dragged me up onto the top of Branson’s anthrod and kicked it into motion. 

“We’re riding a crab? We can’t just swim?” I had to keep at it – needling her as much as possible. The angrier she was, the more mistakes she would make. 

“That’s my anthrod!” Branson protested from behind us. 

“Get another one,” Atura barked, not even glancing behind her as she kicked the anthrod into a full scuttle. 

“Your outfit is different. Did they take those red robes away? I hope it wasn’t something I did.”

She snarled. “It is an honor to be raised from the ranks of the Bubblers to my true position as the daughter of the Saaasallla.”

“And a bit of a lifesaver since the Draven seemed to think you were little more than trash after you didn’t have their keys,” I said. “Daddy arrived just in time.”

Atura pulled my collar so that I had to look her in the eye.

“You’re lucky to be alive,” she hissed. “And that isn’t going to be true for very long. So get all the insults you want in there, but know this – the Saaasallla is not merciful. The Saaasallla is not forgiving. If you offend him, he will make you pay in ways that Branson or I can only dream of.”

“You’re saying he can do something worse than turn me into a rock?” I asked wryly.

“Yes.”

“Worse than giving me the memories of the dead?”

“Yes.”

“Worse than stealing my soul?”

“Yes.”

“Well, spit it out! I’m dying of curiosity now.”

Her face was dark with anger as she replied. “He can put you in Branson’s body. Imagine that? Living forever in the body of your worst enemy. Or in this anthrod. You’d never again speak to those you love. Never even be able to tell them that you’re in there. He can destroy your world in ways worse than you can imagine.”

I steeled myself with as much courage as I could. “Like he did to you when he killed your mother?”

She gasped. 

“Like he did to you when he made you kill innocent people when you were a child?”

She looked pale now.

“Like he did to you when he sent you on an impossible quest that you were certain to fail?”

She hit me and even cushioned by the water it made my ears ring.

“That’s enough from you. Be silent until we arrive.”

I held my tongue after that. Held it as she bound my hands and tied a rope to the collar so she could drag me around with it. But all that time I was thinking and planning. There had to be a way to slip out of these bonds and out of her grasp. If I could just hold everyone off until Nasataa sat on the Haroc, it would be okay. I just had to focus and make that happen. 

And if I could bring down Atura and Branson in the process, I would.

Oh, I would.
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I suppose I should have expected that the absolute ruler of a cruel hierarchical nation would arrive somewhere with pomp and circumstance, even underwater. But I hadn’t. I hadn’t even realized that you could put up pavilions the size of small palaces underwater – or that you could light them with magical flames that burned magenta. 

As Atura whipped the anthrod into the fastest skitter it could manage – running the thing half to death to get to the establishment at the base of the mountain – I let the view sink in. 

This was crazy. Anyone who put that kind of effort – and magic! – into something built only for their own magnificence was evil. 

What had I expected? Of course, he was evil. He was responsible for the suffering and deaths of thousands upon thousands of innocents – his own people. People who had counted on him to rule them with kindness. 

And I was going to have to face him now. I didn’t think it would be as easy to distract him as it had been to distract Atura. 

I glanced behind me, wondering what everyone else was doing while Atura made her headlong sprint toward the underwater pavilion. Branson wasn’t far behind, whipping his own anthrod into a frenzy. Who would have thought that you could make these strange creatures move so fast? It was like the world’s slowest race.

All the other anthrods in the area followed like a swarm of insects. Good. We had all human and anthrod eyes on us.

That meant that Heron and Nasataa only had to deal with the Draven. Only. As if they weren’t the worst thing out there! But I had to trust that Heron could do this. I had to let him be my wings and fly this thing home. It was my only chance. 

I fidgeted with my tied hands. The ropes chafed – especially underwater. I couldn’t reach anything or steady myself and my Dragon Staff was gone. I’d lost it when they’d been trying to kick me into submission. I was going into this as vulnerable as possible. If only I could get that collar off my neck! 

I’d handle the bound hands just fine if I could get my mind unbound.

As if prompted by the thought, another vision rocketed through me.

“Why here?” I was asking the glowing Troglodyte. He was small as Troglodytes went, and only his luminescence lit the tall underground cave we were in.

HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT.

I wouldn’t call a cave ‘plain sight.’

I THINK YOU HUMANS CALL IT, ‘A NEEDLE IN A HAYSTACK.

Well, that was accurate. I placed the key – small and steel with a single arrow stamped into it – on a hook on the wall. At the Troglodyte’s direction, I’d already placed hundreds of other keys there over the years. 

I still didn’t understand why.

ONE DAY, A HERO WILL COME HERE WITH KEYS ON HER MIND. SHE’LL NEED THIS KEY.

And how would she know which one to take? If we were leaving this for someone, maybe we should leave just the one key so she wouldn’t be confused.

THE SHEER NUMBER PROTECTS THE KEY. NO ONE ELSE WILL GUESS WHICH KEY TO TAKE.

But how would the hero know?

WE HAVE TUNED IT TO THE SONG OF OUR CHILDREN – THE BLUE DRAGONS. ANY WHO HEAR THE SONG WILL FIND THE KEY.

What was it a key for? 

AN ANCIENT THING. OLDER THAN US.

That was pretty old. I thought the Troglodytes were the oldest things on the earth.

HUMANS ARE OLDER. THIS IS A HUMAN THING.

Why not just give the hero the thing instead of only the key?

HER ENEMIES WILL USE THE THING AGAINST HER. THIS WILL HELP HER ESCAPE.

Troglodytes were difficult to understand sometimes. If I had an ancient thing that was going to be used against an ally, I’d destroy it.

IT IS NECESSARY.

Why?

SHE MUST SEE WHAT IT SHOWS BEFORE THE END.

I shrugged, stepping back from the key. Hiding them all here had been the work of years. I sure hoped it turned out to be for some reason.

“Seleska?” Atura’s voice snapped me out of the vision and I shook myself, stunned. “Pull yourself together. I will not bring an empty-headed fool before my Saaasallla.”

The key – the very one from the vision – was in my belt pouch. If my hands weren’t tied, I could pull it out right now. I felt a chill at the knowledge that freedom was so close – and yet too far away. For now. All I needed to do was to get my hands untied.

For the first time since they put this collar on me, I felt grateful. I had a chance to be free of it – if I could just find a way to take it. A chance I would never have guessed was possible. 

We were close to the door of the pavilion when Atura pulled the anthrod up short in front of a line of guards four deep and dozens wide. They stood along the seafloor as if their boots had been planted there, the red flowing robes of Bubblers swirling around them in the ocean current and their masks covering their faces. It felt surreal to see them like that – even more than my last vision.

“We’re about to go in there,” Atura said, leaping off the anthrod and settling on the ocean floor. She tugged the rope around my neck so that I slipped off his back and tumbled to the seafloor, struggling to stand again without the use of my hands and with a rope dragging against the collar around my neck. “You will remain silent. You will not speak to the Saaasallla. You will not look at him. You will kneel and keep your eyes to the ground. Is that understood?”

“If I’m going to die anyway, it seems like a waste of time to kneel and pretend I care,” I said. I was watching out of the corner of my eye as Branson gained on us. If I could keep her distracted until he arrived, there would be more drama. More distraction. More time lost so that Heron and Nasataa could achieve their goal.

“There are deaths and there are deaths,” Atura said. “I can offer you a quick and painless death if you don’t humiliate me. Is that understood?”

“Yes, I can see how death would be a tempting offer when dealing with you. I bet that’s why you don’t have any friends hanging around except for the ghosts of the people you killed. Did they all choose death over kneeling, too?”

“Just hold your tongue – or I will ask the Saaasallla to gift it to me.”

I shut my mouth with a click, and she seemed satisfied. But I’d bought the time I needed. Branson’s anthrod skidded to a halt beside us and he leapt down from it, eyes flashing. 

“If you think you can cheat me out of this victory, Atura, you are wrong!”

Atura gave him a stony look, but she didn’t reply. She simply turned and began to pull me after her into the entrance of the pavilion.

And though I knew I had to do this, my belly churned at the thought of seeing her father, the Saaasallla – the man responsible for the hundreds of deaths I’d witnessed in my memories.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Nine

[image: image]


If I’d expected the pomp to end at the door, I would have been in for a big surprise. It was like the Rock Eaters were just ignoring the fact that they were underwater. Servants stood just inside the door carrying platters with fluid-filled bottles – tightly stoppered, of course. Others held glowing magic braziers up high, as if they were lamp posts and not people. And others were simply arranged in artistic poses, doing double-duty as servants and also as art. 

If I didn’t already know that the Rock Eater empire valued human life somewhere below goats and barely above pond scum, I might have found that shocking. Part of me still did – but the brazen part, the part that was flying high on my new-found guts and determination to play my part – that part breezed over the horror of it. After all, in less than a day this would all be over one way or another. Either Nasataa would win and all these people could find freedom if they wanted to fight for it – or I would be dead and would not be able to mourn the pain of others anymore. 

Beyond the servants and into the great pavilion, guards stood tightly arranged along a long red carpet that someone had spread on the seafloor. The absurdity of it made my mouth twitch but even stranger were the row upon row of people – masked like Bubblers, but in heavy, thickly folded clothing that was nothing like Bubbler robes. It was more like clothing I remembered from the dolls of my early childhood – when I had been a rich princess rather than an island girl – only these dresses went from chin to floor and were layered so thickly that the people under them could be male or female, large or small, tall or short and no one would be able to tell. Though the colors and patterns of the thick cloth were distinct, the people looked as uniform as the guards and Bubblers. 

That was just like Rock Eaters. To them, people were interchangeable things. One could easily be substituted for another – or at least to their leaders. I felt a twinge at the many, many memories I had of individual Rock Eaters who had felt differently – and died because of it.

Atura dragged me forward through the pavilion, past hundreds of staring eyes. Branson kept right behind me and I had the feeling he would be pushing past were the carpeted corridor not so narrow. Something between these two was coming to a head – and quickly!

As soon as the corridor opened up to a clear space in front of a large throne, Atura dragged me to my knees with the collar. She planted a foot on my shoulder, and I tried not to grind my teeth as Branson planted his foot on my other shoulder. 

They could posture all they wanted. The more time they took humiliating me, the better chance there was that my friends would get up that mountain.

I bit back my frustration and did the one thing I could to maintain my defiance. I looked up at the Saaasallla, meeting his eyes across the chamber. The strange skull-tattoo across his face made him look foreign and otherworldly – like a character from a tale told to children. I expected him to be dressed grandly, but he wore a robe that was cuffed tightly around feet and hands, just like the Bubbler robes – only his was purple. Where their utility belts wrapped around their waists, he wore a more elaborate belt. It was metal – woven from three pieces with rocks set into the weave. It took me a moment to realize that they weren’t gemstones. They glowed slightly. As did a string of rocks slung around his neck to a double loop. 

I shuddered. I couldn’t help it. Anyone who decorated themselves with dozens of souls deserved a good shudder.

His eyes glittered with amusement as they met mine – as if he could read my thoughts and found them funny. And then those eyes turned hard and cruel. It was as if I was watching a pond freeze before my eyes.

“Honored Saaasallla, may you live forever,” Atura said. “All souls belong to you. All lives are in your hands.”

Well, that didn’t sound good.

“Honored Saaasallla,” Branson’s words stumbled over Atura’s. “I present this Key Holder to you to open the Haroc. She is the one we – ”

“The prisoner is mine!” Atura interrupted.

The Saaasallla made a gesture – his pinkie held up and his hand forming a fist and slashing across his chest. Their words cut off immediately. 

The cruelty in his eyes bubbled up. He wore a collar like Atura and Branson – so his face could easily be seen, and his voice heard.

“There is a dispute about who will be given credit for the capture of this girl?”

Atura bowed lower – as if that was some kind of assent. As soon as she did, Branson bowed lower yet. I tried to straighten but their feet pressed me down harder. 

The Saaasallla’s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward. 

“That is a problem.” He lifted both his fists. “In one hand, I hold renown and the honor of opening the Haroc. In the other hand, I hold death. One will be granted to each of you. But which? Shall we ask your prisoner?”

I smiled at him – or at least, I bared all my teeth.

“Perhaps not,” he said coldly. “Perhaps, we will let you choose. Prisoner, which champion will you choose to honor you? If that one wins – we’ll let you live after you open the Haroc – how’s that?”

I wasn’t about to play his sick games. I kept my mouth shut. They’d be killing me regardless of who I chose. I wouldn’t make it any easier on their consciences.

“A choice not to choose is still a choice,” the Saaasallla said – and he seemed pleased, as if he had hoped this would be the outcome all along. “Branson Kendark will fight for the girl’s life. They are – after all – blood. May the honored people draw back from the competitors. Decide, my champions, which of you will open which hand.”

Did he mean –?

Yes. 

Based on the way that Atura and Branson were squaring up – Atura still with the rope of my collar in her hand – they were planning to fight each other for the honor. 

Or for their lives.

And I was tethered right between them.
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“Give up while you can, softling,” Atura spat. Spitting seemed like a silly thing to do in the middle of the ocean, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. Not when it was all I could do to dodge out of the way – barely – as Branson stabbed at her with his rod. A spurt of bubbles poured from the end of it.

I tried to kick backward through the bubbles, but Atura held my tether tightly and one of them broke across my face, sending me coughing and gasping, wheezing in the tainted air now inside my collar as I tried to expel the noxious fumes from the bubbles Branson had sent at us. 

“Hold her!” the words were rough as Atura shoved my tether into the hands of a guard. 

Maybe this was my chance.

Around Atura and Branson, the people in attendance to the Saaasallla were painted in shades ranging from shock to anticipation, their faces bright with strong emotion. They pulled back from the combatants, forming a ring around them – but a cautious ring. 

The only person who appeared pleased was the Saaasalla. He lounged back in his throne, enjoying the display of underwater martial arts. 

Fighting – no matter how skilled – was dulled underwater. Movements were slowed, dragging out as the combatants had to fight the pull of the water. Jabs worked better than slashes. Pokes were more effective than kicks. 

And it seemed that Atura knew that. It was almost as if she had trained to fight underwater. She practically danced from one strange strike to another. The tips of her fingers were pressed together, forming each hand into the stinging head of a viper. It was with those that she shot her strange attacks at Branson, darting in to strike at an eye or ear before somersaulting back through the water or under his guard entirely. She didn’t fight just on a flat plane. She made use of the water above and below him – a whirlwind of attacks and strikes. I was impressed. I was certainly going to die now that Branson was my champion – but I was still impressed. 

It took all I had to shake myself and look away from the battle. The guard holding my neck collar was equally mesmerized. If I could loosen my bonds, then maybe I could be ready to remove that collar and escape when the time was right. I wiggled my hands carefully, stretching at the ropes as they chafed my skin. I didn’t want to make the knots tighter, but with my hands behind my back, loosening the knots seemed like a losing prospect. My best chance would be to stretch the ropes and try to get a hand to wiggle out. I flexed, pushing at the strength of the hemp that bound me. I was having little effect. A few months ago, I would have grown frustrated, but I’d learned since then that patience was key. Patiently, I stretched my bonds, again and again and hoped that Nasataa and Heron were getting close to their goal. 

Thinking about them made it possible to put aside thoughts of death. I didn’t want to die. But I wanted to save them even more than I wanted to live. There would be a way. I just needed to be strong, bide my time, and keep trying everything I could. 

Atura spun so close to me that the bubbles in the wake of her turn broke across my collar’s bubble. She winked at me as she went past, pivoting at the last moment to land an aggressive strike to Branson’s nose. 

He stumbled as blood darkened the water around them, but he didn’t slow. Instead, he pivoted as she went by, reached out and grabbed her from behind, pinning her in his strong arms. She tried to wiggle downward, but he forced a knee between her legs, pushing her into an uncomfortable position that made it impossible for her to wriggle downward out of his grasp.  

I should be cheering for Branson, but instead, most of me wanted to see her pummel him.

I should be cheering for Branson. 

Wait.

Had I had that thought before? I couldn’t remember.

I couldn’t remember why these two were fighting at all. I watched the two of them fighting as confusion filled me. Weren’t they on the same side?

I reached up to touch the collar around my neck – the woven one. The one that ... something about memories ... but my hands were tied behind my back. Oh. Well, there was nothing to be done about that. 

Why had I been tied? I felt like I was missing something that had been there just a moment ago.

I couldn’t remember. I felt my forehead furrowing as the people around us cheered or banged spear hafts against the rough seafloor. 

They were cheering Atura who stood on top of someone’s fallen body. Someone I hadn’t seen before – or at least I didn’t think I had. 

How strange. Why was she standing on him? Why did she look so victorious? Why were so many looks of pity cast my direction? Did these people expect me to be sad about the man she was standing on? I’d seen her take him down with a clever and sudden strike that had surprised me almost as much as it did him. 

She looked at me, staring into my eyes as if she was looking for something – some sign. I didn’t know what she wanted.

Did I feel bad for Branson? Not really. He was an awful person. He wanted to destroy everything I loved. 

Who was Branson? Why had I thought that name?

Atura looked almost disappointed as she plucked a rod and a small stone up from the ocean floor, held them up and began to draw something silky and black from the head of the fallen man into the rod. 

I watched his soul taken from him and put into a rock. 

That was wrong. Even when I couldn’t remember who that was or why it mattered, it was wrong. Even when it was someone who had to be stopped – I had the feeling that this person had to be stopped – someone who would destroy everything good in the world given half a chance, even then it was still wrong.

I felt my mouth twisting at the thought and as I looked up to meet the eyes of the Saaasallla I saw a cruel grin twisting his face. He must think I was worried, but I wasn’t. I always knew they would kill me when they were done with me. That had never been a question. Why was I thinking that? My forehead wrinkled at the strange thoughts filling it. Something about dying now. But no – I had to open the Haroc first.  

It was long minutes until Atura was done and when she was, she tossed the stone to the Saaasallla.

“With honor, Saaasallla, I give you the soul of this one. And now, should we finish what we came here to begin?”
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“Finish it,” the Saaasallla said with an expression that reminded me of a snake right before it struck. “As the representative of our great Empire, I command you to take the girl to the Draven and open their Haroc. Place the Manticore upon it and win for us glory. But be sure they know you are a Rock Eater and the scion of the Saaasallla. All honor belongs to our Empire for this victory.”

Yeah, take the credit, Saaasallla. Why did Atura put up with this? She was doing all the work – work that I hated, but I had to admit that she’d worked hard and fought tough battles to get here – and now her father swooped in at the last second, lounged around on a chair underwater and then demanded full credit. Nice. It made me glad I wasn’t royalty. That seemed like a tough deal.

Something tingled at the back of my mind – a memory? No. I had no memories of anything to do with royalty. A brief glimmer of a golden dragon and then nothing. Who was he?

I needed to stop thinking about memories I’d lost – silly things from childhood no doubt. I was about to go and try a last-ditch effort to free the world that would likely end in my death whether I succeeded or failed. 

My stomach clenched at the thought, but I fought down the feelings of nausea. I could do this. I had to do this. There was no one else.

I tried to think of my home, but when I thought back to it, I couldn’t remember where it was. Was it an island? My brow furrowed as I tried to dig for it. There had been people there who I cared about ... hadn’t there been?

Atura held out her hand and the guard gave her a rope. A quick tug on the rope startled me. It was attached to my collar. Had that been there all along?

I felt a stab of panic. Something wasn’t right.

The Saaasallla leaned forward in his throne.

“One last thing, sacrifice,” he said, looking at me. Was he talking to me? How was I a sacrifice? “That collar the Draven gave you can give you memories. Maybe you remember some of them?” 

I flinched as old memories resurfaced. I was running through knee-deep mud trying to flee the Bubblers with my brother. He was crying from somewhere behind me. I turned to reach for him. His feet were stuck in the mud. I couldn’t budge them. The enemy was almost upon us.

The Saaasalla cleared his throat and I jumped, confusion filling my mind like a fog. I’d had a brother?

“Well, that collar can take memories, too. Isn’t that nice? I don’t want to touch your memories of the keys. We need those intact. But I’m fine with draining the rest. Branson had it set to a slow drain. I will speed that up. You’ll still remember that you’re losing them as they go, but I think that should keep you nice and calm as Atura leads you the Haroc, hmmm? And it will please the Draven. They like playing with memories. It’s all they have.”

A stab of terror shot through me. He was taking my memories? They were just ... vanishing? I tried to think about why he would do that, but no answer came. And that made it worse. Because I didn’t know if there was no answer or if he had stolen the answer right from my mind.

Atura tugged on the rope and I stumbled after her, nearly falling on my face. With a frustrated sound, she reached behind me and I felt the pressure leave my wrists. My hands fell to my sides, free.

Something in my mind flashed – some kind of excitement. I was excited that my hands were free. Why? Had I wanted to do something with them? I was pretty sure that I did, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember what it was.

We were through the pavilion doors and kicking up into the water above when Atura next spoke to me. 

“You should be glad that he’s draining your memories, Seleska. If I could, I would drain every one of mine.”

Happiness was not the emotion I was feeling.
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We weren’t alone as we swam up toward the Haroc on the top of the underwater mountain. Dark swirls of Draven above seemed to whirl so quickly that they looked more like a pod of feeding dolphins than like horrific black blobby creatures. And the ones on the mountain seemed just as excited. They stayed well back from the Haroc, knowing that Atura needed to see and hear to get me there, but they moved constantly as if their excitement was too great to contain. Every so often I saw a flash among them that made me think of lightning, but it was never large enough to see clearly.

On either side of us, guards swam to protect Atura on every side. But what did she need that for? Did she have any enemies here other than me? And other than my friends sneaking up the mountain? I didn’t think so. But if I was being honest, my mind was fuzzy and I couldn’t remember much. I tried to reach back and pull up thoughts – but I couldn’t remember my home at all. I couldn’t remember meeting Atura the first time or why she was my enemy. All I could remember was that I needed Nasataa to sit on the Haroc. That was the one thing I had to hold onto. 

That, and the keys. The thought ‘key’ made my forehead wrinkle. There was something important about keys that I wasn’t remembering.

What about keys could I have forgotten?

There was an air of jubilation in the people around us. Four Bubblers carried a sheet with a small Manticore on it. He wore a bubble collar that made it so he could breathe underwater and he growled and snapped at anything that came close, but they treated him with great reverence.

“Bring Felroc close when we get there, but not too close. We need Seleska to open the Haroc and if he shreds her to pieces that will be hard to do,” Atura ordered when she passed close to the Bubblers with the sheet.

She paid me no mind at all other than to tug my collar with the rope. I swam hard to keep up with her. She sped through the water as if her life depended on the speed of our journey. Maybe it did. I couldn’t remember anymore.

“Why are we enemies?” I asked after a while. 

She snorted wryly. “Maybe I should ask the Saaasallla to give me that collar when this is accomplished. I’d love to have a memory like yours.”

“I don’t think you would,” I said, flinching from a painful memory that bubbled up at her words. I didn’t know if it was mine or someone else’s anymore. Maybe they were all mine. Maybe none of them were.

All I knew was that I needed to open the Haroc and get Nasataa into it. Although I couldn’t remember where he was. Or why I kept watching the mountain, growing more and more fearful as the numbers of Draven on it grew and the lightning flashes grew more frequent.

Heron would keep him safe.

Where had that thought come from?

Who was Heron?

“I was supposed to forgive you,” Atura said wryly. “He babbled about it in my head for days.”

“Who did?” 

We were closer to the mountain now. I could see the Haroc glowing above and make out the details of the rocky structure. 

“Hubric. He said I could still win – that all of this could be for something. If I could only forgive you and embrace the truth.”

“Who is Hubric?” I asked.

She laughed. “Yeah. I don’t know why I’m talking to you right now. It’s worse than talking to a pet dog. At least you don’t expect the dog to understand what you’re talking about. I don’t forgive you, by the way. I hate you. You have everything I’ve ever wanted and you’re an idiot. It’s frustrating to watch you being so bad at living your life. You were terrible at getting those keys first or protecting the people you loved. You just kind of fell into things with no plan. You didn’t properly use your allies. You weren’t willing to take calculated risks if you thought it might hurt someone. And now look? It was all for nothing. Everyone you cared about along the way is either dead or dying. You’ve lost your memory. You can’t possibly win. All that softness didn’t help you one bit. If you’d just been smarter and more determined, you might have had a chance. But no. You’re so you and it makes me want to grind my teeth to dust.”

I didn’t remember any of that. And I wasn’t sure if I cared. The flow of the water felt nice through my hair and I let my thoughts drift as I swam after her. I wasn’t thinking about anything at all. Just the flow of the water and the soft ripples around my body.

We were nearly at the Haroc. The people who came with us were crowded in around us so very close. I was watching the glow of the strange cage with dreamy eyes. It was a seat – sort of, but more like a flat platform for a dragon or troglodyte to sit on – 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 at the same time. 

It was like I was seeing it for the first time – and yet I knew I’d seen it before. My brow furrowed as I tried to remember what had happened last time. 

And then, just below the cage, I saw the tiniest flicker of Blue.

Nasataa? Was he nearby?

My heart skipped a beat. I didn’t want to stare in case it drew attention.

But I couldn’t remember why I couldn’t draw attention.

Maybe it wasn’t that big of a deal. 

Maybe I should just call him over here.

We were opening this cage for him, weren’t we? Although I couldn’t remember why ...

“Seleska? Stop just hanging in the water there like a dead weight,” Atura said. “It’s time to begin. Let’s see if those keys of yours work.”
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Key. There was something about that I was supposed to remember. I felt like my mind was screaming at me from the inside, but I couldn’t think of what it was. Something to do with keys.

Frustration filled me as I tried to remember. It was something important. Yes, my brain screamed at me, so important! Something that I shouldn’t forget.

Atura was pulling the leash from my collar, untying it quickly. One of her hands wasn’t working and she frowned as she shook it – as if trying to shake life back into it. 

“It probably won’t make a difference, but I’m worried it will get caught in those swirls of power before they get the keys out of you and we need you intact to open this rock-blasted thing,” she muttered as she worked. “It was more fun to talk to you when you were capable of thought.”

“I’m sure it was,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure that whatever is wrong with me is your fault, even though I can’t remember what it is.”

She laughed bitterly. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first thing I was blamed for. Although this one isn’t technically my fault. I did try to get those keys myself you know. If you hadn’t gotten in the way, we wouldn’t have to be here.”

“I thought they were only for the pure in heart?” I said. Now, where had that idea come from? I couldn’t remember it now.

She pulled me close as she flung the rope lead away, peering into my eyes. “Still some memories in there, hmmm? Okay. Here we go.”

She turned me around so that I was facing the Haroc, watching as it flickered in and out of reality, and then she shoved me forward and I shot through the water at the same time that the long tendrils of light and power reached out from the metal cage and grabbed me. 

Something blue flickered on the edge of my vision. Please be Nasataa! Please!

And then the Haroc had me in its grasp and the tendrils entered my mind, searching, sifting, looking for something that even I couldn’t remember anymore. 

A key. That’s what they were looking for. A key in the mind? How strange.

A symbol popped up behind my eyes – a symbol of an arrow pointing up. And for a brief moment, I remembered being in a still pool and reading the words of victory as the key impressed itself into my mind. 

And then the tendrils were sifting again, looking – I realized – for other keys.

The memory of a room of keys surfaced in my mind. The tendrils shoved it away – but not before my memory triggered. The key! The little steel key that was in my belt pouch right now. 

I reached into it, my arms free even as my mind was not my own.

I pulled the key out, clutched in my hand. But I couldn’t remember what it was for. 

And then a memory of a pair of scales filled my mind and a second key – another arrow- but pointing in a new direction. 

The tendrils seemed brighter and the Haroc more solid. The Draven swirled so fast that I swore they couldn’t keep it up. They’d have to die from all that swimming – run to death like a horse. 

And then a memory of the kah’deem and the third and final key.

The Haroc burst with light, the tendrils shaking wildly, and I was flung back at the same time that the metal cage creaked open.

Everything seemed to happen at once.

I was flung backward, the key clutched in my hand. A dark-skinned man with pretty eyes shot out from the rock, with a Blue dragon by his side. The Blue dragon darted toward the Haroc at the same moment that Atura flung a stream of bubbles at him.

“Seleska!” the man said, his beautiful eyes confused and worried all at once. “Get her! Where is your staff?”

Who was Seleska?

Atura’s guards grabbed the man and he fought them, kicking and screaming, landing punches that left them spinning through the water and thrusting violently with a trident in his hands. 

I felt like I should care about that, but I didn’t know why.

Atura had the Blue dragon’s head under her arm, its mouth clamped shut with her hand.

They were bringing the baby Manticore up on the sheet, ready to put him in the Haroc. They brushed my arm as they passed, leaving the Manticore to sit in the water beside me as the guards hurried to quell the havoc the dark-eyed man was causing. Two guards already drifted lifelessly in clouds of blood-tainted water. Another one cradled a limp arm, swimming away as fast as his feet could kick. 

My heart was bursting inside me, screaming at me to do something. 

But I couldn’t remember what I was supposed to do.

“The collar! What have they done to you?” the dark-skinned man roared, his face full of pain when his eyes met mine. But he had to look away again as he fought for his life against Atura’s guards. Why did they want to hurt such a beautiful man?

And why did he seem like he was hurting so much just by looking at me? His desperate eyes tugged at my heart and my hand reached up to feel the collar he’d mentioned. It was woven of metal cords with a keyhole in the center.

How odd. 

I had a key, didn’t I?

Open the lock! Open it! 

My brain was screaming at me but I didn’t understand why it was so desperate to use this key – why it was acting as if this was my last hope in a life or death situation. I wasn’t the one being threatened here. But since I couldn’t silence it, maybe it was better just to give in and make it stop.

I reached up and fitted the key in the lock and twisted it.

Nothing happened at first as I drifted peacefully, watching the frantic battle in front of me. 

And then the collar clicked open and fell away. I snatched it from the water. I didn’t know why I was swimming forward, but the back of my mind was exulting when I slipped up beside the small Manticore and snapped the collar around his neck.

My heart sped up, leaping into my throat as the young Manticore roared in anger.
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He spun, slashing my forearm with his claws, but although I couldn’t remember who he was or why he was my enemy I knew I couldn’t let him get in the Haroc. I grabbed him around the throat, struggling to wrap my hands through his thick mane. 

His guards weren’t here. Maybe, if I could just hold on ... maybe ...

There was screaming all around me, but it was Atura’s voice I heard most clearly.

“Seleska, drop the Manticore!” she ordered. 

My hands loosened their grip but then I forced them to hold tighter. Pain flared through me as the young Manticore’s claws ripped at my chest and belly. 

It hurt so much. I just wanted it to stop.

But though I couldn’t remember anything else, I remembered one thing – I had to stop this creature from entering that cage and sitting on that throne.

“I won’t,” I said.

“There are dozens of us and only one of you,” Atura said. 

The Manticore’s attacks were dying down. Maybe that collar was doing something to him. He looked around with as much confusion as I felt, but the water around us was dark with my blood. And I was getting cold.

“And look, I have your little dragon subdued,” Atura pressed. 

My eyes turned to her and to the struggling dragon she had pinned somehow with her magical rod. His eyes were wide, bulging in his head and he was frozen in place. 

The second I saw him, recognition blossomed in my chest. Nasataa! My little dragon!

And with the recognition, memories.

He needed to go in the Haroc! Now!

“Atura,” I said, grasping for words – any words. “You have to put him in the Haroc. Do it.”

She laughed bitterly, as behind her a muffled scream was cut off quickly. The dark-skinned man was buying me time, but I had to use it.

I glanced at the Manticore I was holding. His eyes were unfocused, his face confused. He wasn’t going anywhere. I tossed him away from us and launched myself at Atura, trying to ignore the screaming protests of my body as my wounded flesh fluttered in the seawater. 

It hurt so much.

But I always knew I would die like this.  

I did? 

I hadn’t remembered that until this moment but now that I did, it made it possible to override the pain and do what I needed to do. 

“This is the moment, Atura. This is the time. Release the baby dragon.”

“I won’t,” she said, leaning forward as she fixed me in her gaze, but she didn’t seem to notice that one of her hands – the one she’d shook before as if it were asleep – was grabbing the rod from the other hand. It flicked it and the young dragon blinked, unfrozen from his binding.

“No!” Atura gasped, looking at her traitorous hand in horror. “Hubric? What have you done to me?” 

“Hurry Nasataa!” I screamed. “Get into the Haroc!”

There was a moan from behind me – a deep, velvet thick moan – and I knew without knowing how that the dark-eyed man had been grievously injured. 

“There’s no time to waste!” I launched myself at Atura, screaming when her grasping hands found my tattered flesh and pulled. I wrapped my hands around her face, sinking my thumbs into her eyes. I didn’t need to win. I just needed to stay alive and keep her here long enough for Nasataa to get into the Haroc.

I couldn’t see him. 

I didn’t know if he was doing it.

My heart hammered in my chest so hard that it worried me. It was pumping all my blood out, darkening the water around us in clouds of red. 

Atura squirmed in my grip, snatching at me with violent hands, shredding my ruined flesh even more.

I screamed.

And at the same moment, there was a loud squeal of metal and then light flared so bright and hot that I couldn’t see anything else, couldn’t feel anything else, couldn’t hear anything else.

Nasataa was in the Haroc.
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I was seeing visions again – visions of what was happening around the world just like I had when Nasataa was showing them to me. 

This time, something was different.

The skycity was shaking, the skysteel screaming as the whole city was shaken back and forth. Around me, I heard screams and desperate prayers – prayers for salvation or for the salvation of the children hidden here in the Castel. I was crying as I sat on my dragon’s back on the edge of the Castel wall and watched the Draven consuming the edge of the city. 

This was the end. I had done all I could. I had fought as hard as I could, trying to save innocents, trying not to spend lives in vain and it had all been for nothing.

We could fly away now, Raolcan and I. And yet, I could not leave my people to die in fear on their own.

Good girl.

At least we would die together. 

Together.

Leng had died already ... I couldn’t think of that. The Captain of my guard and the love of my life had died at the edge of the city – absorbed by those horrific black creatures. Even if I’d tried to order him not to save those children, he wouldn’t have listened. And I wouldn’t have asked. 

But the ache of his loss hurt worse than my leg ever had.

He was gone. And soon Raolcan would be, too.

And soon all these little ones who had turned to the Dominar for help would be lost.

I’d given up crying behind my cold mask hours ago. There were no tears left. There was only a vast aching land of sorrow.

Light flared across my vision, so bright, so hot that I couldn’t see.

I blinked, purple spots filling my eyes as the light receded. 

My brow furrowed and I turned my head side to side, trying to see out the corners of my eyes. I couldn’t see the Draven anymore. The purple spots must be in the way.

Or.

Or what? I held my breath, barely able to hope for what he hoped.

They’re gone. They’re all gone.

I gasped.

But something was moving along the edge of the city. Thousands of figures, rising up. I gasped, flinching at the sight. The Draven weren’t gone. They had just ... ducked or something.

No! Use your eyes!

My eyes were still blinded by the light.

Those are people! Those are people standing back up! They’re coming to life. Look!

My dragon’s voice, powerful and exuberant filled me. And I was too afraid to hope that he was right.

He launched into the air, kicking off into the sky. I barely heard the cries of the children in the Castel asking what had happened before he was high in the sky and climbing, looking down not just on the Castel, not just on the city, but on the surrounding countryside.

I held my breath watching.

Look! Oh, look, Amel! They’re alive! They’re back! Look! I didn’t want to believe him. I was too scared to hope. Too scared that my hopes would be shattered, but it was impossible to ignore his joy shooting through our mental link. Look! It’s Janis and the Black dragons and riders! They fell on the edge of the city hours ago. They’re all alive! Look! There is Havrenac Cartbringer and his Red wing! Forty dragons and their riders! See their armor gleaming as they rise. What a sight! Oh, sweet Skies and Stars! Amel? Do you see the citizens? There are thousands of them! And the armies in the fields. And the children, oh the children!

And now I was hoping. I couldn’t help it. I looked to that place on the edge of the wall and my heart nearly broke when I saw a Purple dragon’s wings unfurl. My heart stuttered. Stopping, then starting, then racing as the Purple flew right toward us. The gleam on the rider’s head broke a sob from my lips. Leng! Oh, Leng! He was back! My husband was back from the dead.

What magic was this?

Raolcan was already flying toward him while my heart soared. 

It’s magic, Amel. It’s magic back in the world. I can feel it everywhere. The little dragon sits on the Haroc! 

I ripped off my crown and mask as the other Purple dragon dove in close and my sweet husband leaned in to embrace me with wild enthusiasm.

And then the vision was gone, and I was Seleska again, gasping, shocked. Had Nasataa just saved the Dominion? Had he really just brought their dead back from – 

The thought was swallowed up by a second vision right on the heels of the other. 

I leapt into the air, wings feeling the strength of the updraft, glorying in the ability to fly once again. Already the corruption of death was melting away. I was free! Free! I climbed into the air, looking for my companions. 

Taoslil? What is happening? That was Ieoolin. Always a curious dragon.

I do not know. I was dead – killed by these Draven and made a stone – and now I live. 

I scoured the ground with my vision, but already I could see the glowing rocks below bursting back into dragons, flying up to meet me in the air. 

It was not all of us. The bodies below shredded by Manticore teeth remained still. There would be no salvation for them. My heart was heavy with the thought, and yet threads of joy wove through every thought as my hungry eyes ran over the wings and shimmering scales of my dragonkind. We would live. The Chosen One had succeeded. I could feel the magic in the air, in the ground, in the water. It pulsed and throbbed with light. We would rebuild. We would grow strong again. There would be Drazenlofts and young dragons and ... hope.

I blinked as the vision fell away, leaving me Seleska again, but it was replaced by another and another and another.

I was a Baojang Prince. My hands filled with glowing rocks – all that was left of my best warriors. I was the last one living, surrounded by dark bodies. I braced myself in the silence. In moments, the darkness would take me, and all this would end. I would fail. I would fail my people just as all of our warriors had.

Light flooded my vision and I dropped the stones.

And as I blinked in the afterlight, the black forms were gone. One of the horses sprang up from the ground. I could have sworn he’d been dead – touched by the filth of those black blobs of death. Wait. Was that Rameed on his back? He lived?

“Feathered Prince? Is that you?” a voice asked, and I spun to see Ashareed my son pulling himself up from the dust. The blood drained from my face. I’d watched him sucked into the darkness only minutes ago.

“My son!” I gasped. “You live?”

Tears filled my eyes, but I blinked them harshly away. The Princes of Baojang did not cry. But as I looked at our city – the last outpost we’d tried to hold against the evil of the black creatures – crying seemed to be the only sane thing to do. That, or laughing. Children leapt to life, throwing themselves into the embrace of their parents, warriors strong and powerful stood again like straight spears, and the women were already singing. Singing the song of victory. Singing the song of freedom. 

“I feel it in the air,” Ashuna said from beside me. I spared the Magika a quick look. His face had fallen over the past months as the magic leaked away from the world, but now it was free of lines as he looked to the heavens, arms reaching up. “It’s everywhere! It’s back. Feathered Prince, we can fill the aquifers again. Magic has returned to Baojang!”

“Magic!” the awed whispers of my people filled the air. “Magic!”

Light filled my vision – returned me to the bright light under the water.

And then I was seeing somewhere new – a dark cave. Behind me stood the last of the people and hatchling dragons. There were no warriors. We had lost the last of them an hour ago. Tears stung my eyes, but I refused to cry. It would help nothing to cry now. It would not save my sister Zin or her crying child. It would not save the bouncing hatchlings behind me. I had seen their mother fall from the sky, fighting until she was lost in the darkness of the Draven. I’d watched Tor on her back, screaming insults at them as he tried to fight with that ridiculous staff of his. They’d died defending our retreat. They’d died trying to get us to safety.

I was more proud of them than I could say. 

But pride wouldn’t save these children. And I’d run out of ideas. There were no other ways out of the cave. Silence filled my ears and darkness stole my sight. I froze in one place and tried to find peace. It was hard to find in a mind that screamed to fight. But if I lashed out, I might hurt the children. 

Light flashed across my vision. 

So, this was what death felt like.

And then suddenly I could see again. I could hear the babies crying, their older siblings trying to comfort them. We’d tied them to the older ones’ backs. Their mothers had been lost along the path to our final hiding spot. One by one. 

“Zyla?” But no. That was Shanla’s voice. Impossible. The darkness had taken her not twenty minutes ago. “Hazrin? Haleen?”

Her children streaked past me, throwing themselves into her arms. 

I could feel my confusion building along with something much more dangerous – hope.

Something was almost glowing on the ground. I reached down and picked it up. It was a stone. Only it wasn’t glowing, it was the opposite of glowing, as if a dark haze was around it. There was another one a little further up the path. I ran to it and snatched it up. And then another and another. As I followed the stones, I found the women I’d thought we’d lost – alive and desperate for their children. 

It wasn’t until I broke through the entrance of the cave into the desert beyond that I realized what had happened.

I fell to my knees, sobbing with relief as my sister came up from behind me and put a hand on my shoulder.

“I told you not to lose hope, Zyla. I told you there was a chance.”

“But after he died,” I choked on the words. Out in the desert before us, men and oosqui were picking themselves up off the sand and standing. I knew they had been dead. I’d watched them fall. Every one of them.

“My Bataar lives,” she said with a smug satisfaction. “I feel him out there far from here. He is confused, but he will find me.”

I looked to the horizon, but I was afraid to ask. 

She ended my suspense. 

“The Ko’roi lives, also. He is angry. I can see him in the future making someone pay for all this.”

Laughter bubbled from my throat as I tucked my head into my arms and sobbed with relief. He was alive. He was angry. I’d never been so happy to hear that before.
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The world went white again, and then the visions vanished, and it was just me in the water, bleeding and holding Atura, surprised by the shocked look on her face. I let her go like dropping a snake.

Behind her, the Haroc still flared with energy, the blazing white tendrils of power from inside the Haroc reached out, snatching me up and drew me in close. I didn’t mind. If I was going to die, then I wanted to die like this.

Were his visions true? Had those people come back from death? The children? The parents? The dragons?

It’s all true.

I felt myself smiling even as my energy slowly slipped away, bleeding into the seawater. It was worth it, then. It was all worth it.

One of the tendrils was pulling someone else in beside me – the dark-skinned man. Only his pretty eyes were clenched in pain, his full lips pressed firmly together to keep from crying out. His hands clamped around a bloody gash in his chest and his breathing was shallow. 

I was sorry to see that. I would have liked to have known him better.

Another person was pulled toward the Haroc from beside me – Atura. She looked ill. And as I watched, she leaned over in the grasp of the tendrils and vomited, retching long and hard until I thought it might kill her. Fortunately for me, nothing came up except for a single glowing stone. 

She slumped in the grasp of the tendril as another tendril of light snatched the stone up, too.

Everything seemed so much brighter – as if the sky had been opened and light was finally pouring down. Oh wait, we weren’t in the sky, we were in the ocean. 

My mind was muddled, confused.

Rain started to fall, thick and hard. No, not rain. Because we were in the ocean. It took me a moment to realize that they were rocks. And they didn’t glow. They did the opposite of glowing. They sucked the light from around them in a dark haze like the opposite of a glow. 

I blinked stupidly at them. It was hard to form thoughts properly.

There was another flare of light – so bright, so strong, that it seemed to consume everything.

All pain fled with that light and I was floating, floating. 

I closed my eyes and let it take me. I was at the end. And the end was good. It was worth everything it had taken to get here. Worth every pain and heartache.

In my mind’s eye, I could see more visions of people running to hug loved ones. These people wore the strange robes of Bubblers – the ones that were tight at wrists and ankles. I felt a pang of recognition. Every memory I’d been forced to have leapt with delight at their shrieks of joy. 

Gratitude filled me like a rising tide – not just gratitude for myself or my loved ones but gratitude for the miracle that had brought back magic to the whole world – that had made scenes like this possible in every country and land I knew.

It would be months – maybe even years – to rebuild the cities, to replace the evil rulers with good, to restore the right use of magic. And maybe I wouldn’t get to see any of it.

And I was still grateful. Grateful beyond grateful for life and hope and beauty. 

I’d known what we were fighting for, but I didn’t really know until right now.

It was all worth it, Nasataa agreed.

And then his voice faded, and I opened my eyes, shocked to realize that I wasn’t being held by the tendril anymore. I wasn’t just floating in the light, I was floating upward through the water in a sea of bubbles, a strange, almost magical current pushing me upward. Water thrust me forward like a great arm. I would die with the sun in my face on the surface and the song of the sea in my ears.

I could hear it again, I realized. I hadn’t noticed how long it had been since I heard it. Perhaps it was linked, somehow, with the Blue dragons and their safety. It struck me as odd that I could remember that when so much of the rest was lost to me.

I was almost to the surface. I could see it bright above me as the waters lightened and became clearer. And then the man who had fought alongside me at the Haroc floated up beside me, his eyes still clenched shut, but his hands had slipped away from his chest, revealing the hole in it – no longer staining the water, no longer a ragged tear. It was healing. New skin, glossy and thin-looking, covered the hole and the pain wrinkles on his face were smoothing away.

I looked down at my belly and chest, barely daring to look. I was still afraid of what I’d see. But I had no reason to be. My clothing was still tattered beyond reason but the skin of my chest and belly no longer hung in ruined rags. Like his wound, they were closing over. I wasn’t free of pain because I was dying but because I was healing.

I gasped.

And as if my gasp had woken him, the man gasped, too.

My eyes shot to his just as they flickered open.

They widened with the sight of me, going warm as hot honey and a smile dawned slowly across his face. He was so beautiful.

“Seleska,” he murmured, reaching for me. Yes, that was my name. I remembered that much, at least. 

I let him draw me into a gentle embrace as we continued to rush through the water. I still didn’t know who he was, but something told me that he mattered to me. And I honored that by allowing his touch. My body responded on its own, melting into him as if it remembered what my mind could not. And then his warm lips were on mine and at their touch, everything came rushing back.

Heron!

This was Heron. I remembered him. I remembered his shy look beside the campfire in our home village. I remembered how he joked with my father, Renny. How he fixed my mother’s favorite pot. I could remember my parents!

I kissed him back, joy shooting through me from the peak of my forehead to the tips of my toes as I let the memories fill me again.

I wanted this moment burned into my mind with them forever. The memory of this kiss – of this triumph.

It was a long time until he released me, and this time, when his eyes sought mine, my eyes were projecting warmth, too. Our fingers found each other, twining into an unbreakable clasp that mirrored our hearts moments before our heads broke through the surface of the water.
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We surfaced into a calm sea, but the calmness lasted only a moment before something seemed to explode below us, shooting us up into the air. We crashed back into the waves which rocked and swelled now, but I kept a hand tangled in Herons’ my gaze seeking his. 

“Nasataa,” I gasped. 

Go.  His voice was very faint.  

I took a deep breath, studying the water. Perhaps I should dive back in and find him. 

Already the choppy waves were pulling us along, their swells five or even ten times as high as I was. I wasn’t sure how far we’d already been pulled. 

Around us, other heads were bobbing to the surface – but they were too far away to swim to. All of us were being pulled by the current. 

We rose up on a mighty swell and as we reached the top Heron called to me. 

“Look! An island!”

He was right. It was a small island with sandy beaches and a rocky hill in the center. Trees lined the edge of the beach. But I saw no sign of humanity, no sign of anything that might mean civilization or ships or ways to get off the island.

I plunged my head beneath the water, but I was lost now. If I swam back through the waves, I might find the Haroc – but I’d just as likely find our enemies. And I would have to do it without Heron. As I watched, I could see him tiring and I shared his bone-weariness. We may be healed, but our trials had left us exhausted, clinging to one another as if we were each other’s only hope.

“You did it,” I told him through chattering teeth as we fell down the swell into a dip between waves. I hadn’t even realized I was cold until then. “You got Nasataa into the Haroc.”

“And you got it open at the exact right moment,” his pride was obvious. “I was so worried about you, Seleska – in enemy hands for all that time. I was worried that you would die. Worse, that they would steal your memories.”

“They did,” I said, giving him a brave grin. “But you kissed them back.”

He looked at me with wonder and then it changed into an impish grin. “I guess you’ll have to keep kissing me to keep them.”

“I guess I will,” I said with a laugh. We couldn’t embrace while we were both swimming, but we kept our hands held together. 

“The whole time we were climbing that mountain – even when we couldn’t hear or see anything – your little dragon’s faith never wavered. He was sure you’d get the Haroc open at the right time.”

“He was so brave,” I said, my heart melting at the thought of him. “I’m worried about him. All alone.”

“He’s tougher than you think – more grown-up than you realize. He told me to go, Seleska. Whatever he needs to do in the Haroc he needs to do on his own.”

He was speaking to Heron, then. That was a big deal. I nodded in acceptance.

“I was worried about you, too,” I said. “I never thought we’d survive any of this.”

Heron pulled me closer. “Want to live on a remote island with me, little honey?”

“I don’t think I have a choice,” I said with a laugh, but my heart was lighter than it had been since the first time I’d lifted Nasataa to my shoulder. He was the Chosen One. He’d done what he had to do. And now I was just the Guardian he didn’t need anymore. Maybe it would be okay to spend some time with Heron on an island. “Even if I did have the choice, I think I’d still pick yes.”

He laughed, pulling me close and then wrapping his arms around me so that we both sank just a little under the water. The waves were still drawing us to the island, slowly but surely, but right now I didn’t care about any of that. I was in Heron’s arms, safe and full of love and all I wanted to do in that moment was show him that he had my heart, too.
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Chapter Eighteen
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I had expected a deserted island to be more deserted. As Heron and I washed up on the shore in each other’s arms, a cry sounded. We scrambled to our feet in the sand but the figure who had cried out my name was already sprinting down the beach toward me. 

My jaw dropped when I saw who it was. 

“Hubric?”

He was upon us before I could say more, his old legs as spry as a child’s. He grabbed me in a big hug. 

“You did it! You made it!”

“You helped,” I said, wide-eyed. Shock filled me, rocking me to the core. This was something I’d never expected. Something completely unhoped-for. “Didn’t you? It was you in Atura’s head who pushed Nasataa into the Haroc.”

“I did,” he agreed, stepping back and grinning at both of us.

“And now you’re alive, just like everyone else who was killed by having their souls sucked out of their bodies. How does that even work?” 

His body shouldn’t be here. It should be back in the hills of Haz’drazen’s lands where we had left him.

“Magic,” he said with a glint in his eye.

I made an exasperated sound and Heron laughed. “I don’t think she likes your explanation, old man.”

“Well, it’s the only one you’ll get. That and prophecy. But what did you think would happen when the little dragon opened the Haroc and restored magic to the world? It undid a lot of things that were done with magic – or with the removal of magic, I should say. It restored things back to how they should be. Refilled the reservoirs, restored life that was stolen.”

“Does that mean ... does that mean everything evil is undone now?” I barely dared to ask him.

“No,” he said gently. “I don’t have my Kyrowat back. There will be others who were lost who won’t be restored now that the Draven are gone.”

I felt a pang of sadness, but I had to press on. 

“But the Draven are gone? Really all gone?”

“Yes,” he said with a grin. “They were only alive on the life they stole from others. When that life was taken back, they shrank to nothing. Or maybe I should say that they shrank to stones and that they are littered all over the ground. But I doubt anyone will be able to restore life to those stones. Not in our lifetimes at least.”

I felt a chill. Because I knew that if something evil could be done, then someone would do it.

But he was right. No one knew how to do it yet. We would have to set up safeguards and ways to defend against that.

“And the Troglodytes?” I asked timidly.

“Are gone,” Hubric said sadly. “Their lives bought ours. Their deaths bought our freedom.”

Sadness struck me, but Heron was looking at something else. “Is that someone in the water?”

He was right. There was a body bobbing in the water. Without thinking, I leapt back in, rushing to where it was deep enough to swim and then swimming for all I was worth to the body. Was I too late?

Whoever it was bobbed on the surface, face down. As soon as I reached them, I flipped them over, towing them from behind. Dark hair was plastered over the face of what was obviously a Bubbler in those robes. But it was still a human. I pushed the water from her lungs as I swam grateful to hear her take a breath. If she’d been wearing a mask or collar before, it was gone now. 

By the time I got her to the beach, Heron and Hubric helping me to pull her up on the sand, she was breathing again, though weakly.

I looked down at her, afraid to move the hair from her face. Afraid, because I was already realizing who it was.

“Seleska?” she moaned, and my heart froze in my chest.

“Forgiveness?” Hubric asked gently.

And though it turned my stomach I brushed her hair from her face. Maybe if I did forgive I could feel it later. Because I certainly didn’t feel it now. 

“Atura,” I said, ignoring the roughness of my voice. “Hubric is back. So are all the people who you Rock Eaters turned into stone. Do you know what that means?” She nodded weakly, but I wasn’t done. “It means your reign of terror is over. It means no more treating people like animals or resources.” My tone softened despite myself as I said the next part. “It means your mother is out there somewhere, looking for you.”

She gasped a sob and Hubric smiled as he looked at Heron and me. 

“Let’s help her over to there. Some of the survivors are starting a fire down the beach.”

And despite myself I felt free. Free from hate, for the first time since I met Atura. Maybe there was something to forgiveness after all.
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Chapter Nineteen
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We’d been on the island for more than a week. Just Heron. Hubric, Atura and a handful of others – humans who had been prisoners of the Saaasallla, it turned out. They didn’t love Atura any more than I did, but Hubric hadn’t allowed for any violence.

Our biggest surprise was that one of them was Octon. He watched me often with hooded eyes until eventually, I asked him why.

“It’s strange to see you from the outside when I’m used to seeing you from the inside,” was all he said. But he didn’t seem resentful of that. He didn’t seem to hold it against me. He looked hungry most of the time.

“I need to get home,” he told Hubric on the second night. “Our land needs new rulers – people who can govern with mercy. I should be one of them.”

I agreed with him, but we were all equally stuck here. It took all of us to survive – gathering coconuts, finding fresh water, keeping the fire fed, and building shelter. There were barely enough of us to do it all. And we were all hungry and exhausted. 

I tried almost every day to convince them to let me swim for help. If anyone could do it, it was me. But every time I suggested it, Hubric told me to be patient.

“Wait. Something is coming soon. Wait for it.”

He seemed smug, like he knew something that I didn’t. 

I might have ignored him, but Heron agreed with him. 

“Trust Hubric,” he said. “He always knows more than he lets on.”

And so, the days dragged out long and full of anxiety. I worried about Nasataa. I worried about my parents. I worried about all the friends I’d met on the way. I worried that we would be stuck on this small island forever. But mostly I worried about Heron, because what we had seemed to be too good to be true.

“What are you worrying about?” he asked me at dawn on the seventh day. We were sitting on a driftwood log at the edge of the fire, keeping it alive as dawn painted the sky in orange and gold under a bank of lavender clouds and over a violet sea.

“I’m afraid that I’ve fallen too hard for you, Heron.”

He laughed. “How would that be possible, little honey?”

“When all this is over and we leave this island, I won’t be able to leave you. It’s not fair to make demands of you – and yet I want to.”

His laughter was deeper yet as he said, “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Seleska my little honey, but I haven’t left you – except under the most dire circumstances – since I followed you to the Lands of the Rock Eaters. And I never plan to again.”

Happiness filled me and I snuggled against him at the same moment that my mind lit up like a lantern was shining inside it.

Sela! Sela, are you there?

Nasataa!

We won! The world is free, and they’ve made me the King of the Dragons!

The what? I thought there were only dragon queens!

Taoslil said that it is in accordance with prophecy, right Taoslil? He sounded nervous.

I gasped at the voice of the White dragon echoed in my mind.

That is right, young one.

Nasataa broke in excitedly. And he’s here with me to bring you back to the dragon cities. We’re going to change them so the Blue dragons are welcome, too. Oh, and your parents are with me. They can come if you want. And Heron’s parents. I told them there’s going to be a wedding!

I looked at Heron, my eyes wide and he seemed to be trying to smother laughter with very poor success.

“Are you hearing this, too?” I asked, shocked.

“Yes. From Olfijum,” he said through his laughter.

Olfijum was here, too? I strained my eyes, looking toward the horizon and trying to see them. 

Yes, I’m here. Bareena says to warn you that you have to wed before you leave the island. Something about a prophecy, but I’ll let her tell that part herself or she’ll get irritated. No. No, I’m not quoting the whole page. You can do that yourself!

And now I was laughing, too, holding onto Heron as we both stood and scanned the horizon.

Turn around, you fools, Olfjum said and we turned.

They came from the south, a whole fleet of dragons in the air – I could see Nasataa in the lead and Olfijum right behind him with Bareena on his back. There was Taoslil, who had my parents on his noble shoulders, and a Red dragon behind him carrying Heron’s parents. Beside them, that noble dragon Raolcan carried the Dominar and beside her was her guard – who I’d learned was her husband. In the back, a small color-shifting dragon carried a bored-looking Tor with Zyla behind him. For once, she looked satisfied instead of irritated. 

And under them, the sea bubbled and swelled with the arching necks and rising backs of hundreds of Blue dragons. 

I gasped, overwhelmed by the enormity of our rescue party. In all my dreams, I’d never dreamed this.

“I hadn’t planned to ask you to marry me so soon,” Heron whispered in my ear. “But since I don’t plan to leave you – ever – I think it’s not a bad idea.”

I looked up at him with a smile. “I’ve learned not to go against the prophecies.”

And we both laughed together until I was knocked off my feet by a small Blue dragon who really wasn’t small at all.

“Nasataa!” I giggled as he licked my face. “You did it! You were the Chosen One and you saved us all!”

And I thought I couldn’t have been happier than I was in that moment, though my reunion with my smiling parents was just as good, and the greetings from the lands we’d saved warmed my heart. But it was the final thing that we did on the island that made me so happy that I could have sworn that I was going to lift up from the earth and fly, too. 

Heron took my hands in his and our parents laid their hands on our shoulders as our island customs dictated, and we spoke the sacred words before our lips met and our lives were linked forever.

See? I really have released magic into the world, Nasataa said. 

And he had.

****
[image: image]


THANK YOU FOR READING Nasataa and Seleska’s stories. I have so many more tales of fantasy and magic to share. I hope that you’ll join my newsletter to stay up to date with all my books. <3

Sarah

You may also enjoy these series by the same author: 

Dragon School: An empathetic dragon. A disabled teen. A bond that will save the world.

Dragon Chameleon: He’s not a hero – or so he keeps saying. But this non-hero has a dragon with different ideas.

Bridge of Legends: He has just five nights to save his sister. She has just five nights to stop him. But if one of them wins, the other one dies.

Fae Hunter: She’s going to end every faerie story ever told.
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USA Today bestselling author, Sarah K. L. Wilson loves spinning a yarn and if it paints a magical new world, twists something old into something reborn, or makes your heart pound with excitement ... all the better! Sarah hails from the rocky Canadian Shield in Northern Ontario -
learning patience and tenacity from the long months of icy cold - where she lives with her husband and two small boys. You might find her building fires in her woodstove and wishing she had a dragon handy to light them for her
Sarah would like to thank Harold Trammel and Eugenia Kollia for their incredible work in beta reading and proofreading this book. Without their big hearts and passion for stories, this book would not be the same. 

www.sarahklwilson.com
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