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Chapter One
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I woke from a troubled sleep, surfacing briefly to see a dark face and a pair of worried eyes. Heron.

“Try to stay still, Seleska. Try not to move. I’m getting you help.”

“Heron,” I murmured.

“Please, sweet honey, keep breathing. Don’t stop. I’ll find you help. I promise.”

He shouldn’t be so worried. Everything would be okay. I felt fine. A bit numb, maybe. And it was hard to breathe. But I didn’t like seeing him so upset. 

A little face poked out from around his head – little Nasataa standing on Heron’s shoulder. I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of a Blue Dragon so close to Heron who had always been prejudiced against them, but something choked me up and then everything faded to black again. 

I thought I could hear voices echoing outside the darkness of my own head.

“What is this place, little guy? It seems ... oh!”

There were scuffles and then nothing and then I wasn’t sure how much time had passed until my eyes were flickering open again. 

We were stepping out of a cave into the light and the vista before me would have taken my breath away if I wasn’t gasping for it with every jarring step of Heron’s feet. He carried me in his arms like a child, clutched close to his chest as he walked. His head was thrust forward as if he was doing the most important task on the planet and wreathed around his head like a crown sat Nasataa, his head also thrust forward to look at the amazing scene spread before us in the golden half-light.

Black peaks of volcanoes rose up from the landscape like dark dragon teeth – the tops of some of them broken from the violent splashes of lava that spurted up unexpectedly. The slopes falling away from the jagged peaks were sleek with black sand and stunted trees.

We were stepping out of a cave mouth toward a very strange feature, a double-peaked dormant volcano with a wide shelf between the peaks. A massive arch made of stone – a dragon biting its own tail - was centered on the middle of the shelf. Its proportions were so gargantuan that a dozen dragons could have flown through in a cluster without breaking formation. I tried to follow the twist of the tail, which dipped down into the ground before rearing up again into the dragon’s mouth, but one edge of the pattern became another seamlessly and my eye lost its reference point as it twisted in on itself.  A winding road led to the arch from the low land below, like a ribbon twisting through a ring. 

My eyelids fluttered and blackness took me, voices fading in and out again.

“Can’t you see he’s a baby dragon? Doesn’t he get access to your precious Dragon Door?” A pause. “Dawn’s Gate? Whatever. Will you help her or not?”

Murmuring. Voices. Then Heron again.

“Are you just a scaly sack of bones or are you going to help?”

Frantic voices and then a calming one. I blinked and my eyes opened to see a pair of new eyes looking into mine. The rest of the face was hidden by cloths wrapped around face and head, but those eyes – those lizard-like eyes blinked at me in golden disapproval. 

“There is no passage for humans without a special edict. You must be – weighed.”

“There isn’t time for any of that,” Heron said as my vision began to narrow again. His voice sounded panicked, on the edge of tears. “Can’t you see she’s dying? Can’t you see that there just isn’t time?”

“We have many questions.”

There was something hard on my back. Had I been set down?

Yelling. 

Fear.

Something warm curled on my chest while loud threats and the clash of steel met my ears.

A whisper in my ear and a hand gently cupping my cheek.

“Please don’t die, Seleska. Please hold on. I will return to you.”

And then blackness. Nothing but blackness and darkness.

I sank into the darkness, letting it encircle and embrace me. I wanted nothing more than to sink deep, deep into that velvet softness. But why had Heron sounded so distressed? I should be fighting this to help him. I should be trying my best to get back to him, not giving in to all my instincts to rest. 

I fought against the constraints of sleep, but the heaviness in my chest was too difficult. 

Nothingness stole me away.
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Chapter Two
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I woke to quiet murmurs and this time, I didn’t let myself sink back into the depths of darkness. I forced my eyes opened and clawed at the cloth covering me. I had to get up. I had to find Heron and Nasataa.

Something snapped – an irritated sound. A hot tongue licked my face and all I could see were blue scales and gleaming eyes as Nasataa lunged and jumped at my face, licking my cheeks and nose. His breath smelled like a campfire.

“Ungh,” I said.

Selesa! Selesa!

“Nasataa,” I moaned. “You’re okay.”

And of course, he was. That little fellow could survive just about anything with his adventurous spirit and his big heart. I smiled weakly at the thought as I fought against an unwilling body to sit up. Something heavy clamped my legs to the ground.  

“Easy, there!” a strange voice cautioned me. “You’ve been through a lot. You can’t get up yet.”

My eyes blinked at unfamiliar light. Everything around me except Nasataa was shades of white. Gleaming white, soft white, dappled light.

A face emerged swathed in white cloth and a deep white hood. All I could see was a pair of reptilian eyes. I froze.

“Don’t be afraid. That’s the usual reaction I’m afraid. You’d think it would be more comforting to see one of your own – someone who speaks your language and yet it’s always this. Shock. Fear. Turmoil. It seems so unfair.”

“Why is it unfair?” I murmured. The white around me wasn’t soft exactly, but it was warm and the feeling I was getting from that radiating warmth was a good one – as if I was feeling my body being knit back together.

“Because the Ilerioc are humans – sort of. We started as humans – Haz’s portion of the debt to Haz’drazen.”

“Who are Haz and Haz’drazen?” I asked tiredly. This seemed all so unreal. The warmth, the whiteness, the chatter of bedtime stories. Perhaps I was dreaming. 

Nasataa crawled in close and tucked himself under my chin, promptly falling asleep. I wouldn’t be sitting up now that he was asleep there. That was okay. 

The Ilerioc – if that’s what this person was – looked shocked. Or at least as shocked as you can look when all you are showing the world is your eyes. 

“Haz was the great king of humans. Long, long ago he made a treaty with Haz’drazen, the Queen of all Dragons. Both of them led dwindling groups of people fleeing the wars of the Ifrits and their allies. Both needed each other to rebuild and find safety. To seal their treaty, the dragons agreed to send a specific number of dragons based on their population every year to serve as transportation and defense for the humans. This practice is still carried on today in the form of a lottery. The humans sealed their side of the bargain a different way – by gifting the dragons a set number of humans to keep forever as servants. Their children were bound by the same agreement – to serve. In theory, it was a better idea. No need to send more humans every year, just a one-time pledge. In practice, there are more of the Ilerioc living with the dragons than there are dragons living with Haz’s people – the Dominion. The dragons were wiser, it would seem, in how they chose to keep their bargain. More than that. Dragons keep their dragon traits because only a few are sent to the humans every year and they are born and raised among their own kind. Whereas we Ilerioc, are raised and born among dragons. Our humanity is – lessened. We have become our own race. Our own people. Our own tribe.”

“That sounds so unfair,” I said. My mouth had been opening slowly more and more as this Ilerioc spoke, in surprise and then in horror. “You are never free? You are born to serve and die serving?”

He shrugged. “Sort of. And yet, the dragons have never forced us to stay. We are not forced to serve. Theoretically, we could go at any time – back to lands where we are misunderstood and feared. To people who have gone on without us. To cultures we find barbaric and disgusting. It has never made sense for us to go. So, we have chosen to stay.”

“But you are servants?”

“We serve. And we are gifted things for our service.”

“What kinds of things?” I asked, still confused.

“The fruits of our labor – food, clothing, artifacts, metals, woods, all the things required of life.”

“So, you’re paid?” I asked. “That doesn’t sound like a servant.”

The Ilerioc shrugged. “I don’t know. I have not left the lands of Haz’drazen. What would I know about these things? What do you know about them?”

Apparently not much. I’d assumed that no one would willingly serve someone else when they could be free. I still wasn’t sure I believed him.

“And what do you do to serve?” I asked, hesitantly.

“I translate language for those who come from outside – like you. The dragons do not like to speak into the minds of men – except for the Purples, but they are a strange lot. And so, they require someone else to speak. I am that someone.”

“Oh,” I said, trying to smile. I didn’t want him to think that I was unfriendly and judging him – though I was. “And do you get many visitors from outside?”

“Few make it through the Dawn Gate, but even there, interpreters are needed to send those unwanted away.”

“I guess I should feel lucky to be here,” I said brightly.

He nodded seriously. “You should.”

“Oh.” I paused a long moment. “My name is Seleska.”

“I know.”

“Oh.” I felt a little foolish. I didn’t know his name.

“Nasataa told me,” he said.

“And your name is ...?” I asked.

“Tereoc.”

“Can you tell me where Heron is, Tereoc?” I asked brightly. I didn’t want to make him upset when I had so much information that I needed. 

“Was that the man who brought you here? He is in custody, awaiting judgment.”

I gasped. “What can I do to get him free?”

Poor Heron!

Tereoc chuckled. “That has nothing to do with you. You are meant to stay here and to heal. See how three white dragons ensconce you? Their strength heals you. You would do well to remember that and be grateful.”

“Oh,” I said, “I am very grateful.”

Curiously, I looked around, realizing he was right. What I had taken for walls and floor and even furniture were actually the scaly legs and winding tails of three large White Dragons. Their breathing bore me up and down in a gently rocking sling and the strength of their healing power was what was radiating into me and healing my injuries. 

“And now you must rest. You were stabbed through the chest. Healing from that takes time – even with all this extra help. Sleep, and we will speak more in the morning.”

I was worried about Heron. I should be getting up and trying to find him. But even as I said those things to myself, exhaustion overtook me, and I drifted off to a dreamless sleep.
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Chapter Three
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This time when I woke, there was no one there but Nasataa and the white dragons, and all of them were asleep. Moonlight spilled over the sleeping whites, filtering through their semi-translucent manes and rippling over their reflective scales. They were truly beautiful. 

I slipped my legs out from under a tail, surprised to see that I’d been stripped to my underthings, but if the puckering scar in my side was anything to judge by, my clothing was probably ruined. 

Nasataa slept beside me, curled in a ball with his small head resting on his back haunches. Was it just me, or was he larger? I stroked his head, feather-light so as not to wake him, and assessed my situation. 

I felt buoyant – light, energetic, ready to go. Nothing ached or hurt or grumbled in my body – even my ankle had stopped throbbing, and it had been hurting for days. The burns on my legs were gone. Only that one huge scar remained. 

Oh well. 

Scars made you look tough and capable. I liked that.

I could be tough, right? And every day I got just a little more capable. 

So, Nasataa was well. I was well. I turned my attention to my surroundings. I was under a dome woven of something thick and white like a hard lace patterned in flower-like sprays. Inside, the three dragons lay all tangled around one another. Through the lace, the moonlight made patterns of flower shadows across our bodies. 

I stood carefully, slipping around the tangled dragons as best I could, only climbing on them when necessary. They didn’t seem to notice, and soon I was at the edge of their nest, looking out through the white lace.

My breath caught in my throat. The moonlight spilled over a world of vertical heights and waterfalls, gleaming on the tumbling falls, outlining the heights in silver gilding. It was velvet shadows and silver gleams, shushing winds and the scent of jasmine. It was the things dreams were made of. I could barely believe I was there at all.

Was this the world Nasataa was born for? Not the rough and tumble fun of island life or the stark violence of the land of the Rock Regime, but this glorious, angelic place? Was this the world Ramariri was meant for – the world he had denied himself when he saved me?

My eyes stung as I let them travel from one raised platform wreathed in lace to the pool nearby where flashing fish leapt into the sky. They skittered over hanging flowers made of carved stone where tiny lights told me that people slept inside the hanging flowers. They caressed the forms of the mountains, strong and shielding, surrounding a white, water-filled city far too pristine for an island girl like me.

I felt strangely sad at the sight, like glimpsing something beautiful you could never have or smelling some delicious food you could never taste. 

Reluctantly, I drew back and felt along the stone-lace wall. There must be a door somewhere.

I found a table first. A small round mirror stood above it. On the table, a pitcher of water and a bowl and a stack of clothing awaited me. I washed hurriedly, slipping on the leather pants, flowing shirt, corset, and spiky-heeled boots. They looked a lot like my old ones – almost as if someone had recovered my things and tried to replace them.

Biting my lip, I made my way around the back of one of the dragons and finally found the door. It opened to a narrow platform and then nothing. 

My breath caught at the drop into darkness.

“Dragons don’t need stairs.”

I startled at the sound of the voice and from the side of the platform – hidden when you looked straight out the door, a man holding a Dragon Staff an awful lot like mine, stepped forward. He was dressed in tidy white leather, cut into breeches, a vest and various straps buckled with silver. Under the vest, even his shirt was a pale color – hard to discern in the moonlight. Just like the first Ilerioc to greet me, his head was wreathed in white cloth, so that nothing but his eyes showed – and they shone in the night like a cat’s.

“I’m sorry,” I said, realizing I’d been staring for too long. “I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t a guard. I’m Seleska.”

“You’re both under guard until we sort you out,” he said. It was strange how easy he was to understand – no accent. And shouldn’t he have an accent? When I’d come to the island, everyone had an accent – a lilting cheerful accent. And the Rock Eaters had that slow, drawling accent. So why didn’t it seem like the Ilerioc had one?

“Nasataa hasn’t done anything,” I protested. “He’s innocent.”

“I meant both pairs of girls and dragons.” He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. 

“Both ... what?”

His reptilian eyes narrowed on me at the same time that Nasataa bounded out of the room and out to the narrow platform, leaping into my arms. I cuddled him close, letting my cheek rest on his head and listen to his purring sound as the Ilerioc answered.

“You arrived, carried by a dark islander and with a baby Blue Dragon. Our guards were stunned. They were even more stunned when less than an hour later another girl – about your age – arrived with her own baby Red Dragon. Both she and your islander claimed the dragon is a Chosen One meant to restore magic to the world. Both she and your islander claimed that you are the dragon’s guardians. We didn’t know who to believe, so for now, Prince Taoslil allowed both of you to enter the Lands of Haz’drazen. You will be sorted out soon by the dragons.”

“Can’t you ask the Troglodytes?” I asked. He looked surprised. 

“Would you believe that the other girl asked the same thing?”

I felt the blood rushing from my face. Who was this other girl? 

He sniffed. “The Troglodytes have not chosen to comment on this.”

“Don’t you have mind-reading dragons?” I pushed.

“If you mean the Purples – well, they don’t just go around reading minds without a good reason. That’s not how they operate.”

“This seems like a good reason,” I said reprovingly. I would have crossed my arms if I wasn’t holding Nasataa.

“Even so, they cannot tell.”

“Well,” I said.

“Exactly. We’re in a conundrum. Who do we trust? Which story do we believe?”

“Were you the Ilerioc speaking to me when I woke up?” I asked. He didn’t sound like a servant. He made it sound like he would be in on the decision while the other one had made it sound like he was basically just a plaything of the dragons.

He scoffed. “Tereoc? No. Don’t let his strange ideas get in your head. He’s too caught up in history.”

“He said you were slaves.”

His posture stiffened. “We have not been slaves for many generations.”

“And if you aren’t a slave, why didn’t you tell me your name?” I asked, pouting. “That hardly seems polite. I told you mine.”

He seemed startled. “I’m Jeriath, Top White of the Ilerioc Guard.”

I smiled, teasingly. “And how did you get up here, Jeriath? I don’t see any wings on your back.”

He snorted. “I climbed the stairs. But don’t even think about it. There will be orders to get you in the morning. You should go back to sleep and wait for your escort.”

“With my friend in custody and Nasataa and I hanging in the balance you think I will go back to sleep?” I could feel my expression turning stubborn. And with good reason. I was going nowhere until someone showed me Heron and proved he was okay.

“I think that if you take one step toward the stairs, I’ll have to stop you with physical force,” he replied.

With a mischievous look, I stepped toward the edge of the platform until he gasped at my closeness, but he couldn’t admit that he cared if I fell, and I hadn’t looked down, so the height didn’t bother me. In one graceful move, I sank down to sit with my legs hanging over the edge.

“I think I’ll sit here,” I said breezily.

“Suit yourself.”

“And while I’m sitting here, maybe you can tell me where you thieves put my Dragon Staff.”

There was no response to that or to any other questions until dawn lit the sky.
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Chapter Four
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It started with drums. 

At first, I didn’t even realize that they were drums. I thought it was just my beating heart, speeding up as the first rays of dawn lit the sky. Who was this other girl, and what would happen to me if the dragons chose her? Would Nasataa and I just be left to carry on in life – not a bad thing at all! – or would we suffer some kind of punishment for coming here? Jeriath – of course – said nothing. He simply stood and guarded all night long, ignoring my teasing and various attempts to get a rise out of him until, tired, I retreated into silence.

Nasataa was unconcerned about any tension between us or about our captivity in a lace prison. He dove and leapt, grabbing at my hair, chittering and doing tiny flips. I played with him half-heartedly, tussling him around and tickling him under the chin. It was dangerous on the edge of the platform – and I wasn’t sure if Nasataa could even fly – but he was surefooted and quick, never getting too close to the edge.

When the drums finally started, he was curled up around my shoulders like the world’s heaviest scarf, snoring almost as loudly as they were. He was starting to get too big for that position, the tip of his tail dangling down as far as my waist. I was going to have to get stronger shoulders if he wanted to keep riding on them. I was trying to hold off worry. Worry wouldn’t help and I didn’t like it when I was worrying. It made my belly hurt. A bright, cheerful spirit was a better tool than endless fussing. 

I forced a bright smile on my face and held my head up high. I’d keep the smile on my face until I felt it for real.

I had expected dragons to arrive, but what I hadn’t expected was so many. A swarm of the huge creatures started as dots in the distance near the great waterfall, but as they grew nearer, I could count twenty of them. What worried me was that a similar sized group took flight moments later, headed in a different direction. So. They were sending groups for both of us. Me and the other girl. 

I tried not to tighten with tension, focusing instead on keeping my face relaxed and my smile in place. The drum was on the back of one of the dragons – or maybe it was just one of the drums. Maybe there was a drum for the other girl, too. An Ilerioc stood on the dragon’s back, pounding the drum as they flew toward us. He must be very surefooted and very certain that the dragon wouldn’t drop him. 

The lead dragon – a huge Gold Dragon, led the way. Behind him was the drummer riding a Green dragon with two other Greens on either side. Behind them, a pair of Black Dragons carried a wide, white lace litter hanging between them. I didn’t even look at the other dragons following. My eyes were glued to that litter, my breath hitching as I realized I was going to be riding in it. 

I had not ridden high in the air since Vyvera strapped us in and Damokas winged his way into the sky. But we had been precious to them. And I had been precious to Ramariri when he carried my child self to safety. This would be different. Did these dragons care about whether we fell? Did anyone care?

And I was also worried that there was no sign of Heron. What had they done with him?

One dragon swept up from the back of the pack, a White Dragon bearing an Ilerioc with her hands full. She leapt gracefully from the back of the dragon onto the platform like she did that all the time. In her hands was a Dragon Staff and a strange headdress – wait. That was my Dragon Staff!

“That’s mine,” I said, severely.

“Indeed,” she agreed, her reptilian eyes narrowing from behind the veil. Other than the head wrap, her white clothing was looser and lighter than the guard’s was and I caught a glimpse of her skin – was it slightly green? How odd.

She handed me the staff and I took it with my eyes widening. They were giving me a weapon? But then again, was I going to try to fight twenty dragons with just this staff? Unlikely.

With care, she took the headdress and placed it on my head. It was shaped like an elaborate star made of stiff white lace, the points sticking out around my head and a tassel dangling down on each side of my face. It felt strange and bulky.

“You’ll ride to the place of judgment,” she said soberly, gesturing toward where the litter carried by Black dragons was hovering closer and closer to the platform. 

It could only get so close. Even though it dangled on white ropes between the dragons, they couldn’t get much closer to the structure and still be flying. I’d have to take a solid leap from the platform to the lace litter. 

Oh. I didn’t like this at all.

But what was the alternative? To be dragged like a child?

I liked that a lot less.

Gritting my teeth, I tossed the Dragon Staff onto the litter, stuck my tongue out in concentration, held onto Nasataa and took a running leap to the litter, landing awkwardly in the net. The heels of my boots caught on the lace and it was long moments until I caught my balance and settled in a cross-legged sit on the white lace. I was still shaking when I gathered up the Dragon Staff in one hand and reached up with the other hand to hold Nasataa tight against my shoulder and chest.

He’d slept through the whole thing, of course. Nothing bothered him.

I hoped he had a good reason to so relaxed. I hoped all my nerves would turn out to be over nothing.

“Seleska!” the Ilerioc guard called to me as I rose into the sky. “I think I will bet on you. You have a better sense of humor than Atura does.”
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Chapter Five  
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Atura? 

Atura was the other girl?

And suddenly my biggest concern wasn’t falling from this net. My biggest concern was protecting Nasataa from the one person who wanted him dead more than anything else. I gripped my Dragon Staff until my knuckles ached and my cheery smile turned into my mama whale face. 

I’d seen a whale once from far away, out in the ocean and my father had told me a story about how whales only had one calf, and they protected that calf with their own lives, smacking their powerful tails to fight off any predators. If I had to smack someone with my tail today, I was going to smack as hard as I could. I’d practiced. I’d fought. I was ready.

Sort of.

It was hard – in all my determined stubbornness – to enjoy what should have been one of the most spectacular sights of my life. The dragon city lay all around me. None of it was built on the ground. Every structure was lofted into the sky, on pillars or bridges or long arms, suspended from wires or balanced nimbly on the edge of a cliff. 

It was long minutes of silent brooding before I realized that the structures had a nest-like quality to them. Each structure was woven in white lace-like patterns. I still hadn’t figured out what they were woven off, but someone had taken care with the work. The patterns were not random. They were flowers or leaves or the silhouettes of dragons.

Water was everywhere – so strange for a mountain range marked by volcanoes. The water flowed blue and flashing white in falls from the heights, through woven nests, and even from one level to another. It followed the small walkways weaving between some of the structures in rivers and ended in brilliant blue pools. Rainbows formed in the bright clouds at the bottoms of the falls and glinted off the pools. They seemed to linger in the air everywhere. 

If I had imagined paradise, it would look like this.

And everywhere, there were dragons.

Dragons lined the mountains peaks, sat in the nests, darted through the falls. They spun and dove and leapt and soared. They rippled in every color and shape and size.

Except for Blue. 

There were no Blue Dragons anywhere except the precious sleeping dragon on my shoulders. My brow furrowed. I could feel the loss – like a missing friend. And the song of the sea was gone. I shivered as I suddenly realized I had been missing it all along. All this water and no song. 

Where were the Blue Dragons? Why weren’t they here in this dragon city?

I gripped the Staff as we flew toward the highest peak in the range. It rose high above the others and at the top, where a waterfall fell from the peak, a rounded area had been carved, overlooking the city. It seemed important. The rock wall above the rounded area was shaped in a lacey star – like the hat they’d given me to wear. There must be some significance to that. 

As we drew closer, I could make out shapes of dragons waiting in the rounded bowl. At their center, on a raised platform, a rainbow dragon sat, looking down over the rest like a mother. Like a queen. 

Haz’drazen. I was going to see her. Maybe even meet her. My mouth felt dry and my tongue was swollen. What would I say? How could I plead Nasataa’s case to this glorious monarch?

I wished that Halana and Renny were with me. They were so wise about these things. They would know exactly what to do and what to say if they were here. My mother would be leaning over my shoulder saying, ‘Remember, Seleska, you must,’ and there were would be a thousand things for me to remember. I missed her. If only I hadn’t left the way I did before. They were probably worried sick about me.

If only I still had Heron with me, too. He was more level-headed than I was. He wouldn’t put his foot in his mouth or say something people could misinterpret. Losing his company left a hollow feeling. I knew he was my best friend and that I liked having him around, but I didn’t realize how much I depended on him to keep me steady.

I swallowed, forcing back tears. This was not the time for that. This was the time for steadiness and strength. With difficulty, I found my feet, standing in the lace net and keeping my feet under me. I would face them with dignity and strength. 

No matter what.
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Chapter Six 
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I was too small for this world. 

I stroked Nasataa’s scales gently as our litter came to land at a platform reaching out from the rounded bowl at the top of the mountain. It was clear I was meant to step onto the outstretched rock to exit the litter, but I felt so small compared to everything else. 

Around me, my escort was all watching, their dragon eyes glittering, their wings flapping almost idly. They were all huge. And foreign. Ramariri had felt huge, but he had never been anything but loving and kind. Damokas had been large, too, but he had clearly been close to Vyvera and I hadn’t felt concerned about him. Even the Blue Dragons had always been on my side, but here it felt different. I was surrounded by huge predators, all looking at me, and I felt small, vulnerable, and utterly alone. 

Well – if I was the biggest one here, or the best one here, it wouldn’t be much of an adventure, would it? 

“All we’re guaranteed in life is an adventure, Nasataa,” I said, thrusting my chin out determinedly. I wasn’t going to let them see me looking nervous. I gave him my most encouraging smile.

I leapt from the net to the platform and strode down it to where an Ilerioc was waiting at the end of the platform. Beyond her, dragons were arranged in ranks before their queen and a few humans in strange clothing dotted the landscape – as small and negligible as I was.

The Ilerioc turned before I reached her, leading the way through ranks of tall dragons, sitting on their haunches. Within moments, I lost sight of the queen’s platform or anything else. I was dwarfed in a forest of dragons. They towered over me in every color of dragon – Gold, Red, Black, Purple, Green, and White. From the crusty hard scales of the armored Reds to the ethereal smoothness of the Whites, each dragon gleamed in the sun, snapping occasionally or snorting thick clouds of steam. Every instinct in my body told me to run or hide, but I kept my head high, walking with wobbling knees as I followed the Ilerioc. 

When Vyvera first told me the prophecy, and when Nasataa and I were first saved by Blue Dragons, I thought it made some sense that he was special and that they needed us. But right now, standing between these powerful beasts – creatures that did not deign to even speak to me – I couldn’t understand it at all. Why would they need us? What could they possibly need someone else to do?

And if Nasataa was so special, shouldn’t these massive creatures be his guardians and not a small, fragile human who didn’t even have any experience or power of her own?

I swallowed at the thought. I ached thinking about letting anyone else take my place with Nasataa. He was my little guy. He made me smile in the worst of circumstances. He filled my heart with joy. I’d give up any comfort to make him more comfortable. And yet ... wouldn’t it be better for him to be raised by his own?

Nasataa stays with Seleska.

He yawned dramatically on my shoulder and shifted so he could rest his jaw on the top of my head. I almost laughed at his thoughts. Maybe he was attached to me, too.

Seleska! Seleska!

Well, I’d do what I could.

It seemed to take ages to cross the rock bowl between the rows of the assembled dragons. I’d seen more tails – some barbed, some sharp, some clubbed – than I could count and more glittering eyes and sharp looks than I’d ever remember – except for maybe in my nightmares.

And then the way opened up, and the Ilerioc led me to a lacey platform, raised just a foot above the rock floor. It looked like a wide, shallow nest and it was positioned so that anyone standing in it could be easily viewed by the queen on her own perch above. The Ilerioc led me to a spot a little to the right from the center of the nest and pointed dramatically to it before stepping a pace ahead of me and sinking to one knee.

Should I be bowing, too? Probably.

And yet.

I was a little offended by how I’d been treated. They’d taken Heron. They said my fate and the fate of my small dragon rested on their decision. My eyes narrowed as I thought.

I was Nasataa’s protector and guardian. Guardians didn’t kneel to potential enemies. Guardians stood strong and firm. I spaced my legs shoulder-width apart and settled into a firm stance, Staff held out and braced firmly against the ground and my other hand made a fist on my hip. I was the guardian of this dragonlet and I was powerful and strong.

Sort of.

Okay. Whatever came next, I was ready.

I looked up at the queen on her throne. Rainbows flashed along her bright scales, making it hard to look at her directly. But I thought that perhaps I saw the glitter of her eye looking at me. Was that a wink? Of course not. It was simply a trick of the light. 

Beneath her, standing right below her throne, a magnificent White Dragon paced back and forth, shaking his mane from time to time as if he found waiting difficult. 

Long minutes passed in silence and then the click, click, click of boots on stone caught my attention and I turned to see a girl of my height and size dressed almost exactly like I was – except that where my clothing was blue and white, hers was red and black. She shook out her long black hair – hadn’t that been red before? How did she change it like that? – and her copper skin shone in the light. I wished I could show that kind of confidence. I wished I was that gloriously beautiful. 

I swallowed down the disconcerting feeling that I was looking in a strange mirror. From her heeled boots to the Red Dragon baby on her shoulders, Atura was styled like my mirror image and the wicked smirk she shot me sent icy fear down my spine.
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“I present myself and my charge to you, oh ancestor dragons!” Atura said boldly before her Ilerioc could even finish bowing and the bow Atura gave was elaborate. She held her Red Dragonlet before her like an offering. “I am the Guardian prophesied of old, and this is the Chosen One. As the prophecy says: One born on distant island far from home. One brought to keep him safe, if he roam. One given as a strength to face that day. One who with her life for them will pay. This dragonlet is the one born far from home in the Rock Regime under the Saaasallla’s rule. I am that one to keep him safe.” She shot me a nasty look. “This Blue Dragonlet is here to give his strength to Felroc so that Felroc may ascend and the woman carrying him will give her life to see this accomplished.”

Oh no, I would not.

Fury bubbled up inside me. She had a whole speech prepared based on the prophecy and why she and her dragonlet should be chosen! And why Nasataa and I should die!

I’d been worried about doing the right thing for Nasataa and worried about Heron and she’d been planning this big old speech! Where had she even found a dragonlet? You couldn’t just find one anywhere. And why was she fighting for this? I didn’t even want Nasataa to be their Chosen One. It put him at too much risk – but what other option was there if magic was being stolen by an enemy.

Wait. Maybe that was it. Maybe somehow those magic thieves had manufactured that little Red Dragon to manipulate the Dragons to do their bidding.

My eyes narrowed and my grip on the Dragon Staff grew firmer as I watched Atura. Little snake. 

The Ilerioc in front of Atura spun and intoned, “Queen Haz’drazen welcomes you and receives your offering of honor. And yet, a question remains. Two have washed up on the shores of our mountains – two who have no right to carry a dragonlet or involve themselves in our affairs. And yet, one of you is the one prophesied.”

“Where is Heron,” I demanded quietly. I didn’t know any fancy words. I probably would have tried charm and smiles, but no one was greeting me or talking to me and I felt an edge of concern creeping over me and making me salty as the sea. No Blue Dragons to plead for us was bad enough, but they still held my ally and now they seemed inclined to be charmed by my adversary. I didn’t want to fight for a role I’d never asked for. I just wanted Heron free and we could be on our way. And if the Manticores and Ifrits and Dragons all decided to have a huge war between themselves, what was that to us? 

My Ileroc spun. “Show respect to the Queen.”

“Respectfully,” I said, trying to keep the bite from my voice, “where is my companion? He is innocent of any wrongdoing.”

The Ilerioc’s eyes narrowed. “Your companion fought our guards, demanding with violence that we take you in and save your life. He is a criminal – a needlessly violent man. His judgment is separate from this affair.”

I gritted my teeth. Oh no. This was worse than I could have imagined. I looked around me and the situation I was in hammered itself into my brain. There would be no escaping this contest. I couldn’t fight my way out – I might not even be able to get down from this mountainside on my own. And my best friend was locked in a cell.

I tried what I did best. I smiled charmingly and made my prettiest face. 

“Surely, you don’t really think he’s a criminal.”

Atura snorted loudly.

The Ileroc seemed unimpressed. “What I think matters not. What the queen thinks is the only thing that matters. Now, show some respect.”

I bowed, sinking to one knee like the rest, but I gritted my teeth as I did it. How did you show respect to someone who did not deserve it? I hadn’t asked for any of this and they were treating me and Heron like criminals. Meanwhile, they were treating Atura oh so nicely just because she had a pretty speech and the ability to lie through her teeth to get what she wanted. Fine lot of character judges they were!

Your objection is noted. The voice in my head was like a gentle whisper and I froze, looking up at the glittering eye of the Queen of Dragons. I could swear that was her. Beneath her throne, the White Dragon snarled something, punctuating it with a burst of flame.

The Ilerioc in front of Atura spoke to translate “We will ask our Elders, the honored Troglodytes to choose between these two.”

Silence filled the air, and it dawned on me that every dragon was still – not just here in the bowl, but everywhere.  The dragons flying below had found perches. Those already perched were still as statues. Not an ear flicked or tail snapped. They were utterly still. 

Only gusts of steam still spurted from nostrils and mouths, filling the bowl with wisps of hot mist.

Long moments passed before the White Dragon snarled loudly and around me, dragons turned their heads up and flamed into the sky.

Uh oh. This didn’t look good. 

I looked to my Ilerioc translator. She was standing again, her knees shaking as she turned to me. 

“The Troglodyte Elders,” she said with a shaking voice, “for the first time in our known history, are silent.”
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“Maybe they are sleeping,” I suggested. After all, they’d gone to a lot of trouble to get me here. You’d think that they would say something now. “Vyvera brought me to one of them but he died. I don’t remember his name, but maybe one of the other Troglodytes will mention it when they wake up.”

“Lies!” Atura hissed, shooting a viperous look at me. 

Whatever I expected, it hadn’t been the reaction around me. They weren’t even listening to my words about Troglodytes or Vyvera. 

Mournful songs felled the air as the dragons poured out their sorrow, flaming – almost constantly into the air in between their moans of despair. 

I looked around me, edgy now at the change in atmosphere, recognizing the fact that one upset dragon could stumble at any time and accidentally step on me or sneeze and flame me to cinders. This was not a great time to be a human. Not at all. 

What were they so upset about? Maybe I should have broken the news about the dead Troglodyte a little more gently. 

There was a loud hiss from the throne and the flames slowly flickered out and the mournful song grew quiet. Smoke hung in the air above us – a reminder of the high emotions surrounding us in the dragon community. I felt like my emotions were twanging like a fishing rod with a bite. There was something incredibly unnerving about this many dragons upset. 

I held Nasataa close as he yawned again. Oddly, the little dragon in Atura’s arms was still completely still.

Silence. The whisper in my mind spoke again. 

After long moments where the dragons twitched and shifted as if they were listening to something, the Ilerioc spun to translate.

“A decision has been reached temporarily. You will relinquish your dragonlet.”

“Of course,” Atura said, offering hers to her Ilerioc. “Whatever the Queen wishes is hers. My Felroc is pleased to serve.”

My Ilerioc reached for Nasataa and I leapt to my feet, stepping backward and holding my staff out in a protective stance. They weren’t taking Nasataa. I could see their emotions were high. I could see this meant a lot to them. But I didn’t trust them with Nasataa. They might call him a criminal and lock him up like they did to Heron.

There was a hush around us and then Ileriocs rushed in from every side. I thought I might recognize Jeriath in one of the ones who rushed to surround me. They all carried Dragon Staffs just like mine, and they formed up in protective rings around both Atura and me. 

I watched them, puzzled. I couldn’t take on this many fighters if they wanted to take Nasataa from me, but they didn’t seem to want that at all.

Atura’s Ilerioc handed Felroc back to her and mine said calmly, “It has been determined that you will keep the care of the dragonlets ... for now.”

Why ask for him if they were just going to let me keep him after all? I looked around me, confused and still on edge.

“It was a test,” Jeriath whispered under his breath.

But had I passed it or failed it?

It was impossible to say which, as the interpreter spoke again.

“Prince Taoslil has determined you will need protection as this matter is decided. The Ilerioc Guard of the White has chosen to guard you. The Ilerioc Guard of the Red has chosen to guard your competitor. You will remain in their care as this next test proceeds. The Queen would like to take your measure and the measure of your dragonlet.”

Well, that was better than taking him away. And at least Jeriath seemed to be trying to help a bit.

“The guardian of a dragonlet should not be cowardly,” my interpreter said.

Fair enough.

“This next test will test your courage to see if you are made of strong enough stuff to care for a baby dragon.”

Uh oh. That didn’t sound good.

“You will remove those boots and give me your staff.”

Reluctantly, I passed her the staff, quickly removing my boots. I didn’t mind being barefoot. If I was being honest, I’d had it with these heeled boots. They could kick them off the edge of the falls forever for all I cared.

“This next task will be dangerous. You should not ask the dragonlet to do it with you. What if he were harmed?”

Were they just trying to trick me to take Nasataa after all? He clung to my neck so tightly that I choked a little.

“I will hold the dragonlet for you,” Jeriath offered, his eyes sober. “I swear to you that no harm will come to him and I will return him to you when your task is complete.”

Could I trust him? I bit my lip, thinking.

Across from me, Atura was easily handing over her dragonlet. I was pretty sure he was a fake somehow. How else could she give him up so easily?

I pulled Nasataa off my neck, cuddling him to my chest for a moment. “Look, I’ll be back quickly, okay? But you need to stay with Jeriath. He’ll take care of you while I’m gone.”

Nasataa chittered, cocking his head to one side.

“I’ll be fine and so will you, but I need you to promise to be good for Jeriath.”

Nasataa flamed my hand. Fortunately, that didn’t hurt me.

“No flaming him. No running away. No eating his head scarf thing.”

Nasataa seemed to snigger. Or was that my imagination? But he leapt easily into Jeriath’s arms, scrambling up to sit on his shoulder. Jeriath’s eyes were wide. He was probably worried that Nasataa really would eat his headscarf. That made me want to laugh. I wouldn’t put it past the baby dragon.

“Be good, okay?” I said, leaning over to kiss Nasataa before I followed the Ilerioc translator out of the nest and toward the cliffs overlooking the city. 

I didn’t like that part. Why did we need to be so close to the edge?

Atura’s interpreter already had her stepping up an open-sided bridge that spanned the top of the falls. They stopped at the very center as we followed. The mist of the top of the waterfall made the bridge slick and I was grateful not to be in those slippery heeled boots. 

When I was side by side with Atura there was silence again. 

I was beginning to realize that was when the dragons speak with their minds in the ways that we couldn’t hear.

“At the determination of the Queen, you will leap off the edge of these falls to prove your courage to the Drazenloft of Haz’drazen. Fail, and your journey ends here.”
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Wow! If I’d wanted an adventure, then I really had my wish! Leaping off waterfalls so high that I couldn’t see the bottom of them definitely counted as an adventure.

You’d think these dragons would be more concerned with the missing Troglodytes than with testing us, but their priorities were different than mine would be. Or maybe they were taking care of that at the same time using their silent mind speech.

My heart was pounding so hard that I could hardly think, my breath catching in my throat. I could breathe underwater. I could stay warm deep in the sea. What I could not do was survive enormous falls – or fly.

“You will leap on my count,” our Ileriocs called in unison. Behind us, a growl rolled from the throats of many dragons, rumbling through the air like thunder. 

My insides felt like water, my legs like jelly. I was going to throw up. I could just tell. 

“Three.”

Was I really going to jump? I wasn’t suicidal! This was crazy!

“Two.”

But if I didn’t then I’d be branded a coward and they’d take Nasataa and who knows if I’d be able to negotiate Heron’s freedom and ...

“One.”

... and Atura would win. And besides, there must be some catch. They wouldn’t really plan to have both of us die, right?

“JUMP!”

Atura leapt first. Skies and Stars, but that girl was better than me at everything! I couldn’t let her beat me at this, too! 

With a grimace, I leapt, too. I arched up, turned, spreading my arms and dove head-first. 

I was going to die.

My heart raced in my throat – which was where it seemed to have lodged itself.

I was going to die.

My eyes streamed with tears.

I was going to die. 

I thought that maybe I was screaming. Or maybe that was Atura.

I was going to die!

A white body with a filmy, translucent mane rose up through the mist of the falls from underneath me, hovering on powerful wings. It was coming up too quickly! I was going to hit it!

Ungh!

The white dragon bobbed in the air under me as my hands grasped at that mane, tangling through the tendrils of it to hold on for dear life. I couldn’t hear a thing except my speeding heart. I tasted blood in my mouth and my head spun until I felt nothing but ill.

Who came up with this brilliant idea? Just jump off a ledge. That will sort everything out.

But it had definitely been an adventure.

We soared up through the mist of the waterfall, the White Dragon dashing into the sky and me clinging for dear life. I expected him to level off at the rounded mountaintop where Haz’drazen held court, but instead, he climbed high in the air, speeding toward the other end of the city, plunging through clouds and burst of bright sunlight. 

I should have been scared. 

Instead, exhilaration filled me. I was alive. And I was riding a dragon. With no safety gear, no one to guide him, nothing but the dragon and me and the bright air whipping around us. We sped toward the sun and then, just like I had, the dragon arched upward and spun into a downward dive. 

I might have been screaming. But if I was, it was in sheer delight.

There was no way I was holding on. I was holding his shoulders, of course, but that wouldn’t have stopped me from falling. We were just falling together in the same direction. The dragon plunged to the far end of the city and just when I thought I might be dashed to the ground, he dipped under me, catching my weight. 

I was laughing so hard and I couldn’t stop. 

This! 

This was the kind of adventure I’d been longing for. I was riding a dragon through the clouds, our exhilaration feeding off each other so that my joy was mingling with his and back again.

I could hear his throaty chuckle mixing with my whoops of delight as we plunged through the city, close to the ground. His tail tip flicked a pond and his wing slapped at a dragon leaning too far forward as he tried to catch a glimpse of us. 

I giggled when he barrel-rolled, flicking his tail teasingly at a group of young dragons in a nest.

This was glorious, perfect, fantastical. I was running out of words for it. 

Who was this magnificent, fun-loving beast? Here I’d been thinking the Whites were all stuffy protocol-followers.

Oh, we do like our protocol.

I shrieked in delight at his voice in my mind. I thought they didn’t like doing that.

We don’t. But I like you. You’re different. And I taste the shadow of another mind. A Gold?

Ramariri! My beloved dragon savior.

I knew that one. He was a salty old dog. He saved you, did he?

He was wonderful. The best of dragons.

I felt a mental chuckle ripple through me, and I tried to hold onto the sensation. It was like laughing through your soul. My smile was ear-to-ear with excitement and if I could have smiled more, I would have.

And the voice of the Blue – I taste that, too. He is powerful.

And precious.

And that, too.

And who was this White Dragon who broke all custom to speak to me? And to save my life – I should thank him for that.

No thanks necessary. We were both playing our parts in the ritual and for some reason, the Ilerioc’s decided to take you on despite no support from the White Dragons. That intrigued me, so I offered to catch you. Now I know why. Your good spirits are infectious.

Who is saying so? 

I felt his mental laugh again.

I am Taoslil, son of Haz’drazen, Prince of Dragons. And your friend. Whatever happens in these trials, you will have a place in my nest.

Well, that was comforting. But what about Nasataa.

Nasataa has always been welcome here. He is one of us.

I felt bubbles of hope welling up in me, tickling my brain with promises of safety, comfort, fun and most of all – of exhilarating flights through the clouds and rainbows of this ethereal place. 

When we landed back on the platform to the fountaining cheers of the dragons around us, I couldn’t wipe my grin off my face. 

Not until I saw Atura already standing there, arms crossed and boots back on. She’d beat me back. Would that mean something?
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I could hardly believe how quickly we were hustled away after Taoslil dropped me onto the rock floor. I had barely caught a leaping Nasataa and fished my hair out of his playfully tugging mouth and retrieved my Dragon Staff before my Ilerioc translator was rushing over.

“Another test will be arranged,” my translator said. “But first, the dragons know the fragility of dragonlets and humans. We will feed you and make sure you are rested before the next challenge.”

I glanced at Taoslil. He was approaching the throne of Haz’drazen, already distant and looking the other way. There would be no help from him on knowing what to do next.

Fear not. I have chosen to speak for you. Let the Ileriocs take you for rest.

I obeyed, nodding to my translator and following her as she led me back to the edge of the cliff. This time, she steered me to a narrow staircase cut into the rock. My heart did flip flops as we approached the stairs, but I had no real reason to fear. Hadn’t I just leapt from this cliff and lived? Though, in fairness, that had all been Taoslil. My heart soared at the thought of our flight. I was never going to forget that.

Neither will I. I had no idea humans were so entertaining when you found the right one. It explains a lot about my brother.

His brother? But he didn’t say anything more and it took all my concentration to follow my translator down the narrow, steep steps. I was glad I hadn’t put those boots back on. On a whim, I’d left them on the ground where I’d tossed them. In a time so long ago that it was hard to remember, I’d wanted those boots. Now, I just wanted to get all of us out alive.

The guard I’d been assigned crowded around us, but we didn’t have to go far. A short flight down the steps led to a landing and a door cut into the cliffs. The translator led me inside. 

“This is Ilerioc property, so please show respect. We offer you the hospitality of our home for a brief respite.”

The room she opened had a long row of windows carved in the rock wall, looking out over the city. On low tables, food and drink were heaped and chairs pulled up, but it didn’t look like it was usually a dining room. It looked like it was usually used for something else. As if reading my mind, she explained. 

“This is usually a waiting room for those waiting to seek the ear of Haz’drazen. Today, please stay only in this room and the small lavatory through that door.”

I nodded in agreement, hurrying to the lavatory. I had been wondering if they had those here – they must, but I hadn’t been offered one and things were getting dire. When I emerged again, Nasataa chittered in my ear and looked across the room to see my Ilerioc guard arranged around the room with Jeriath at the door. He nodded to me.

At the table, two strange people sat, watching me as if they were waiting for me to join them. They were not Ileriocs. Their heads and faces were uncovered and bare and one of the men – an ancient worn looking leathery man – wore his hair long with small braids interspersed through his gray locks. Feathers and beads were woven into the braids and his chiseled face was rough with day-old growth. Both men wore close-fitting black leathers with colorful scarves tied around wrists, elbows, and waist. One – a golden-haired man – had golden scarves and the old man’s scarves were purple.

“Hello,” I said uncertainly, placing Nasataa on one end of the table. He promptly dove at a platter of meat, gulping it down in huge mouthfuls. He should be careful. I tried to shoot him an image of himself laying on the ground moaning to show that he’d get a belly ache, but he ignored me.

“My name is Gerond Carthauler,” the man with the golden hair said with a smile. “Are you Seleska and is this Nasataa?”

“Yes,” I said, uncertainly, helping myself to water and food. Whatever they had to say, they would have to say while I ate. It had been days since I’d had anything to eat and my belly was rumbling audibly.

The golden-haired man smiled. “I am a Dragon Rider of the Gold – an ambassador from the Dominion. I watched your testing today.”

I tried to smile around a mouthful of food, nodding to let him know he could keep speaking. I was more interested in the food.

“The Dominar sent me here to witness your arrival. She saw in a dream that a young dragon would arrive with an inexperienced protector and that this dragon would be the key to saving the world.”

I looked up at him sharply and he smiled. I swallowed down my food hastily so I could speak.

“Then why are you speaking to me now? You saw that the dragons have not determined who the real Chosen One and Guardian are.”

“Ah, but we are here to lend the help of the Dominion to the true Chosen One.”

“And how do you know that is Nasataa?” I pressed.

“The Dominar’s dragon told her to watch to see who was caught by his brother – the Eldest Prince of Dragons. And that was you. It was our sign.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling foolish that I had nothing better to say. “Umm, thank you. It’s so kind of you to offer help, but I don’t know what you can –”

“We’re offering you a mentor. Someone to teach you about dragons and help you in the middle of all of this,” Gerond said. 

“Oh, I’m sure you have better things to do than to help me,” I said, my face heating. Gerond seemed like a very important person and it made me feel incredibly uncomfortable to think of myself being a burden to him.

He chuckled, “Oh, I definitely do.” He clapped the old man on the shoulder. “But this is Hubric Duneshifter, and he doesn’t have anything more important to do at all, do you, Hubric?”
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Hubric snorted, his leathery features crinkling into what might have been a grin or even a snarl.

“Speak for yourself, Gerond. I’ve never needed anyone to do my speaking for me.”

“I’m not sure anyone really wants to be my mentor,” I said, helping myself to more fruit as Nasataa grabbed an entire roast chicken, circling around it with snaps and snarls and then grabbing a leg and shaking it like he thought it still needed to be killed. “My last mentor died when her dragon was killed and the one before that died saving my life.” I tried to keep my tone light, but there was a lump in my throat. “Can we just be friends without a mentorship?”

“No,” Hubric said gruffly. “And I don’t die easy, so you won’t be getting out of this so easily.”

“Do you also breathe underwater? Because you might have trouble keeping up if you don’t.” I said, making my eyes large but trying not to show that I was laughing inside. The old fellow was all gruff and growls and I could just tell he was a huge softy inside. I could probably tease that out of him given enough time.

“I do not. But keeping up will not be a problem.”

“What a pity,” I said with my most innocent look. “We spend a lot of time underwater. I suppose you’ll need a lot of time to sleep though, won’t you?”

“Sleep?”

“Don’t old people sleep a lot? Old Janny in the village spends most of her time sleeping or drinking soup.”

The snarl he made was a combination of disbelief and irritation. I hid my grin behind a huge slice of melon.

“I am not so old as that!” he said when he was finished sputtering.

“It’s just I’d hate to see you wasting all your precious time mentoring squirrels and trees while I’m underwater. That hardly seems fair. Maybe you deserve a better person to mentor?” I batted my eyelashes innocently. I didn’t need a minder. And I didn’t like the idea of putting yet another person in harm’s way.

He snorted. “Nice try, little girl. I’ll have you know that we have a way around the underwater part – devices that make it possible to breathe underwater.”

“Like the Rock Eater’s patches?” I asked innocently.

His eyes narrowed for a moment and then he laughed. “I’m going to like you. I thought my last two charges were challenging, but you’re going to keep me on my toes, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said, smiling broadly. I was beginning to like the old fellow. “But, if you really want to help me, you can start by getting Heron free.”

“Heron?”

“My friend. He saved my life, but the dragons are holding him as a prisoner.” 

“Well,” Hubric started to say, but he was cut off by a rumble in the ground beneath us. We all paused, listening.

The rumble intensified, growing deeper and heavier by the moment. Was that an earthquake? There were legends of those in our village – horrible events where the foundations of the world shook and moved. No one knew what caused them. The Elders said that their grandparents had felt one once. It shook down every home on the island.

“What in the –” Gerond began, but I was already moving. 

There was a basket with a cover nearby. It wasn’t my bag, but it would do. Frantically, I filled it with as much food and bottles of water as I could stuff into the basket while Nasataa shook the chicken for the last time and then leapt onto my shoulders. 

This time when we ran, I wasn’t going to be without food. I hated being hungry and thirsty all the time.

Hubric was on his feet first. He gripped the handle of a short sword at his waist and I grabbed my own Dragon Staff, ready to go. Even with our quick reactions, we were hardly even ready before the Ilerioc Guard of the White closed in around us.

“We need to head lower into the mountain while we can,” Jeriath said as our guard formed up. “Those are our orders.” 

“You’ll keep the girl and baby dragon safe?” Gerond asked urgently.

“We will. And the Ilerioc Guard of the Red will keep the other girl and dragonlet safe. We don’t know which of them is the Chosen One and his guardian. We must be cautious.”

Well, I felt a lot better knowing that they were protecting Atura. Ha!

Gerond nodded briskly and hurried toward the door and I found my eyes watching him leave. He was a stable presence and I hated to see him leaving just when things were getting dangerous.

“Don’t worry about Gerond,” Hubric said gruffly. “He always lands on his feet.”

“What about you?” I asked, challengingly.

Hubric barked a laugh. “I always land on someone else’s feet.”

Around him, the Ilerioc Guard chuckled under their veils.

“Come on,” Jeriath said, leading us to a mural at the back of the room. He touched a button and it clicked aside, revealing a doorway and stairs leading down. “We have to hurry. I don’t know what is going on, but my instructions are clear. I am to move you to the lower levels and await further instructions.”

As he took the first step into the doorway, the ground shook again, throwing him against the wall. It was all I could do to keep my own feet. What was happening out there? It wasn’t an earthquake, was it?

I hadn’t realized I’d asked that aloud until Hubric answered. 

“I don’t think it’s an earthquake or even a volcano erupting. I think it’s something else – a debt long unpaid. A reckoning coming due.”

And at his words, I couldn’t help the shiver that slid up my spine.
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Two steps after we walked through the door, Hubric took the basket from me gently, whispering as we walked.

“I know the temptation to keep what you can get, Seleska, but this is going to slow you down. You already have your hands full guarding that dragonlet, don’t you think?”

Reluctantly, I let it go. I did have Nasataa to take care of. He was right about that. I reached up to stroke his head with a finger as Hubric set the basket down on the ground and we followed Jeriath and two other Ilerioc Guards down the stairs.

But I kept glancing back at it as we walked. Hubric made sense, but I didn’t like leaving it behind. It felt like I never had enough anymore. Right now, I didn’t even have shoes. I’d left those boots up top on the cliffside.

Snap, snap, crunch.

Nasataa’s little voice sounded distracted and he moved nervously over my shoulders, shifting his weight constantly as I hurried down the steps.

Crunch. Snap.

“It’s okay, little guy,” I said gently, but I was more worried by his thoughts than I wanted to let on. Was he okay? That was a strange thing to say and he wasn’t adding any images to clarify what he meant.

Hubric watched me wordlessly as we hurried down the steps, like he was making a list in his head of everything we were doing. I felt my face grow hot at the thought. Did he think I wasn’t good enough guard for Nasataa? Honestly, who wouldn’t? 

I was untaught and untrained. 

And I was young. Hubric could probably fight in his sleep and he had a lot of life experience. 

But I wasn’t about to let that get me down. I was the right person to take care of Nasataa because I loved him the most and because I’d never leave him or let any harm come to him as long as I had strength in my arms and breath in my lungs. That brought a confident smile to my lips. If I needed to learn to be a great warrior woman to take care of my little flamer, then that was what I’d be. 

I liked that as a nickname. Flamer. What do you think Nasataa?

Flamer. Crunch. Snap.

Yeah! He liked it!

The stairway shook again, and I stumbled down the last step into a crowded landing that I hadn’t seen because of Jeriath blocking the path in front of me. My feet slipped as I struggled for balance on the slick rock floor of the landing and stumbled headlong into red leather and loud cursing. I grabbed at the other person, trying to stabilize myself and felt something tear free into my hand. At least the Dragon Staff was still far from that other person and unlikely to take an eye out.

When my balance returned, I was face to face with Atura. She scowled at me and then leaned forward so fast that I thought she was going to bite me or spit in my face but instead, she leaned in close to my ear and hissed.

“Say anything and I kill you.”

Yeah, very friendly.

She drew back and then gave me a smile that she must have thought was sweet but was laced with venom. I wanted to bite her, but instead I clenched my hands hard to keep my temper.

“I’m so glad we found you,” she said in a tone that I didn’t trust at all. “Whatever is happening is so dangerous. It’s a good thing that we’re together!”

Yeah. Good. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, right? Only, I’d never had any enemies until I met her. Well, other than my cousin and his pirates.

“And the prophecy made it clear that we needed you – remember?” she said oh so innocently. “One born on distant island far from home. One brought to keep him safe, if he roam. One given as a strength to face that day. One who with her life for them will pay. We still need your part of that, Seleska.”

Nasataa hissed and Hubric stepped between us with a dry look on his face. 

“If you ladies are done making each other’s acquaintance, maybe we can keep fleeing to safety, hmmm?”

Our guards were already heading down the next staircase going in a different direction into the darkness below. Lit torches lined the walls of the staircase.

My cheeks felt hot. I should be worried about keeping Nasataa safe and instead I was letting Atura be a burr in my sandal.

“Can we get to Heron?” I asked, looking for Jeriath’s eyes before he disappeared down the stairs. “He shouldn’t be imprisoned at a time like this.”

“That’s not my affair,” the Ilerioc said from behind his leather veil. 

“Please,” I asked, giving him my most winning look. “If everything falls apart, he could be trapped or hurt.”

He sighed. “But our path will take us close to where he is being ... detained. I will make a judgment then.”

So, he had that kind of power, did he? I slipped in a little closer to where he stood, smiling encouragingly. If I was close, then he wouldn’t be able to forget I was there and that there was something I wanted. 

He shook his head and slipped down the stairway and I followed close behind.

If I didn’t think about Heron right now, no one else would and if this volcano really did blow or there was an earthquake, he might need to flee with us. I was having a hard time believing this shaking was anything other than a massive disaster coming, despite Hubric’s creepy words about debts and reckonings. Which reminded me – I still had something in my palm that had torn loose from Atura. 

As I walked, I looked down into my palm and saw a small leather pouch that had torn away from her clothing. Was it a pocket? It was sewn shut. Carefully, I picked away at the seams. 

“What’s in your hand, Seleska?” Atura asked, slipping close from the stair behind me.

A small stone no larger than the last joint of my littlest finger slipped from the pouch into my hand as the earth shook beneath us again. A bright rune glowed on it.

“Show me your hand!” she demanded. 

I didn’t want to. I wanted to know more about this rock. I slipped it into my cheek. I could show her an empty hand and spit it out again in a moment. It felt strange – almost warm – against my tongue.

“Show me!”

She grabbed me, spinning me against the wall of the staircase while I was trying to show her my empty hand.

I was so surprised, I sucked in a breath suddenly, sucking in the stone and then coughing. It lodged in my throat and then I felt it slowly moving down. 

Oops. I had swallowed it.

And I had no idea what it did.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Shut up!” Jeriath hissed and Atura’s mouth snapped shut with an audible click. “Do you hear that?”

There was a rumbling again, but fainter. And this time, the sound of rock scraping on rock. 

I shivered, remembering the last time I’d heard that sound as the Troglodyte desperately passed his message to me. I met Atura’s eyes and behind her feigned concern, I saw I look of satisfaction. Her palm was pressed against the rock wall as if she was feeling for something or gaining some kind of strength from the rock.

I frowned at that. She wasn’t ... she wasn’t causing this, was she?

“That sounded close,” Jeriath muttered. “From now on, we need silence.”

The Head of the Red Ileriocs nodded briskly, pushing forward to trot down the stairs first.

We followed, pressed against one another as we hurried down the stairs. Frustration filled me at every turn. I couldn’t see past Atura’s head in front of me. She was still wearing heeled boots like the ones I had abandoned, and she was taller than I was. All I could see was her back and patches of light between the people ahead of us, constantly moving as they hurried down the stairs.

If I looked behind me, all I saw was Hubric scowling and occasionally rubbing his chin in thought. His eyes met mine anytime I looked back, and his eyebrows rose questioningly. I felt my face heating. The way I’d hidden that rock in my mouth was embarrassing. What was I? Six?

Worse, I’d swallowed it and I still felt it making its way slowly from my throat to my belly. It left a strange, hot sensation in its wake. Was it one of those magical rocks the Rock Eaters ate? And if it was, had it been activated? Atura said hers had not been activated until she finished her task. What if it was meant for an enemy? After all, if it was something good, wouldn’t she have already swallowed it?

We reached another landing and this one branched in four directions. Jeriath and the Head of the Red Ilerioc Guard nodded to each other and then made hand signals and two of each of their guards darted down the steps. One of them returned seconds later with a shake of his head.

Jeriath’s eyes tightened behind his veil. I made a frustrated sound in my throat. I hated those veils.

Hubric leaned in close, whispering in my ear – again it was like he could read my mind!

“When the people of Haz gave a tithe to serve the dragons those people swore they would never again show their faces as free men. When the Ilerioc people were granted their freedom, they chose to honor their old vow by always keeping their heads and faces covered. I respect people who honor their vows.”

I nodded. But it was still frustrating not to see their faces. And it had to get hot under all that cloth. I hoped I hadn’t made promises that would bind me and my descendants like that.

Two more groups returned both shaking their heads.

“The stairways are blocked?” Hubric asked.

“Falling rock,” Jeriath replied shortly. 

A moment later, the fourth scout waved from the stairway and we followed Jeriath as he hurried down that set of stairs.

“There’s only one way out through there and it is slow,” the guard protested. “We should turn back.”

“I was given strict orders,” Jeriath protested.

“We will have to choose which has precedence if we go that way, and neither of these has yet given their vows. That’s what they are here for in the first place!”

“Anyone can take a vow,” Jeriath said.

“But it should be done before Haz’drazen and the Council.”

We were all listening, not sure of what they were talking about.

“I will give any vow necessary,” Atura said boldly as we hurried down the steps. They were growing steeper. “I am your true Guardian. As the prophecies state, I was rescued by a dragon as a child.”

Wait? That was in the prophecies?

“Really?” Hubric asked dryly. He didn’t believe her? Actually, neither did I. Atura would say anything to get what she wanted. And she’d wanted to burn me alive when we first met. I still thought she might. She hadn’t been very subtle about wanting to see me dead.

“I was rescued by a huge Blue Dragon from a sinking ship. He bore me on his back to land. That’s in your prophecies, isn’t it?” she asked, quoting in a slightly different tone. “On the backs of Blues, they bear her to shore, child in distress, child sacrificed for, child rescued from death. On their backs they bear up golden hope. Memory will not be forgotten. And in her belly will bloom the strength of gratitude.”

Ilerioc and the First Red Ilerioc Guard gave identical grunts as if they had been punched in the belly.

“I thought those prophecies were sealed to only a few,” Hubric said neutrally.

“They are,” Jeriath said and it almost sounded like a curse. “How did you hear of them, diplomat?”

“When the Dominar sent me on this mission to represent her, Raolcan Prince of Dragons spoke the words to me.”

Jeriath grunted again, but this time it sounded like respect. “Then you know that if her words are true, she is the true guardian of the Chosen One and she must speak her vows over him.” He shot a harsh glance at me. “And I have chosen incorrectly.”

I felt my face heating, but it felt silly to chime in right now. Would anyone believe me if I told them that the Gold Dragon who rescued me was carried on the backs of Blue Dragons as he flew his last hours to the Haven Isles to bring me to safety? His memory would never be forgotten. Not by me. Not by them. And I believed the prophecy. I believed it because I did get strength from my gratitude to him. It was what gave me fuel for every day. 

I put my hand to my heart, silently thanking my old friend again.

Ramariri, I thought. You are not with me anymore. But I will always be grateful. I promise that I will protect little Nasataa and guard him in his task. Just like you guarded me. For your memory. For your sacrifice.
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Chapter Fourteen
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And that was the vow they were talking about.

The strange voice shattered my thoughts and I gasped. Who was that?

Taoslil. Sorry. I shouldn’t be spying. We don’t usually do that, but I heard you making the promise – you were broadcasting your thoughts so loudly it was like you were an actual dragon. Giving the vow without being asked – well, to me that means you must be the one meant to protect the dragonlet. 

Could he help us get Natastaa somewhere safe?

Not now. We are under attack. All able dragons must fight. But don’t worry. Your Ilerioc Guard will keep you safe.

He should know that the prophecies were about me – that Ramariri, the Gold Dragon who saved me was carried on the backs of Blue Dragons as he died saving me.

I will remember and I will honor him.

His voice was gone suddenly, and I could almost feel him pulling free from my mind. I blinked my eyes as we reached the bottom of the stairs and rushed forward.

“Where are we?” I gasped as the light of flickering lanterns finally registered. 

The room was huge. And it wasn’t all lit with lanterns. Light filtered in from holes in the wall, sealed with glass. Water was on the other side of the glass and fish swam past the portholes.

I spun, trying to figure out where we were. I hadn’t seen an ocean when I looked out from the nest.

“It’s a river that leads to the ocean. The ocean is not far, but that’s a river,” Hubric said as we ran further into the room. His ability to read my mind just by watching me was getting spooky.

At the center of the room was a metal orb with rivets all along the sides. It was perched over a round pool that glowed mysteriously. Racks of equipment and garments were set up around the pool. 

It drew the eye so strongly that I didn’t even notice the other wall until a hoarse voice called my name.

“Seleska!”

Like a shot, Nasataa leapt from my shoulders and flew – flew! – a few wobbly flaps before hitting the ground and running full speed to the dark barred cells along the other side of the room.

I knew exactly why. My quavering gasp came only moments later.

“Heron! You’re here!”

I chased after Nasataa, following his lead as my own eyes tried to adjust to the darkness of the other side of the room and find where Heron’s voice was coming from. 

I almost stubbed my toe on the bars when I finally reached him. He was on the other side of a wall of bars, gripping them in either hand, his face pressed up against them as if he could get through just by wanting it enough. If that was a prison cell, it was an awful one. It was dark and damp with only a narrow rock wall for a bench and a drain in the middle of the floor. There were no other prisoners, no guards and no sign that Heron had been given food or water.

“Seleska! You’re alive! You’re okay! I’ve been so worried. You look like you aren’t even injured anymore.” His words poured out like a torrent of relief. Were his eyes glassy? His smile was wide, and his too-bright eyes flashed in the low light.

I leaned in close to try to get a good look at him and his hand snaked through the bars to find the back of my head and tangle in my hair, holding me gently but firmly like he was afraid that if his grip slipped at all I would vanish like a ghost.

“I brought you to their door and I begged them to take you, but they wouldn’t, Seleska. Not until I forced them to. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“What did you do to force them?” I asked, my eyes wide at the thought of gentle kind Heron forcing a dragon to do as he wished. 

“Stay back from the prisoner,” Jeriath warned, coming up from behind me. “We don’t have leave to free him. He is under judgment.”

“I thought you said you would consider it,” I said.

“I fought them,” Heron said, not letting go of me. “I fought them and demanded that they take you and help you or I would kill them.”

“He broke Carhan’s arm and leg and nearly killed him,” Jeriath said harshly.

“Please,” I begged, turning to him. “You can’t leave him here. You promised to reconsider.”

“I have reconsidered. He’s a criminal.” There was a sound of finality in his voice. “He stays here. Get your gear on and get ready. After we send the Chosen One and his guardian down, we’ll send you next. Even if you’re a fraud, you’re still under our protection.”

“A what?” Now I was reeling from all the crazy conclusions he was jumping to. Heron a criminal? Impossible! Me, a fraud? He was joking, right?

“The other girl is the True Guardian. We will watch her say her vows and then send her to safety with the guard. We can only send eight people at a time and it is essential that she is properly guarded.”

I clenched my jaw and put a hand on my hip, and turned my whole body to him – but I made sure to stay close enough to Heron that he could keep his hand in my hair. 

“Then why don’t you go ahead and take care of that, Jeriath? If it’s so important to you, then I don’t know why you’re wasting your time here?”

He made an angry sound in his throat, but he said one more thing before he stalked away.

“If that’s how you feel, then you’re on your own, imposter. We have important charges to protect and we don’t have time for your dramatics.”

My face grew hot at the finality of his tone. I’d just lost my guard with my sharp words.
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Chapter Fifteen
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I heard them begin to prepare Atura for her vow as Hubric stepped closer.

“You should be more careful with that temper, Seleska. You’re going to get your friend in even more trouble if you provoke Jeriath.”

“It’s unfair, Hubric,” I said irritably. “They’ve imprisoned him and all he was trying to do was save my life and now they all believe Atura just because she’s such a great liar.”

Hubric snorted. “Way of the world, kid.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s right!”

“Of course, it’s not right. People believe what they want to believe – even what it’s patently false. And they are swayed by confidence and a tidy story but in real life, true stories are never tidy and the people telling them are rarely confident.”

“So, what do I do?” I asked. “We can’t just leave Heron here!”

“Wait here a minute.”

He hurried off and I turned back to Heron. He smiled warmly at me, tenderness in his eyes but also concern. 

“Seleska,” he said. “You shouldn’t stay here trying to free me if it puts you in danger. Go with the others. I’ll be okay.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” I said. And it was just the truth. I would never leave Heron when he needed me, just like he would never leave me when I needed him. “Did you really fight guards and dragons to get me help?”

“I’d do it all over again, too.” The look in his eyes was blazing.

I stood up on my tiptoes, pressing into the bars so that I could reach him and with great effort, I managed to stand high enough to just brush his lips with mine.

When I pulled back, he bit his bottom lip. 

“Seleska?”

“Yes?” I asked innocently.

“You need to stop doing that.”

“Why?” I made my eyes as large as I could.

“You’re my best friend. But if you keep doing that, I might just fall in love with you.”

“Oh,” I said as if I had no idea that was possible. “Oops.”

But that left it in my hands, didn’t it? I could decide to keep things the way they were, and we could be friends forever – the kind of friends where he went away to Abergande and apprenticed there without telling me first. I frowned.

Or, I could keep kissing him and we could maybe be more.

I felt all tingly at the thought of it. That would be ... nice. The wicked smile I shot at him as I thought of exactly how nice it would be probably suggested the truth – that I planned to keep kissing him and see what happened next.

I would have followed up on it right away, but Hubric was back with his arms full.

“These are rare. Swimsuits and goggles. They are insulated and lightweight and cover you from neck to wrists to ankles, but they are a tight fit, so they’re hard to change into. There’s a screen over there that you can change behind, Seleska. By the look of this place, I think it’s more of a staging area for river expeditions than it is a prison,” Hubric said, handing me a strange suit made of a material I’d never felt before. “Heron and I need to wear the breathing patches, too. Why don’t you leave us to it?”

“And I have the super-rock still,” Heron said, reaching down and then holding it up in the air. “No one knew what it was, so they left it with me.”

Hubric grunted, pointing to Nasataa. “Take your charge with you. He shouldn’t be burning holes through the bars.”

I glanced down the line of bars to where Nasataa was flaming the bars so hard that he had left little tears and holes all along the bottom of the cells.

“Oops,” I said. 

“Yeah. Ooops,” Hubric said dryly.

With my face blazing, I caught Nasataa and tucked him under one arm as I hurried behind the screen. Hubric was right. The suit was hard to put on. It fit far too snugly, but I could tell it would be easy to move in once I was underwater and it wouldn’t be catching at the waves all the time like my regular clothing did. Worse, the rock under our feet was shaking even harder than before and it made it hard to balance and dress with the floor rippling like water.

It was all I could do to keep a positive attitude and not to panic. It wouldn’t help anyone if I was scared of the floor, would it?

From behind the screen, I heard Atura finishing her vow and her new guards hurrying to get her into the metal orb together.

“It’s on a cable and it will take us out to the ocean. It’s a quick way out of Haz’drazen’s Drazenloft,” one of the guards was saying. “We must keep you safe, Honored Guardian. For the sake of the world.”

“Your loyalty pleases me,” Atura said.

I made a face behind the screen. Atura was terrible. She’d probably called for the attack going on above us.

Wait.

Had she? I’d asked that question before, but I knew I was biased. The thing was, it was very possible that somehow she had betrayed us. After all, why else was she here? She hadn’t attacked Nasataa or me – which was what I’d thought she was here for at first. And I knew that the Rock Eaters wanted to kill dragons and drain their lives to fill up magic reservoirs. Maybe she had been here all along to find a way in for her people. Was that crazy? Was I just thinking these things because I hated her so much?

There was a crash in the distance.

Crash. Smash.

Do you sense something, Nasataa?

Trouble comes. Crash!

I darted out from the screen, Nasataa in my arms and the Dragon Staff in one hand. The last guards were loading into the orb. They weren’t even looking to where Hubric and Heron were changed into their swimsuits and trying to equip their breathing apparatuses. Maybe the need to keep the Chosen One safe was more important than stopping someone from slipping swimming gear to a man behind bars was. They were definitely not looking to where the doorway light was blocked and where suddenly dust and tiny bits of rock were raining down as a booming sound filled the air. 

“We need to get her out!” Jeriath yelled as the last guards shoved into the orb and he pulled the door shut behind him.

I saw his eyes looking out through a single window on the door just before the orb shot down into the pool in its metal cable, zipping away. What manner of magic was that?

I didn’t have time to think about that.

There was a loud click and I turned in time to see Hubric fiddling with the lock on the cell door and then Heron burst out from behind the bars – had Hubric picked the lock?

“Run to the pool!” Hubric shouted before slapping a breathing patch over his face.

I meant to run. 

I really did, but as the huge head burst into the room from the stairway above, I wasn’t able to move at all. I stood, frozen in place, completely immobile as I stared at the horrible creature breaking the rock to enter the room. 

How was a thing like that even possible?
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“Manticore,” Hubric croaked and I knew he was right. I’d seen them before when they tore into the Troglodyte, but that didn’t make them any less hideous. This one was massive – his almost human head was stuck into the room growling and snapping with broken, rotten teeth and his mane shook as he pushed against the rock.

A groaning sound ripped through the rock and then a crack. That must be magic. No matter how strong he was, he couldn’t be breaking rocks with just his muscles!

Lightning fast, Nasataa dove from my arms and ran toward the pool. As if it had shaken me awake, I chased after him.

The Manticore slid into the room, his lion paws scuffling across the rock of the floor, crumpling cell doors along the one wall. 

“Go!” Hubric yelled, shoving Heron into the pool. He fell rapidly holding the heavy super-stone and Nasataa leapt in right on his heels. 

I was nearly there. Just a few more strides.

And then the Manticore was loose, barrelling toward us, driven by insane power. I threw up the Dragon Staff instinctively to protect us.

“You first,” I called to Hubric and his answering growl could be heard even through the muffling of his breathing patch. He grabbed my arm, pulling me after him but I was the only one armed and I needed to protect them.

“You won’t help anyone if you’re dead, fool girl! Bravery is good. Sense is better!” he yelled, pulling the patch off so he could talk to me before replacing it and dragging me after him. Wouldn’t that nullify the magic of the patch? Or were these patches different from Rock Eater ones?

We plunged into the embrace of the river, falling into the pool.

I breathed a sigh of relief. 

Too soon.

The huge face of the Manticore plunged into the water behind us, searching, his dark eyes wide open in the fast-moving water of the river.

I swam as fast as I could, kicking with the current. My world was a haze of fast-moving images and panicked breaths, all drowned out by the frantic pounding of my heart. 

In front of me, Heron and Nasataa swam through the water, the rock propelling them as they both clung to it, beckoning me to follow.

The river was long and straight and far ahead of them, I saw the round orb moving down the line. It was steady and sure, but not fast. 

I spun to look at the thrashing Manticore. He fought against the rock rim of the pool. We’d have to swim fast to outdistance him before he broke through.

And there was no way we could swim that fast. 

This was insanity. Why was I Nasataa’s protector when I had nothing to protect him with? What was the point of this Dragon Staff if it couldn’t help keep him safe?

The Manticore roared and then rock fell down from the pool entrance to the bottom of the river and bubbles roared toward us as his huge body tore through the water, his wings flapping in it like the fins of a great fish. 

He was terribly fast. Faster than anything else I’d seen underwater other than a Blue Dragon.

And I had had enough.

I spun in the water, leveled my staff and screwed up my face.

“Okay, Staff,” I said, but under the water, it was just bubbles. “You’d better be good for something! Come on! Do something!”

Vyvera said it would eventually have some kind of power. She said that if I practiced and got familiar with it, it would show me the power. And at least once before it had deflected magic back on the person doing the magic. But did Manticores have magic? Could this even work?

I hadn’t had time to practice other than panicked fighting. And by the look of things, I never would. It was just one desperate battle after another for old Seleska, so if this Staff was ever going to be any good, now was the time for it.  

I thought I could feel Hubric tugging at me from behind, but this time, I wouldn’t be swayed. We couldn’t outrun this creature, and it could clearly pulverize anything it got its grubby paws on. 

And I was done. I was done running. I was done fleeing. 

I was making a stand.

Focus.

That wasn’t Taoslil or Nasataa! Who was that in my brain now? It was like a ship port with all these people coming and going!

No questions. Focus. 

I saw an image in my mind of a Blue Dragon. Deep and mysterious. Its bright eyes turned to slits as it said again, Focus.

I focused on the Manticore as it swam toward me, bubbles streaming from its open mouth as if it was roaring as it tore through the water toward me. Mud and water weeds spun in clumps where they’d been torn up by its huge paws.

I focused on it with all my mental strength. It was everything dangerous trying to destroy us. It was everything I needed to protect Nasataa from. I focused as hard as I could. 

Not that kind of focus. Don’t focus on the evil thing you fight. Focus on why you fight.

I wanted to protect Nasataa like Ramariri had protected me. 

Heat flared in my chest as I thought about the gratitude I felt for him – for his kindness and mercy. For his faithfulness.

It swelled, hotter, brighter.

Hubric was shouting from behind his patch through the water behind me. He must really be loud for me to hear his garbled voice. 

The Manticore was nearly close enough to snatch me from the water with his paws. I saw the look of triumph begin in his eyes, the lips pulling back from jagged teeth.

I focused on gratitude instead. 

Heat and light flared around me, so bright that it blinded me. 

I blinked.

And when my vision cleared, there was no Manticore.
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Chapter Seventeen
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I turned to see Hubric’s face, bug-eyed behind the googles. He looked like he was saying something under his breathing patch, but I couldn’t hear him. This time, I followed when he tugged on my arm, swimming as fast as I could with one hand still gripping the staff. 

Thank you, thank you, thank you, I thought to the Blue Dragons. If it hadn’t been for them, we’d all be dead.

Keep the dragonlet safe.

Why hadn’t they been at Haz’drazen’s Council? Why hadn’t their voices been heard? They knew who Nasataa was and who I was because of him. 

We are not like other dragons. We prefer our privacy.

Well, that was a poor policy right now. Right now, all dragons needed to stick together. 

We had almost caught up with Heron who was clutching Nasataa to his chest as if he could protect the little dragon forever, spinning the super-rock in wide loops as he waited for us. Nasataa squirmed away, launching himself at me and then scrambling to grip my shoulders and back in a sort of swimmer’s piggy-back. That was fine by me. The closer he stayed, the happier I would be.

Heron’s eyes showed his concern as he helped me grab one of the handles of the super-rock. He was worried about me. I gave him a bright smile. No need to let worry take over when we were all still alive. Besides, I’d learned a lesson just now.

Gratitude was a powerful thing. Powerful enough to destroy the most powerful of enemies.

Hubric joined us, grabbing the last handle and we let the super-rock tow us forward into the current.

I felt bold, the warmth in my chest growing as I kept thinking of all the things I was grateful for. For Renny and Halana who had loved me as a daughter for most of my life. For Nasataa who had turned my world upside down just by being born. For Heron who would never give up on me. For Vyvera who had died to help us all. For Hubric who was here now to help guide. For Taoslil who had believed in me. I felt warm all over.

And then, up ahead, three Manticores plunged into the water, ripping the big metal orb from its cable.

I would have screamed if I could scream underwater. Bubbles hazed everything in a flurry of activity as their wings and feet beat the water, pulling the orb upward and breaking through the surface. 

I let go of the super-rock and swam up. I had to know what was happening. They hadn’t believed in me, but that didn’t mean that they deserved to be taken by Manticores!

I gasped as I saw them climbing up through the air with their wings fighting, battling for height. The door of the orb opened, and a figure tumbled out – a figure all dressed in white with his face swathed in cloth. He fell like a broken doll, landing awkwardly with a smack on the water downriver and spinning away. 

I gasped as a head popped out of the orb just for long enough to confirm that the body was gone. Atura’s gaze caught on me and I could have sworn she was laughing when she mock saluted me before ducking back into her orb.

Someone needed to catch them! Someone needed to stop them! Her Ilerioc guards were innocent in all of this and now they were her captives!

I spun in the water, looking for the Drazenloft and the dragons and that’s when I saw what was happening above us. 

I almost sank back into the water in horror.

Above me, the sky was dark with bodies, occasionally lit up by a stream of fire as dragons fought Manticores – hundreds upon hundreds of them. A massive body fell in the distance – so far away that I couldn’t tell if it was friend or foe. Smoke billowed up from the landscape beyond. 

And then a horrific cry sounded from above me and I looked straight up to see a dragon – eyes glazed with death – plummeting toward the river. 

I ducked under just in time to see him plunge through the water upstream. Strong hands gripped me, pulling me out of the way as the huge body floated along with the current.

I looked back at Heron and we shared a look of horror.

That peaceful, paradise world of Haz’drazen’s was a battlefield now. And there was nowhere to hide – not on land, or underground, in the water, or in the sky.

My heart was racing as a new body plunged under the water – a purple dragon, gnarled with age and with an angry sneer on his face. Ice shot through me at his underwater glare, but his gaze darted past me as if he was searching and then his head pulled out of the water again.

Someone was shaking my arm.

I spun to see Hubric signaling to us to surface.

But there were angry dragons and Manticores above! Better to stay down here where it was safe. I shook my head, refusing his direction.

He tugged again, pointing above insistently and then swam up toward the surface without waiting for us. I turned to Heron but he just shook his head, shrugged, and followed.

“What are you thinking?” I asked as soon as my head broke the surface, between my usual gasping sputters at switching from water to air again. “This is madness.”

“The water is too slow,” Hubric said, gasping as he swam toward shore. “We need to be faster.”

“The enemy is all around!” I objected, pointing to where a black dragon fell in the distance, one of his wings broken in half. I clutched at Nasataa. He shouldn’t be seeing this. He was just a baby.

“We’ll go back underwater when we’re clear of it. We just need to get to the ocean,” Hubric said, a determined look on his face.

“No!” I said, more forcefully than I needed to. “That’s heading right into danger! We can’t walk to the ocean over the mountains anyway!”

We weren’t planning on walking. My wings work just fine.

The cranky voice was from the gnarled purple dragon. He stepped out from around a rock on the riverbank, flaring fire at a cloud of flies stirred up along the riverbank. 

I thought dragons didn’t like talking to humans. So then why were all of them talking to me all the time?

I guess you’re lucky.

“We’re going to fly?” I asked, suddenly less sure of myself. 

“It’s faster. We’ll stay close to the surface of the water. If you need to drop into it, Kyrowat here will let you jump. Good compromise? I thought so,” Hubric said, talking over any objections. “Hurry. We don’t have much time.”
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Chapter Eighteen
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We were still tightening our straps when Kyrowat kicked up into the air, bobbing awkwardly as he tried to find a good rhythm close to the surface of the water. 

“We’re too heavy for him!” Heron called to Hubric.

“Tell me something I don’t know, boy.”

“He won’t be able to carry us for long!”

“He won’t have to.”

“The patches are worn out. If he falls into the water, you and I will be in big trouble,” Heron pressed.

“Would you stop whining?” Hubric’s tone was irritable, but he reached behind him with a wrapped package and shoved it into Heron’s hand. “There’s a dozen more. Happy? Now quiet down and let’s try not to die.”

I’d only ever flown on such a wild and wobbling trajectory once before and the dragon I’d been riding that time had been dying. Kyrowat seemed almost as erratic as he followed the course of the river, dodging falling opponents and allies alike. 

“There’s another one, Kyro! Watch your tail!” Hubric called and we dodged roughly to the side. 

I looked up, high above me, and caught a flash of light as the sun reflected off the side of the orb. The Manticores had carried it high above us and they were still climbing, trying to reach a huge group of them even higher up. 

As I watched, another white-clad figure dropped.

“Jeriath!” I gasped – though I couldn’t be sure it was him. But something about the way he fell made me think it was. “Hubric, can we catch him?”

Hubric’s snarl was indecipherable, but the way Kyrowat turned in the air, flapping hard to gain height suggested that maybe we could.

“Seleska, tuck your staff in the saddle so you don’t spear him like a sunfish!” Hubric called. “Heron. Hand her the dragonlet, and get ready. You’re going to catch. Let’s see if those big arms of yours are good for something, eh?”

“Can Kyrowat take the weight?” Heron asked as we all scrambled to obey.

“Stop doubting my dragon. He can breathe fire and he’ll flame you to cinders if you keep annoying him.”

Heron and I shared a worried look – irritated or not, Kyrowat seemed overloaded already. But what other choice was there?

We spun suddenly to the side and I curled over Nasataa, protecting him. We must be close!

There was a grunt from behind me and then Kyrowat dropped. I held my breath counting the seconds. After long moments of me clenching my eyes shut and holding onto Nasataa as hard as I could, he leveled off, his feet kicking up spray as they skimmed the water. 

I spun to look back. Heron held Jeriath. It was definitely him! He slumped over Heron’s lap bleeding profusely from the head. 

“I don’t know if he’s dead.” Heron was trying to feel for a pulse.

“Nothing you can do about it if he is. Everyone hold on tight!” Hubric called and then Kyrowat kicked forward with more speed than I would have guessed he could muster. 

I glanced behind us to see a pair of Manticores splitting off from a group and flying toward us at full speed.

Seleska? That was Taoslil. He was still alive. I breathed a sigh of relief. If you had passed the tests, we would have given you more information. Now that you are fleeing, you still need it. There were keys – three of them. You need them to unlock the Halroc under the ocean.

Keys?

No time for questions. Just listen. None of us might survive this battle.

The Manticores were gaining despite all of Kyrowat’s work. Could a dragon die from over-exertion? 

I could see the ocean now, just a silver line in the distance. 

The first key is in the Dominion. The second in a place now called Ko’Torenth. The third in the lands known as Baojang. Your rival will know this, and she will be seeking them, too. You must get them before she can. And you must hurry.

But those were just countries. A key could be anywhere in a country!

Ask my brother for help. He will know where to start looking. I have to – 

His voice cut off.

Taoslil? Taoslil?

There was no answer.

A loud snarl from behind made me jump in the saddle.

I looked behind me to see a Manticore grab Kyrowat’s tail.

We were too late! They had us!

I couldn’t take my eyes off the ugly creature as his rotten teeth bit into Kyrowat’s purple scales. The dragon roared in pain and Nasataa keened loudly. Had he been hurt? I looked over him frantically, but he seemed to be sharing Kyrowat’s pain, not feeling pain of his own. 

The Manticore shook Kyrowat and we bounced with him as he fought with his wings to get his balance in the air again.

Nasataa’s keen was louder and I could feel him now in my mind, projecting an image of what he saw, loud and vibrant. I blinked hard, one hand coming up to my head to try to block the pain. 

But I needed to get the staff and aim it at the Manticore. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

I reached for it, but at that moment, the river below parted, and three huge creatures leapt up into the air. 

Blue Dragons. 

They were huge – dwarfing Kyrowat and even the Manticores. How had they even fit in the river? And they leapt like dolphins, arching up beautifully, light flashing off their scales as two of them snatched the Manticores up in wide-open mouths – ripping the one off of Kyrowat’s tail with a wrenching shake – and then dove back into the murky river.

The third Manticore had risen under Kyrowat, his back accidentally buoying the older dragon up and then as the Blue Dragon surged forward, we surged forward with him, balanced on his shoulders as he sped toward the sea, legs and tail still in the river. 

I had no idea a Blue Dragon could move so fast. We sped past land, past the river bank, past the looming hills and mountains and we were nearly as far as the sea when he finally sank below the water, leaving Kyrowat to flap tiredly to the shore. 

Don’t stop until you find the keys.

He vanished beneath the waves, leaving me blinking at a wide horizon with no idea what do to next.

***
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READ THE NEXT EPISODE of Seleska’s story in Dragon Tide: Waves of Destiny.

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.
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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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