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Chapter One
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I clung to Heron’s hand, pulling him underwater. He was carrying Vyvera, stumbling along the river bottom. The current pushed against me and more than once Heron shot me a puzzled look as I pulled him upstream. But our enemies would expect us to go downstream. And if we did what they expected, then they’d catch us quickly.

We were outnumbered. One of our number was unconscious, and the dragon we’d all relied on to get us out of this mess was dead. And where was Octon? He was our local guide and we’d lost him in the commotion.

I wanted so badly to talk this through with Heron but talking underwater didn’t work and Heron’s mouth was under the magic patch that made it possible for him to breathe under the water. Hopefully, those patches gave him all my abilities – the warmth stabilization, ability to handle the water pressure,  ability to walk underwater and control easily whether to walk or swim, and the ability to breathe underwater.

Frustrated, I pressed on, walking along the river bottom and holding my staff at the ready. Fortunately, my ankle was bothering me less in the water. Adding a sprained ankle to everything else we were up against only complicated things further. And I was fed up with complicated.

A whoosh filled my ears and then, in a cloud of bubbles, something plunged through the water just in front of us. I braced myself, staff held firmly in both hands. Heron’s hands were occupied with Vyvera. It was up to me to defend us. My heart was already pounding but I clenched my jaw and readied myself. No one ever said this would be easy.

The bubbles cleared and the dark figure in the shadowed river plunged toward us. I stabbed forward with my staff and he froze, eyes widening.

Oh no! It was Octon!

I tried to give a sign of apology as he scowled at me around his magical breathing patch, urgently signaling for us to follow him. 

The rush of the river filled my ears as we fought from shadow to shadow. 

Another burst of bubbles ahead and I rushed forward. Octon was our only ally here, which made that an enemy. I stabbed with the staff, connecting almost by accident with the enemy’s leg. A burst of darkness clouded the water around his leg as his flowing garments pulled at the currents. There was a surprised look on his face and then he plunged upward back to the surface.

For that matter, what was keeping Heron and Octon here on the river floor? I could guess that I was held down by the water in my lungs, replacing the air. But did their magical patches over their mouths do the same thing? If not, wouldn’t they rise to the surface?

I looked back to where they were, and my eyes grew wide. I hadn’t even heard a sound, and yet they were surrounded by Bubblers!

And now I knew why they were called Bubblers. 

Bubbles surrounded them, pouring out of the ends of rods they held, but they weren’t normal bubbles. They were tinged a dark color. I was hard to make out the exact shade underwater in the dark. They held small lamps in their hands to light the way. How long could those burn underwater? Or were they magical?

I rushed toward the others, slashing one of the Bubblers in the back with my bladed staff. I flinched as a puff of darkness filled the water around him. 

What was I doing? If I flinched every time I hurt someone, then I wouldn’t be able to defend my friends. But I couldn’t help but feel the pain of a knife slash across the back when I inflicted it. It wasn’t an easy thing to hurt another person – and it shouldn’t be.

Gritting my teeth, my inner self crying at the necessity, I stabbed the bladed staff forward, hitting a second bubbler. I didn’t know where I hit him, only that he stumbled and then kicked upward toward the surface. The bubbler I’d hit the first time seemed to be in shock. He clutched his back, arching backward with pain. 

It felt strange to fight underwater – the water slowing our movements and the sound of the rushing water blocking out all other sounds. Dark bubbles streamed away with clouds of dark blood. 

But now three more Bubblers were closing in, ignoring Heron and Octon to join together against me. I was clearly the biggest threat. I was the only one with a weapon. 

I held my staff out, firm and ready. Behind them, I saw Heron catch a stumbling Octon. Octon must have been injured in the battle. Or maybe those colored bubbles were even more toxic than I first thought.

One of the Bubblers launched a stream of bubbles at me. I ducked under them, feeling awkward as I tried to dodge the slow-moving stream. The way they rippled through the current made them unpredictable and difficult to avoid. 

A second stream rippled toward me. I ducked out of the way, slashing wildly with my staff and popping some of the bubbles. 

Uh oh. Bad idea. 

The bubbles burst, filling the water with a glittering haze of red and then pain shot through my lungs like inhaling pepper. I sneezed violently, temporarily disabled by the burning wave. 

I recovered as fast as I could, slashing my bladed staff out and connecting again. But now I was in trouble. Heron swayed in the water as he tried to support two unconscious people and drag them forward, a look of anxiety on his face as he glanced constantly back toward me. But what else could he do? He couldn’t take my place. I couldn’t carry two people – not even in the water. 

My lungs were screaming as I lunged again, this time I hit so hard that my blade lodged in my victim. My stomach bucked as I yanked the staff back and forth, trying to dislodge the blade. The feeling of it catching on something hard, and then catching in the other direction before finally pulling free, made me want to throw up. I swallowed down nausea as the broken bubbler I had just mangled hung heavy in the water, blood gushing from a gaping chest wound. 

There were three more, and these ones weren’t going to make the same mistake.  Had more bubblers joined in the fight? I couldn’t keep track of them in the chaos. All I could do was fight the ones I could see. 

Their expressions hardened as they turned their bubble staffs on me, taking care not to come into range of my staff.

With nods to each other, they let out a burst of bubbles toward Heron. 

With a feeling near panic, I leapt forward, slashing bubbles as quick as I could, trying to defend him, but as the bubbles burst close to me, their effects washed over me. I felt hot and feverish, visions and illusions dancing across my vision. Was that Ramariri swimming through the water? Was that my birth mother calling to me?

No! Get a hold of yourself, Seleska! They were hallucinations, nothing more. I gripped my staff, trying to blink my vision clear as the last three enemies closed in. I tasted blood, sick at the thought that I was breathing that in with the water. I was going to be ill.

And then I was going to die, because there was just no way that I could defend myself from three enemies while fighting the effects of their poison. Did I say three? There appeared to be five now. No, eight. Wait. Was I hallucinating? Which ones were the real ones?

Help! I called in my mind. Help!
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Chapter Two   
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A blur rushed by me and I flinched, flicking the staff up in defense. I hit nothing but water. There was another blur and then a third one and then I was hit hard from the side and I stumbled, barely catching my balance with the staff. I was thrown from my feet a second time and I fell against Heron. 

His eyes were wide, and he pointed with his chin toward something behind me. I glanced back and my own eyes widened at the sight of the sleek bodies swirling in the water surrounded by clouds of inky darkness. 

Those weren’t sharks ... were they? Not in a river. 

But they were some sort of huge fish. And they ... no, I couldn’t think about that. The scent of blood filled my nose and I hurried to put a shoulder under Octon and help Heron as he dragged Octon with one arm while he carried Vyvera with the other. 

We were too slow. We couldn’t possibly go fast enough with two people to carry underwater and walking against the current. Frustration made me clench my jaw as I pushed forward. 

At least we weren’t being shredded by river fish. 

Yet.

I pushed harder, fear giving me strength that I didn’t know I had. It was long minutes until the scent of blood was gone from the water. Even longer before I could turn and look behind my shoulder and see nothing but darkness. 

My heart hammered in my chest and every wave of seaweed or brush of the current set my nerves aflame with fear. At any moment they could turn from their feast and come after us. We were easy targets, simple prey.

Eventually, my feet began to drag as the fear wore into exhaustion. I couldn’t go on much longer. I could feel it on my bones, dragging me down, making my steps drag and my ankle groan with pain.

I thought I was going to have to stop, going to have to quit on everyone, when suddenly Octon shook his head, and though it fell back to his chest, his feet stopped dragging and started to stumble between us. 

It felt like a lifetime before he was carrying his own weight. I wanted to look at Heron and see his reaction, but I was too tired for even that. It was all I could do to stay upright and keep going.

When finally, Octon was carrying himself again, stumbling but on his own two feet, I let go of him and sent a grateful glance toward Heron. His eyes were set dead ahead and his face was drawn. Octon might be carrying himself again, but Heron was still carrying Vyvera and he looked like he couldn’t take even one more minute of it.

Fortunately for me, Nasataa was asleep in his bag. But even his lighter weight was beginning to drag at me as my strength faded in the cold of the water. 

I nearly walked into the anchor in the water in front of me. At the last second, I grabbed the rope instead, stumbling to a stop. Up the rope, the small craft was a dark outline rimmed by moonlight. The water here must be shallow. 

I paused for a moment, catching my breath.

I nearly screamed a warning when Octon leapt up, kicking toward the surface. What was he doing? What was he thinking?

Heron followed him, kicking against Vyvera’s weight – but he was too tired from carrying her and he sank again. Should I help him? I felt the draw to come to his aid, but I didn’t think we should go to the surface. 

I shook my head at him, trying to communicate that it would be a terrible mistake to go back up to where the Bubblers and Rock Eaters were. Surely, they were looking for us. Surely, they would be hot on our path. And it would be easier to find us if we were above the surface of the water. At least down here, we had the advantage of being hard to reach.

Heron thrust his jaw toward the surface, a determined look on his face. I followed his gaze to where Octon’s head dipped into the water from the surface. He was nothing more than a silhouette, but he was beckoning toward us energetically.

This was a terrible idea. 

Heron shook his head, frustration in his eyes. He knew what I was thinking, and he wanted to go with Octon. That was clear from his expression. 

Trying not to sigh with worry, I grabbed Vyvera’s legs, helping Heron move her from the slumped position over his shoulders. He rolled his shoulders in relief the second she was down from them, and together we kicked up and made our way to the surface.

Octon had better know what he was doing. 

Or this pointy staff of mine would be the least of his worries.
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Chapter Three
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We broke the surface and I choked, coughing out water. I was never going to get used to that. It took me a moment to realize what the panicked look on Heron’s face was. I reached out and ripped the magical patch from his mouth. The light faded from it as he coughed and choked just like I had, finally spitting out the water so he could breathe air. Vyvera was next. Fortunately, even unconscious she was able to cough up the water she had been breathing. I’d been worried about that.

The boat, it turned out, was empty and small. It was anchored in the river near a dilapidated landing and covered in a tarp.  Octon, exhaustion marking his every movement, helped us pull and push Vyvera into the boat and then the rest of us tumbled in, covering ourselves with the tarp. We were cold and wet, but no one had enough energy to complain about being crammed into a tiny space and shoved against everyone else. At least it was warm this way. 

Nasataa’s snores eased me into sleep. 

I woke to him licking my face and burping tiny flames into the air. The tarp had sagged at one end and morning light was filtering into the moldy boat. I struggled to sit up. I hadn’t slept nearly long enough. Had it even been more than a few hours? I didn’t think so.

But the morning light brought better spirits. Sure, we were being hunted and chased and sure my ankle throbbed from walking on it while it was sprained, but today would be better. We’d find some way to go forward. Everything could start new again. 

Nasataa flamed again and I fished out some of what had been dried meat from my pocket. It wasn’t very dry now and it hung soggy and stinking from my hand. He didn’t seem to mind, eating it with enough relish for a fine feast. I shrugged. At least river water wasn’t brackish. He could drink that.

His wet feet walked across Octon and Vyvera before he found the prow of the boat, shrugged out from under the tarp and leaned down to drink. He sure was an indomitable little thing. Here we were in a foreign place – and one full of adversaries! – he’d been caught and caged twice, all he had to eat was soggy old meat, and he seemed as happy as a fish in water. I liked that spirit!

I smiled tenderly before I heard a cough behind me and turned to see a sleepy-eyed Heron rubbing his eyes. He’d slept beside me – almost over top of me as if he could guard me with his body. Maybe he could.  

“We’re alive,” I said, surprised by how raw my voice sounded.

“For now,” he agreed, but the strain of the situation made his voice tight.

“Today will be better,” I assured him with a bright smile. It would be. I would make it better.

Vyvera sat up so suddenly that I nearly jumped. She coughed, a fit wracking her body so that she shook and heaved before spitting out a glob of black tar. She was in worse shape than I remembered. Wicked wounds ran down her arms and legs. One of her arms hung lifeless at her side. 

Hadn’t Heron had a head wound last night, too?

I stole a glance at him to see concern written across his face. His head wound had scabbed over. It must not have been very bad, but his concern was growing to a tight anxiety. And no wonder. Vyvera was our way out of this place. The one who knew where we were and how to get where we were going, and she looked ... bad. Very bad. 

“He’s dead,” she gasped. “I’d hoped ... I’d feared ... well, he must be dead.”

“Damokas?” Heron asked gently, continuing at her nod. “I saw him when we grabbed you. They mounted his head on their tower like a trophy.”

She gasped, her body shaking, and then she coughed again, a terrible barking cough that seemed to come from her very core. The black tar she was spitting up couldn’t be good. I exchanged a worried look with Heron before moving to her side. 

“Let’s get that arm in some kind of a sling,” I offered, tearing off the mask that dangled around my neck – part of my disguise, and lengthening the strap with the buckles. It would have to do for a sling. We didn’t have much else. 

She let me sling her arm, barely flinching at my touch, though her arm seemed completely immobile.

“I think we need a real healer,” I said grimly. “I think it’s broken.”

I’d seen a broken arm before in the village. The healers would make sure the bone was right and then tie things up so they couldn’t move until it knit. I didn’t know how to do that right and doing it wrong might be worse than doing nothing at all.

“No point,” Vyvera said, pain etched across her face. “We must press on. The Troglodytes wait for you and getting you and Nasataa to them has to be our first priority.”

Nasataa ran past along the gunwale of the boat as if he had heard his name, leaping and snapping at flying insects. He was so innocent. Too innocent for all of this.

“We will do that,” I assured her. “But first, let us get you to a healer.”

She barked a laugh that held no humor. 

“When I said there was no point, I meant it. I won’t live past two weeks. Dragons and their riders are bound to each other. If one dies, the other dies, too. That cough of mine – the black goo I am spitting up – it’s the result of that. We have just two weeks – maybe much less than that – to get you to the Troglodytes. And I will get you there if I have to die trying.”
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Chapter Four 
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I shivered at her words, memories of Ramariri flashed through my mind, a bevy of images from our short few days together. He had meant so much to me. I hadn’t even realized he was dying until he was almost gone. I hadn’t had time to really tell him how much he meant to me. It was that feeling that lingered, burning through me and making me clench my fists and jaw even after the memories were gone. That terrible feeling of loss and helplessness combined with anxiety. I hated that feeling. But it felt as familiar as breathing. 

Just breathe Seleska. You’re okay. You will be fine. Just breathe.

I’d had to say that so much to myself in the early days without him. I could say that again. And it would be true. My eyes snapped open and I saw Nasataa hopping along the side of the boat doing little summersaults. I had to be strong for him. I couldn’t panic or back out because I was afraid. I had to be strong.

I didn’t realize that I was still shaking from the feeling whipsawing through me, until Heron wrapped an arm around me. He pulled me in, drawing me against his strong, immovable body. There was something about how solid he was that made me feel safe – like all the world around us could fall apart, but Heron would still be there. I let out a long breath.

“How can we help you?” Heron asked Vyvera.

Her smile was wry. “By hurrying so that I don’t waste my last days in failure.” 

Well, that was direct!

I was surprised by a cough from behind Vyvera. I hadn’t even realized that Octon was awake until he sat up, rubbing red eyes. 

“If you need to go upriver and you need to hurry, and if Heron still has those patches we stole, then I can help you.”

“Oh?” Vyvera asked.

“I know a safehouse not far from here. We can walk. But we should hurry. We are easy targets here. They will be searching the river surface.”

“Only the surface?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s easiest. And the patches don’t last forever. Everyone has to come up for air eventually.” 

“How long do they last?” I asked.

“Twenty-four hours or as long as you are submerged.” He pointed to where the three patches lay in the bottom of the boat, shriveled and dry as dead leaves. “But if you surface, the patch is done, and you’ll need a new one.”

“And how many do you have?” I asked Heron, biting my lip. We would have enough, right? We had to have enough.

“Seven,” he said, after counting them. 

That was three trips underwater for him and Vyvera and one left.

I swallowed, feeling the pressure of our low supplies. Would they be enough?

Of course, they would be. No point on worrying about what couldn’t be helped. We’d find a way somehow. I always found a way to do what I needed to do.

“Come on, Nasataa!” 

He ran to me as I followed the others onto shore, leaping into my outstretched arms and licking my face. 

“Yeah, I love you, too.”

Selesa! Ride!

I opened the bag for him, and he climbed in, keeping his head out so he could watch as we slipped onto a narrow path between high leafy fronds. The trail was packed dirt, but small plants sprang up along it as if it was not often used. My feet squelched unpleasantly in the soft leather boots Octon had given me and my sprained ankle ached painfully. I missed my sandals. I would need to replace them as soon as I could. If I was going to spend this much time in the water, none of the boots were going to be a good fit.

The path wound along the river until it finally emerged at a tall, narrow house with a huge wheel on the side of it. A long shaft ran from the narrow house to a larger house beyond.

“It’s a watermill,” Octon said, as if that made any sense. 

“A way to use water to grind grain,” Vyvera explained. 

I watched the wheel move, fascinated by the paddles that caught the water of the river as it tumbled past and spun the wheel. How strange. This land was full of wonders. If only they didn’t want to kill me so badly, I would really enjoy seeing all these new things. 

There were a few different boats moored by the wheel – some of them large enough to carry cargo in sacks and bales.  

“Wait here for me. I will make sure it’s safe for you,” Octon said, slipping down the dirt path where the foliage cleared into a wide grassy space, edged with bright flowers. 

Vyvera launched into a coughing fit but she stopped herself, struggling for a moment and then breathing out a long breath. 

“While we have a moment, let me tell you about the staff,” she said looking at it wistfully. I hadn’t even realized that we’d lost her staff until that moment. What other important things had we lost with her dragon? I shouldn’t be thinking like that. The dragon was a person and enough of a loss without counting the other things we’d never see again. But I couldn’t help but wonder what battles we might face and lose because we’d lost Vyvera’s staff.

“Your staff,” she said, taking it gently from my hands, “can be fought with. You can use it to slash and hack and stab. But it also serves more purposes than that. With this staff, you can access magic.”
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Chapter Five   
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“Magic?” I asked.

“No time for questions. If we’re traveling underwater, we won’t be able to talk, and my time is limited. So, listen. Watch the physical moves first.” She whirled, demonstrating each one as she spoke. “Block. Jab. Feint. Parry. Slash. Backhand. Pivot. Show me.”

I took the staff carefully and tried to copy her moves. They were more halted than hers had been, more of trying to remember what they were than actually executing them well, but I did remember.

“Okay. Good start. Every time we stop for a break or rest, run through those. Do it every day and you might even begin to get good enough to spar with someone. And now, the magic. It’s not your own magic. Rather, the staff can suck up any magic thrown against you. Maybe you’ve seen that happen already?”

I nodded. I had seen that, hadn’t I? I’d seen that bubbler with her hands curled trying to do something while I was lecturing her about how to become a better person. Had that been my staff picking up magic?

“I thought so,” Vyvera said. “Because I can feel the power in this staff. Using it, that will take more time. These are tuned to their owners. How you access that magic and how you make it work for you varies from person to person. Just keep using it to deflect magic attacks and absorb them and in time, as you practice the physical moves, you will learn to harness the magic, too. Oh, and if you ever start to get good at those moves, you should find a good sparring partner.”

I nodded seriously, trying not to look too excited. A magic staff? I had no idea this was so valuable! It had been great when it was a weapon and a support to me. Now, it was even better!

I whirled the staff the way she’d shown me, testing out the moves. Could I feel the power in it like she had? Or was that all in my mind.

“And don’t take off your friend’s head by accident,” Vyvera said wryly.

My eyes went big when I looked behind me to see Heron ducking with an unimpressed look on his face.

“I’m going to go see what’s keeping Octon,” Vyvera said, slipping down the path.

I was about to follow her when Heron laid a hand on my shoulder. “Seleska?”

“Yes?” I paused as he swallowed. What was so hard for him to say?

“Maybe we shouldn’t be going upriver. Maybe we should be going downriver.”

“But they’ll expect us there,” I said, confused.

He licked his lips nervously, his dark brows drawing downward. “We expected to be going with Vyvera and to have her dragon to help us if things went poorly. But Seleska, the Havenwind Isles are a long way from here. If you can really go through portals under the sea, well that might be the only way to get back. And if Vyvera is dying, she might die before we find a safe place here. Maybe it’s a better idea to go home right now and to bring Nasataa with us. Where better to keep him safe than where we have friends and family?”

I shook my head. “We’d be endangering them.”

“No one will know where we are. Right now, lots of people know.” He looked around at the bushes as if he could see enemies creeping in from every side. 

“Vyvera is giving her life for this,” I said, torn. 

If I didn’t agree to go, it wasn’t like he could go without me. He’d be trapped here surrounded by enemies. But if I stopped and turned back with him, then the Troglodyte would die before we could arrive to meet him and everything Vyvera had worked for would be useless. Her dragon would have died for nothing. She looked calm on the outside, but I knew what it was like to lose a dragon friend. And Ramariri and I had only been friends for days, not years like Vyvera and her dragon.

Besides, if evil forces were really after Nasataa – and me, too – then there was nowhere we could go to flee and be safe. Our only hope was to fight back.

“I’m sorry, Heron,” I said. “But I can’t just run away. If I run, I’ll always be running. If I stay and fight, I could win.”

He nodded, but there was tension in his jaw and face that hadn’t been there before. He was as worried as I was.

I wanted to comfort him, but at that moment, Octon and Vyvera returned. 

“We’re in luck,” Octon said with a beaming smile. “A fellow Lightbringer is headed upriver in that supply barge and he’s agreed to let you ride on the hull.”

“On the hull?” I asked. He couldn’t really mean what he said, could he?

“Sure. Underwater and free from prying eyes! It’s a perfect setup!”

Perfect? That’s not what I would have called it. Heron and Vyvera wouldn’t be able to put their heads above water without ruining their patches, and a journey like that couldn’t be short.

“How many days upriver is this meeting of yours?” I asked Vyvera.

“At least five,” she said.

“And Yvon can get you as far as Tinlin City, three days upriver,” Octon said proudly. 

“That will do,” Vyvera said seriously. The expression on her face was of pure concentration, as if she were counting out her last coins. In a way, she was. After all, those three days would be some of the last few days of her life.

I felt a knot forming in my throat at the thought of her sacrifice. I really couldn’t back out. Not now. I reached for Heron’s hand, surprised when I didn’t find it. He stood a few steps away, looking down the river toward the sea. He didn’t like the choice I’d made. 

I swallowed hard, trying to get rid of the lump forming in my throat. I had to do what was right, even if my friend didn’t like it.

“Thank you, Octon,” I said, trying to keep worry out of my voice. Three days was not far enough, and we didn’t have enough patches to go farther than that underwater. My hands were sweating as he led us to the boat, a reluctant Heron following a few paces behind. 

Why did I feel so guilty for saying yes?
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Chapter Six
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This had been a mistake. I was trying not to think of that. Instead, I was trying to think about how it was also an adventure and all my life I had wanted adventures. When I went back home and told my parents about it, none of the discomfort or difficulty would matter, only the amazing adventure and the people I’d gone on it with. Right?

I thought about that as we put patches over Heron and Vyvera’s mouths and noses and slipped into the water with a last wave to Octon. I thought about what a grand adventure it was as I tried to convince Nasataa to stay in his carrier and as I jammed the supplies Octon had given me into the carrier – a canteen of clean water, a pair of sandals, a package of dried meat wrapped in oilcloth and a few coins.

“All my friend can spare,” he’d said quietly as he’d handed them to me.

I thought about what a grand adventure it was as the barge captain wrapped ropes around the hull of his ship and we scooted down the side of the hull, under the dark waves, and clung to the ropes like barnacles. 

Heron was trying to be positive, too, with a squeeze of my hand as I secured my staff to the rope and got a good grip on it. 

We were off on a grand adventure into unknown places!

But I still felt too ill to be upset about the lack of food. My nervous belly did not seem to understand how adventures worked.

Neither did my heart, still aching over the injuries Vyvera was enduring – we’d bandaged her wounds as we could, but they were bad. Anyone who planned to live more than a few more days would be concerned about them.

Even my muscles couldn’t understand how adventures worked. They were aching and protesting after the first hour. It was all I could do to keep holding the rope during the second hour. I adjusted constantly, squirming to find a good place. I didn’t dare fall off. At the back of the barge, a huge paddle turned, carrying the boat upstream against the river. I didn’t understand how that worked, but Heron had been incredibly interested, peering at the wheel and a tall stack at the center of the boat as if he could make out how it operated. Maybe he could. He saw the world differently than I did.

I was beginning to think that my arms were going to give out and I’d be sucked downstream and battered by the paddles when the boat began to slow. It stopped and then an anchor fell through the water, plunging to the floor of the river.

Heron gave me a confused look. But I didn’t know any more than he did what was going on. He pointed up. Oh yeah, I was the only one who could afford to go check. 

With aching, stiff arms, I pulled myself along the rope and up to the surface, careful to hug the boat tightly when my head surfaced. It was all I could do not to cough. Instead, I choked quietly on the water coming up as I sucked in air. 

Voices rang out from the boat above.

“...patrol coming. Stand ready!”

There was the sound of a boat bumping against our barge. Good thing I hadn’t surfaced on the other side! And then there were more voices.

“This is the Saaasallla’s River Guard, accompanied by Bubbler Atura Feliciano. We are looking for three fugitives. Do you have any passengers on your boat?”

I didn’t need to hear more than that. I scrambled down into the water again. Bubblers could breathe underwater, too. They could send someone down to check for us. We needed to hide right now before they did.

I hurried, hand over hand down the rope. I couldn’t call to them to warn them but my heart was pounding in my chest as I rushed to my friends. How could I warn them without words?

I wasn’t sure. The second I saw Heron, I made my eyes as wide as I could, trying to signal fear. We were both wearing the Bubbler goggles – strange contraptions of glass panes, metal cases, and leather straps – that we’d had with us when we infiltrated their camp and Vyvera had been given a pair by Octon. They helped in the water making everything clearer and easier to see. 

I pointed toward the stern, beginning to swim in that direction. We could hide in the water wheel. They wouldn’t look there, right? Because you’d have to be crazy to go in there. After all, if it started moving again, that wheel could kill you.

Fortunately, Heron was following me, helping Vyvera along. She looked ill. She probably needed to spit more of that black guck, but she couldn’t with the patch over her mouth. She pulled it off for a moment, spitting black goo into the water and then managed to pull it back over her nose and mouth before devolving into a fit of coughing again. My stomach knotted at the sight. I wished so badly that I could fix this for her.

We worked our way to the paddle wheel, climbing between the paddles to hide inside them. The others seemed to understand somehow, though Heron looked extremely worried about it. They settled in between the paddles, bracing themselves and trying to be as small as they could be.

In his bag, Nasataa was waking up.

Stay inside!

I sent him a visual image of staying quiet inside the bag. He could come out when all of this was over. 

I felt a creeping sensation come over me, as if the water was trying to tell me something. I couldn’t help myself. I leaned down, peeking out from the bottom side of the paddle at the boat hull.

There was a flash of red as someone ducked under the hull and I pulled my head back in. They really were searching for us underwater! There were bubblers crawling along the bottom of the ship! I clenched my jaw and stole a second glance. 

There was one swimming along the rope, goggles pulled over her eyes and mask over her face. I cringed back behind the paddle.

Please don’t look here! Please don’t look here!

I thought the words as hard as I could.
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I could hear them on deck, my ears straining to listen to any bump or sound. I put my finger up over my lips to warn Heron and Vyvera, but I didn’t need to. They were both motionless, frozen in place and out of sight. They were better at this than I was!

Nasataa squirmed in the bag on my back and I help my breath.

Still! Be still!

I sent him calm images of lying still and being relaxed. He sent me the image of cramped muscles and wanting to swim.

No! Be still!

He wasn’t listening. Instead, he squirmed against my back and a few bubbles drifted out of the pack, gliding up to the surface. Teeth gritted and one hand on my staff, I reached around my back with the other arm and hugged him tight against it. He was going to give us away!

Long seconds passed and then I heard the crank of the anchor chain.

Heron ducked his head down past the paddle, looking at the hull like I had and then popped back around, urgently motioning to us to follow. I swam under the paddle but Vyvera was slow, her limbs moving awkwardly and her body bucking with supressed coughs. Heron seized her clothing, tugging her hard to pull her past the paddles. 

Close to the bow, I saw the anchor lifting on its chain. It was almost completely up. 

Heron and I kicked forward in the water, swimming as fast as we could. We were barely far enough when the big paddle began to turn again, sucking the water toward it. 

I swam hard, kicking and clawing with my free hand as fast as I could while my other kept a grip on the Dragon Staff. I couldn’t afford to lose such a priceless relic. 

Heron fought hard, too, pulling Vyvera along with him. 

By the time we reached the ropes we were exhausted, wrapping our legs and arms around them and hanging from them as the current tugged all around us. The look we shared was one of mutual gratitude. We were grateful to be alive and free. Or at least, I was. 

Vyvera didn’t share our look. She was clinging to the rope desperately, head curled into her chest. Gently, Heron wrapped an arm around her so she wouldn’t have to hold on by herself. He was always like that – gentle with other people. Reliable in a crisis. I should appreciate that more. 

I was beginning to smile when I felt a tug at the back of my pack. I spun. Afraid we’d been caught after all, but it was only Nasataa slipping out and darting through the water beside me. He’d better stick close! Could he manage to swim against such a strong current? He seemed just fine, but I kept a close eye on him as the hours passed until finally, the boat anchored again. 

I swam up to the surface, checking on what was happening and Captain Yvon called down to me. 

“We’re at anchor for the night. The hands and I will sleep on deck, but the shore is close. We leave again at first light.”

I nodded, grateful for his help but so tired I could hardly rest at all. 

We made camp on the shore, lighting a fire on a sandy beach and sharing the canteen and dried meat. Nasataa was out immediately, curling up so close to the fire that the flames almost licked his gleaming scales. Heron slumped nearby, not even bidding us goodnight before he was asleep. I was about to join him when Vyvera shook with wracking coughs and then pointed to me.

“No sleep. Practice.”

“What?” I asked, incredulous.

“The Staff. You need to practice. It will guide you.”

She curled up by the fire, coughing her terrible barking cough and I was left sitting there with a choice. She could hardly force me to practice when she was so ill. And I was so tired that I wanted to ignore her instruction. But then again. How could I defend Nasataa if I didn’t have any ability to use this staff?

With a tired sigh, I stood up, paced down the beach and then began the forms Vyvera had shown me, slowly and carefully at first but picking up speed as they grew more familiar. I was probably imagining things, but the staff seemed to glow slightly as I worked with it. And it did feel as if it was guiding me in my awkward forms, helping me to adjust them as I practiced. I must be really tired to think that.

I worked until I was so tired that I was beginning to forget what I was doing. Eventually, I returned to the fire and collapsed beside Nasataa, drifting off to sleep.

Our next two days were the same as the first – a combination of clinging to ropes until our muscles hurt and desperately avoiding the notice of the patrols that roamed the river. Sometimes their hulls went by so close that I could see what color they were in the dark water. Other times, we had to scramble to hide from bubblers boarding or riding along their own patrol boat hulls. It was nerve-wracking and exhausting, but I kept reminding myself that it was still an adventure and adventures were not comfortable things. Captain Yvon passed food to us at night – just enough to keep us going – and I worked the staff on each break, but so far, no magic had come to me. 

On the second night, Vyvera drew us a map in the sand of where we were going, demanding that we memorize it and repeat it back to her. Our destination lay under a waterfall. I would like to see a waterfall. There weren’t any on the Havenwind Isles and I felt like seeing one would be a true adventure. 

“Just in case,” Vyvera said the third time she made us repeat her directions. Her coughs had grown worse and black fluid sometimes leaked from her eyes. I was beginning to worry that she didn’t have two weeks. She might not even have two more days. 

I wanted to say or do something to comfort her, but the only thing I could think of was to comply to her wishes, so I memorized the map, and I worked the staff, and I hoped with all my heart that she would live to see the Troglodyte she was going to die to serve. 
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The third morning Captain Yvon had a quick word with us before we ducked under the waves.

“We’ve been hearing news all up the river that revolution is spreading from the coast.”

“Revolution?” Vyvera asked before beginning another coughing fit. 

“They say that a dragon attacked one of the Sentinel Towers. Since then, the people have been astir. Some have wanted to see the Saaasallla overthrown for a long time.” He looked around warily. “But I shouldn’t be discussing such things. I only mention it to remind you to be careful. I agreed to hide you until Tinlin City, but I’ve never seen so many patrols and Bubbler Atura Feliciano herself is hunting for you. It’s going to be hard for you to hide – especially since you look like foreigners. And now with tensions so high, any attention drawn to you could lead to violence. Be careful. Watch yourselves. Try not to stand out in any way.”

We nodded, and Heron looked worried. 

“Do you think there will be a war?” he asked.

I shivered. I hated the thought of war. People killing other people was such a terrible thing. No one deserved to die just because someone else wanted what they had. But that hadn’t stopped me from lashing out with the staff when Nasataa was threatened, did it? That was blood I’d seen in the water and bones my blade had caught on. I wasn’t innocent in this.

The Captain shrugged at the question. “Who can say? When we reach Tinlin City I will anchor in the docks there for a few hours while we unload. That will be the best time for you to make your way to shore and on to the next leg of your journey. I hope you arrive at your destination safely.”

We nodded.

“Thank you for helping us,” I said, smiling my sweetest smile. I had nothing else to offer him. “I hope you don’t get into trouble for it.”

“I won’t if you don’t get caught,” he said. “So, don’t get caught. We will be at Tinlin City by midday.”

It had felt longer than just a morning, but the sun was high in the sky when we started to see other hulls and the paddles stopped and we drifted in beside the base of a pier. The anchor dropped, and Heron and I made eye contact and nodded. 

It was time. 

We needed to get away from the barge and into the city and we needed to do it without anyone watching.

I looked to Vyvera to see if she realized where we were, but she seemed barely conscious. Heron shook her gently, putting an arm around her to help guide her to the muddy river bottom along the pier. I felt for Nasataa’s mind with my own, but he was worn out from a night chasing and snacking on glowbugs while the rest of us slept and he was – fortunately – fast asleep. My belly rumbled at the thought of food – even glowbugs – but I ignored it. Adventurers were always hungry in the stories. Eventually, I’d find food again.

We slid along the mud bottom, and my senses were on high alert, watching for any Bubblers. We couldn’t surface here. People would notice soaking wet people coming out of a river they hadn’t gone into. So where could we go? We needed somewhere quiet. I led us along the shoreline, keeping far enough back from the bank that we wouldn’t be seen. 

The world above could be seen from under the waves, but it was too blurry to make anything out beyond vague shapes and colors. I was going to have to risk putting my face above the water soon, but I didn’t dare do it too soon. 

Eventually, we found another dock. This one was more worn with rotting wood and old debris around it. Good. There were only a few boats tied up here. A better place to try to scope out our chances.   

I crept to the far side of the dock and carefully crept to the surface, bobbing up between two of the boats. I managed not to cough, choking quietly as the water came up out of my lungs. I was in luck! No one was in the boats tied here and they were small and shabby. I risked rising a little higher to look past their hulls. 

We were on the far side of the river port, on the furthest dock upriver and the most decrepit of them all. Debris from the river was stuck in a churning eddy at the shore and tall trees draped over the water, trailing their unkempt branches into the pollen-coated surface. Further along the river, the real docks were teeming with boats and people. I could make out the barge we’d traveled under and on its deck, a Bubbler patrol was boarding. They wouldn’t find anything, but I sure hoped they wouldn’t make trouble for Captain Yvon. 

We needed to get to shore quickly before they thought to look under the water, too. 

I dove back under, signaling Heron and Vyvera to follow me, and I led them up the muddy bank to surface near the heap of debris and the trailing tree branches. They lent us perfect cover as we slid quietly out of the water, trying to wring out our clothing as we made it to shore. Heron and Vyvera tore off their patches, leaving them in the heap of debris.

“We will do better in our own clothing than the Bubbler robes we’re wearing on top,” Vyvera said, and Heron quickly shed the waterlogged red cloth as she spoke, flinging the mask and goggles aside. “Bubblers get noticed more than foreigners do and you two won’t pass as bubblers.”

I was more reluctant, but I saw her logic, and quickly stripped my own disguise off, stuffing it and the others in my pack. 

There was a shout from down the beach, and I peeked through the branches to see what it was. 

The Bubbler patrol had Captain Yvon between them, hands tied in front of him as they marched him swiftly away from the docks. A spike of cold shot down my spine.

“I guess we’d better hurry,” I said, sharing a worried glance at Heron and Vyvera.
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There was nothing we could do for Captain Yvon. 

“They have no evidence that he helped us,” Vyvera said through muffled coughs. “They won’t keep him for long.”

I wasn’t so sure. Our enemies hadn’t seemed terribly reasonable so far. 

“We need dry clothes. We stand out in these wet ones,” Heron grumbled as we scrambled up an alley, dodging an old man who was scowling at us from a bench where he sat feeding birds. 

“Follow me,” Vyvera said, leading us further up the alley. “You’ll find if you travel much that most cities operate the same way. There are only so many ways for a lot of people to live in one place.”

“What does that mean?” Heron asked.

“It means they hang their washing in the alleys and if we are lucky, we can steal some clothing to wear.”

I didn’t like the idea of stealing. What if I took someone’s favorite shirt or pants?

Heron hung back a step to walk beside me. “I think that having your world saved is probably worth losing an outfit from your laundry line.”

“Won’t they be watching them if theft is such a possibility?”

He shrugged. “What do I know? No one steals in the islands. Not much, anyway. And we don’t have alleys.”

It didn’t take long to find and steal clothing that fit us. I felt strange in my outfit. I was wearing sandals again, which I was grateful for, but the clothing here was all of a soft fiber I wasn’t used to and they used more cloth than we did in the islands. My clothing felt bulky. So did the pack on my back.

We wrapped our old clothing into a tight package and added it to my pack under a sleepy – and irritated Nasataa. Hopefully, he would go back to sleep. If he popped a head out of the bag in this city, someone would notice, and we’d be in huge trouble. 

I strapped the canteen over my shoulder. It didn’t fit in the bag anymore. We’d need to make difficult decisions about what to keep soon – the bag was stuffed to the top.

Almost everyone in Tinlin wore hoods – which was handy when trying to disguise a foreign complexion. We kept ours pulled low to disguise our features in shadow. But we were still garnering looks as we strolled out onto the streets.

“I think it’s the seaweed,” Heron whispered after a few minutes.

I looked down, but there were no weeds clinging to me. What was he talking about? But then I saw it. All along the street, the people walked with chains of seaweed around their necks. Some wore purple and some green and those with green seemed to avoid those wearing purple and vice versa. What in the world was going on?

We paused beside a cart selling the necklaces and Vyvera ran her fingers over a purple chain of seaweed.

“Best seaweed in stock, mistress. Shipped from the sea yesterday,” the vendor said, which was clearly a lie since it had taken us three days to make the same route. “You’ll need to wear your own. You and your friends. No one is willing to trust anyone who hasn’t declared just yet.”

“Declared?” I asked as a shout broke out from down the street. Heron’s head whipped in that direction, like a dog scenting prey.

“The seaweed declares your side in the discussion, mistress,” the vendor said, but the look he gave me was longsuffering, like he was used to young women being a bit slow to follow politics. I bit my tongue. If I tried to show him that he was wrong about me, I would only be exposing us.

“It seems that those in purple are not fond of the Saaasallla’s patrols,” Heron muttered.

“The rebels, you mean,” the vendor said. “Yes, purple is a dangerous color to wear.”

“Coins,” Vyvera said, looking at me.

Reluctantly, I fished out a pair of coins from my pack, trying not to disturb Nasataa as I reached blindly around his sleeping body, and handed them to her.

“We’ll take three green,” Vyvera said.

The vendor grinned. “An excellent choice!”

I struggled to mask my shock as Vyvera and Heron hustled me away from the cart, jamming the seaweed over my head. 

“But,” I began, and Heron shushed me.

“Disguises aren’t meant to express your true thoughts. They are meant to make you blend in!” Vyvera reminded me. “And we need a way to find a ship headed upriver, so we need to go to an inn and listen to what the riverboat captains are saying. And that will mean looking loyal.”

I kept my mouth shut but I didn’t like this plan. Lying didn’t seem like a good idea and I hated the looks of disapproval and headshakes I was getting from every person wearing a purple necklace. I agreed with them! We should be natural allies, not enemies!

But Vyvera was right. By the time we found a good inn near the river where the river captains were drinking, it was obvious that no one in a purple necklace was even being allowed in. If we’d chosen purple, we wouldn’t be either. 

No sooner had we crossed the threshold of an inn called The Betting Betty than I saw what I was looking for. Chalked up on the wall were the names of boats with a list of when each was departing and for where. By the rough map scrawled beside us, we could hitch a ride on The Sea Serpent, The Dash and Roll, or The Potbellied Pig.

Perfect.

A smile was already spreading across my face when someone in the inn cursed and every eye followed his shaking hand to where it pointed at me.

“What is that?” he asked.

Nasataa chose that moment to lick my ear.  
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I opened my mouth to speak, but Heron already had me by the waist. He lifted me up and practically threw me out of the inn door.

“Run!” he cried, and we were running.

We dashed down the streets, our feet flying as we skidded across cobbles and down winding stone staircases, past shops, and around carts selling fruits and street foods. Calls and shouts filled the air behind us, but we were gaining distance from them. If we could just keep it up! 

Nasataa flashed me a feeling of chagrin. He realized that somehow licking my ear had caused this. But it was actually my fault. In all the sneaking and stealthiness, I’d forgotten to keep an eye on him and make sure he was still asleep. 

We zigged and zagged from street to alley to street again, up one staircase and down another until we were close to the docks again. I ran past a half-rotten boathouse with a roof half caved-in when Heron whispered to me.

“Seleska!”

I spun to see him and Vyvera ducking into the tumbledown shed and I hurried after them. Heron jammed the door closed again and pressed his eye to a hole in the wall while we collapsed in a heap among the dead leaves and debris in the small shed. Old oars and abandoned pottery were stacked in corners of the shed and everything smelled of mildew and rotting wood.

Nasataa squirmed out of the bag and leapt into my arms, laying his hot little head on my shoulder.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “It’s not your fault.”

He licked my jaw excitedly.

“Shhhh!” Heron whispered to me.

In the distance, I heard the sound of feet passing and voices calling. Some were near and some further, but when they finally passed us, no one stopped to look in the dilapidated boathouse. 

Eventually, Heron joined us at the back of the shed, trying to catch his breath with the rest of us. Vyvera muffled a cough.

“I don’t think I’ll last much longer,” she whispered in the darkness. Outside, the light was fading to dark. “I pushed too hard when we were running.”

“We won’t have to run again if we’re more careful,” Heron assured her.

“I don’t mean that. I’m finding it hard to breathe.”

We were silent for long moments.

“I’m sorry, Vyvera,” I said.

“I need you to know two things,” she whispered as the moments drew out. Even her speaking seemed labored and difficult. “First, you are essential to the healing of the world, Seleska. Keep that knowledge close, don’t forget it, and don’t give up. I need you to get to the Troglodytes. The world needs you to. Nasataa needs you to. Without the Troglodyte’s blessing, the Rock Eaters will find you and kill you. Promise me that you’ll go.”

“I promise,” I whispered.

“Second, you must keep practicing with that Dragon Staff. The fate of the world hangs in your mastery of that.” 

Well, that seemed extreme.

“Promise me,” she insisted.

“I promise.”

Heron shifted uncomfortably beside me. He had wanted to turn back before, and I suspected that he still did. These promises couldn’t be easy for him to hear.

“There was a prophecy that led me to you,” Vyvera said, and then her voice changed as she began to quote it. “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.” She paused to cough violently before continuing. “Do you see what it means? What it has to mean? It’s the prophecy of the Restoration – of the return of magic. And it prophesies the birth of Nasataa far from home, of Seleska who will guard him, of Heron who will lend them strength, and of me who will die to help you.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. It didn’t seem that clear to me. Besides, prophecies were weird religious things, weren’t they? What did they have to do with real life? But you couldn’t tell someone that when they were dying. 

Instead, I reached through the dark and took her hand. “Don’t give up, Vyvera,”

“I am not giving up,” she said, struggling for breath between each word. “I just don’t want you to give up either. Any of you.”

Heron coughed awkwardly. “I won’t leave Seleska and Nasataa.”

Her voice seemed to contain a smile as she said, “That’s all I needed to hear.”

We grew quiet then and soon Nasataa began to snore again. I listened for a long time to Vyvera’s breathing as I held her hand. I wished I knew what to say to help in some way, or at least ease her worry about all this. 

I still hadn’t thought of anything when she drew her last breath. 

There was silence in the shed for a long moment.

“Vyvera?” I whispered.

“I think she’s gone,” Heron said.

Her hand was cooling when I finally let it go. I felt – heavy. It turned out that adventures weren’t always fun. And they weren’t always good stories. Sometimes they just hurt and people died for seemingly no reason when you just wished they could live.

I didn’t even realize my breath was trembling until Heron found me in the dark and wrapped me in his big arms. He held me like that for a long time and I thought he may have even kissed the top of my head before he finally cleared his throat and spoke.

“I still have one more patch. If we knew of a ship headed upriver, it might be enough to get us to Vyvera’s goal. I remember her sand map.”

And that was all he needed to say to tell me he was still with me. At least Nasataa and I weren’t alone. I squeezed him in a grateful hug, so incredibly grateful, but afraid he’d change his mind if I mentioned his change of heart.

“I know of just the right one,” I said.  
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Hiding under a strange boat was far more difficult than hiding under a friendly one had been. I adjusted my grip on the rope carefully. Heron’s eyes were closed as he fought to stay strong and keep holding on. He couldn’t surface and adjust his grip, and the hours were wearing on him. I reached out again to pat his shoulder with the back of the hand holding my staff, and he looked up tiredly and gave me a dull nod to tell me he was still holding on inside. 

With one hand on the rope and one holding my staff, I couldn’t help him. I could pop up to the surface and get my bearings, but he was stuck under the water since this was the last magical patch we had.

We hung this rope in an inconspicuous spot from the prow of the boat when it was still dark outside. We’d stolen it from the shed and dragged it with us, knowing we’d need any advantage that we could get. Even though it had been a full day since then, I couldn’t stop thinking about the moment that Heron picked it up.

We’d both been standing there, shaking, looking at Vyvera. It didn’t feel right just to leave her in the shed. She was a precious person. She wasn’t disposable. But there were no Elders here to say the Words of Respect, no women of the tribe to wash her body with Xyana flower water, no men of the tribe to build the Great Fire to return her to the embrace of the earth. 

“We can’t stay, Seleska,” Heron had said. “If we stay, they will catch us.”

But all day, all I could think about was Vyvera. Had they found her body? Would they honor her, or did they even do that for foreigners? The guilt plagued me. 

On top of that, Nasataa was hungry. He had been sending me mental images of eating for hours. And if I didn’t find a way to feed him, he was going to go crazy. I was pretty sure that he’d already eaten the last of the meat in the bag and maybe some of the leather clothing, too.

He was scrambling circles in the bag on my back. How long until he decided to leave it and what would I do with him then?

Heron’s hand slipped on the rope. I gritted my teeth, hoping he could catch himself, but his other hand slipped and then he was spinning through the water away from the boat. I kicked off from the hull, kicking hard to chase after him. 

From over my head, a blue streak shot out in front of me, gaining on Heron. Nasataa. I knew he was going to slip out of that bag soon!

I swam as fast as I could with one arm and two feet, fighting to get to where they were. The dark currents of the river between us obscured everything. That was good, right? If anyone was looking out from the deck of the boat, they wouldn’t see us in the water. But they would definitely see us if we poked our heads above the waves. 

I found Heron in a huddle in the shallow water next to the shore. He was careful to keep his face underwater, but his arms were wrapped around his head. 

If only I could talk to him. Nasataa was running circles around him as if he could communicate that way, but I knew that this wasn’t good. I’d never seen Heron like this before. Had he been injured and I didn’t know it?

I popped my head above the surface, choking on the water silently. I was getting better at that. The boat was already long gone. I watched the stern slip around a bend in the river. There was no one else here. I could try to find a different boat, but I didn’t think Heron had that in him right now. I needed to worry about him. 

I ducked back under the water and found Nasataa gulping down minnows as he swam circles around Heron. Well, at least there was one problem solved. 

Gently, I took Heron by the shoulders and pulled him up out of the water, ripping the path from his mouth.

“Can you walk?” I asked. 

He nodded and I took his hand and drew him into the forest, choosing a place where the bushes were thick. At least we’d have some cover. Nasataa followed me, snapping at bugs and picking them out of the air. He was having more success than we would have. My own belly rumbled hungrily. I hadn’t eaten in more than a day and that hadn’t been very much. 

“Heron,” I said as soon as we reached the bushes. “Are you okay?”

He nodded, but he was rubbing his eyes, his face lined with worry.

“What’s going on?” I asked him.

“Seleska, I just feel lost.” He paused. “I came out here with Vyvera to find you – to make sure you were okay and could come home safely, but the farther we go, the farther we are from home. And Vyvera’s dragon died and with him our chance of quick escape, and now she is gone, too. Without her, we don’t know where we are or what we’re doing. Neither of us has been off the islands – not since we grew up. We don’t know what to do or how to handle this place. I know she quoted that prophecy and I know you promised her we would keep going, but this feels like a fool’s errand.”

“We’re only a day away from the place she drew on the map. Remember, it was just two more days past Tinlin City.”

“That was when we were under a boat,” he said, looking grimly at the forest ahead.

I swallowed, following his gaze. I had a knot in my throat thicker than the rope we’d been holding. What was I going to do if Heron lost hope? I didn’t know what I was doing either, but I didn’t see what other choice we had than to keep going. It would be even worse to turn back now.

“Don’t give up on me, Heron.”

“I’m not giving up, Seleska. I just ... I just don’t know what to do.”

“Follow me,” I said. “I’ll keep you safe. I‘ll keep everyone safe.”

And how was I going to do that? He seemed to share my uncertainty as he laughed grimly. 

“I came out here to keep you safe, Seleska.”

“Well, Heron,” I said coyly. “How can you do that if you leave? You know I need a lot of help to stay out of trouble.”

He laughed, smiling for a moment before his smile faded again.

I stood up on my tiptoes, wrapped him in a hug – though my arms barely reached around his bulky muscles – and kissed his cheek. 

“Stop worrying so much,” I said. “How can you enjoy an adventure if you spend the whole time upset to be on it?”

He smiled again, this time a little more genuinely. 

“Let’s build a fire and get dry before we continue,” I said, but if I was being honest, I was worried. I needed Heron to be strong and stable. I wasn’t sure I could do the task Vyvera had left me and keep his spirits up at the same time.
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Chapter Twelve 
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It felt good to be on land again. Nasataa ran from bush to bush and flower to flower, stripping anything edible from the surrounding countryside. He was happy and vibrant and totally unconcerned about our situation. I loved that about him.

Heron, on the other hand, had me worried. He was lost in thought and even though we could talk again, he’d hardly said two words to me. At first, I felt worried, trying to think about how to cheer him up but soon that worry faded into irritation. We were all in this together. I didn’t force him to come along on the adventure, so it wasn’t up to me to make everything fine for him. I’d just have to ignore his moodiness and carry on. 

The brush along the river was thick enough to mask us from the water but sparse enough that we traveled through it easily and I was beginning to think we should have spent the whole trip on land instead of clinging to boats in the water. 

A dull thunk like a paddle hitting a hull caught my attention and I dodged quickly behind a clump of bushes, motioning for Heron to join me. Nasataa swarmed in, running up my leg and back to perch on my shoulder with his chin on top of my head. He was starting to get too heavy for that maneuver.

We peered anxiously at the water as a boat emerged from a bend in the river, skimming quietly along the water. A stack rose up from the center of the boat, black smoke billowing from it as the paddle worked against the current. Was that some kind of magic? It didn’t look like it. If anything, it reminded me of Heron’s forge.

I turned a questioning eye to him but he shook his head.

At the tip of the prow, a pair of Bubblers leaned against the rail, searching the water with their gazes.

“I don’t know why you are so set on this course, Atura. Your father will not be impressed by the capture of a single foreigner. You should set your sights higher.” A female voice drifted across the water as clear as if I had been on deck with her.

I froze at the reply. This voice, I recognized. It was the Bubbler who had threatened both Nasataa and me, first when I was imprisoned in a cage and then when I was rescuing him in the tent.

“This foreigner is different, Sanala. I will do anything to catch her and the abomination. This foreigner is an enemy prophesied from times past. Defeat her, and our land will soar. Fail, and she will ruin us.”

The other woman barked a laugh. “You’re being overly dramatic. What could ruin the Rock Regime? We have stood proud for generations. The other nations think we are barbarians. And since we destroy any trespassers, they don’t know our secrets.”

“Secrets!” Atura spat. “If you think that rough mechanics and burning hunks of rock is a great power, then you have no idea what magic can do. We can’t afford to lose it. What would you do without bubble patches?”

“Find some other way to breathe underwater. If we can power boats with rocks, who knows what other things we can do. I swear, Atura, the rock you swallowed made you so salty I can hardly stand you sometimes.”

Most of that was nonsense to me, though Heron’s eyes grew big when they spoke about mechanics. The one thing I did catch was the one that made me most worried. Atura really was hunting me. And now she had passed me on the river and anywhere I went, I would have to worry that she was already there. 

And her friend was right. She was too salty! She should have taken my advice about becoming a better person.

“Do you realize what this means?” Heron whispered when they were finally past.

“That Atura is an ill-tempered frog who should have listened to me when I told her to be nicer to people?”

His eyebrows rose. “I meant the rocks. Somehow, they power those things with rock. Do you have any idea what that knowledge could do for our village? We could make so many things. I wonder what kind of rock it is.”

Well, at least someone was pleased. My delight didn’t last. Ahead of us, the boat pulled into land.

“We’ll do a land sweep here before carrying on. Check everywhere.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Thirteen

[image: image]


“Hurry,” I whispered, scrambling behind Heron as we raced to find cover. He hid under a tangle of roots in a small overhang. He was partly hidden from view by the fallen tree and a man-sized rock that had left the hole in the bank when they fell, but would that be enough?

Nasataa wrapped himself around my neck, sensing our worry. I tried to signal to him to get into the bag, but he ignored me, only tightening his grip. Well, it wouldn’t matter if I could breathe underwater if I couldn’t breathe at all! I tugged at him, trying to release his grip. 

Heron grabbed me, ignoring my battle with Nasataa, and pulled me behind him, pushing me as deep as he could into the dip formed by the roots. He stood in front of me in a crouch, clearly ready to take on any attackers. He was like a wall of man and muscle. 

Long moments passed as we heard the rustle of feet in the bushes and the occasional call back and forth from the search party. I was already sweating, tension filling me. Why had they picked this exact spot to look for us? I wished Octon was here to shed light on it. Or Vyvera. She would have known. Instead, it was just me and Heron trying to figure this out for ourselves.

There was a snap as someone trod on a branch nearby. I froze, icy fear stabbing down through me as I waited. Out of nowhere, Nasataa let out a chittering sound. Was that his fear leaking out?

“This way,” the searcher said, pushing through the trees toward us, his red clothing – tight at wrists and ankles – billowing around him as he hurried.

I shrank back into the bank, trying to be small and unnoticed. Heron shrank back to, pressing me into the dirt. He was too big to be doing that! My lungs squeezed at the pressure of his weight and I gasped as Nasataa gripped tighter still. 

It’s going to be okay, Seleska, I told myself. You will be okay. And so will Heron and Nasataa. But it was hard to have a cheerful outlook with our enemies closing in on us. 

The Bubbler was searching, eyes up in the trees scanning the branches, then down to the ground looking for hiding spots. He kicked at dry leaves and sticks as he came into view from around the roots of the fallen tree and the huge rock.

“You find anything yet?” another Bubbler asked as the first one stepped close to where we were huddled. 

All he had to do was look in this direction and he’d see us. He looked over his shoulder as he replied. 

“Not yet. It’s a wild dragon chase. Atura needs to get over herself.”

He spun back around, and his eyes widened as he spotted us. He opened his mouth to call out, but Heron was faster. He leapt from our cover like a dragon flying through the air and pinning the man against the tangle of upturned roots from the fallen tree. He snatched a rock up with one hand while the other gripped the man’s neck, pushing him backward and strangling his cry of alarm. Fast as lightning, the hand with the rock came up and smashed him over the head.

No! My hands flew up, covering my mouth. I’d never expected to see such violence from Heron. Not mild, gentle Heron who always took care of people! 

The Bubbler fell lifeless to the ground, his eyes rolling back and a terrible caved-in dent in his head. I turned to the side and threw up noisily.

“Not feeling well, Malan?” the second bubbler asked, turning around the big rock. His eyes widened as he took in Heron, still clutching the rock. He brought up a long spear, jabbing it toward Heron.

Heron ducked silently to the side, but another jab shot toward him just as quickly. You couldn’t fight a rock with a spear. 

Soundlessly, horror filling me, I leveled my staff and lunged from the cover of the overhand, darting toward the Bubbler. The blade of the staff slid into his back so easily that it almost didn’t feel real. Heron leapt forward, clamping his hand over the man’s mouth before he could scream. His other hand wrapped around his neck, holding the Bubbler in place while he thrashed on the end of my bladed staff.

When he was finally still, we were both out of breath, looking in wide-eyed horror at what we’d done. 

“The others going to notice that they don’t come back,” I said eventually. I thought I might throw up again. What had we done? 

When I longed for adventure, I’d never realized that I would have to become a terrible person if I went on one. Heron hadn’t even wanted to come – and yet he’d been so good at killing. All of his instincts had been perfect. I turned my wide-eyed gaze to him, my hands shaking so badly that I nearly dropped the staff. 

“Do you still have the Bubbler clothing that we were wearing before?” Heron asked, breathlessly. After a moment of my wordless gaping, he clarified. “In the bag?”

“Y – yes,” I said, pulling the bag off with shaking hands and digging into it to draw out the red flowing clothes and the goggles and masks.

“Put them on over your clothes. We’ll pose as these two.”

I complied, shaking so badly that I could barely dress.

“You’ll have to put the bag on under the clothes. Can you do that?” Heron pressed. 

I nodded, still unable to speak as I did as he directed. They’d never buy it. We didn’t look anything like them.

“We won’t go on the ship. They’ll know it’s us in a heartbeat,” Heron explained as he dressed. “We’ll run into the woods and let them just see glimpses of us. They don’t have time to chase deserters. Right?”

I was shaking so hard that I could barely hold the staff. Heron took it, wiping the blade on the clothing of the fallen Bubbler. I flinched at the act. That wasn’t right. Hadn’t he suffered enough indignity?

“Seleska?” 

I was still staring at the blood on the clothing where Heron had wiped the blade.

“Seleska!” 

I looked up then to meet Heron’s fiery eyes. 

“If we’re going to live, we need to do what we have to do. Do you understand?”

I nodded, but my heart felt so empty that I was afraid it might never fill up again. My eyes were huge as they drifted back to the dead men.

“And Seleska?”

I looked back at Heron. He moved so that his bulky body blocked the sight of the dead. His eyes were still blazing with fire.

“Heron?” My voice sounded weak even to myself. Nasataa slid down the neck of the billowing clothing and I felt him wriggling into the bag.

“I think that before we risk our lives again, I should give you something.”

“What?” I asked weakly.

“This.”

He leaned down and kissed my lips so gently that I was afraid it might not be real. Afraid I might be just making it up to distract myself. But it was his warm smile that filled up my empty heart again when he had finished.

“Now, follow me. We need to be seen, but not recognized. Got it?”

“Got it,” I said, glad he was leading since I was sure I was far too light-headed to lead anything.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fourteen
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Having the worst and best moments of my life in quick succession really had my mind spinning. 

Heron quickly dragged the bodies of the two men we’d killed into the overhang and pulled at the roots above them, shaking enough earth to lightly cover the bodies. It wouldn’t keep predators out, but a quick glance in the overhang wouldn’t show anything had happened here. 

He nodded to me as soon as he was done, and we pulled the goggles down and the masks up before striding through the underbrush. 

“Hexon? Malan?” I heard someone nearby call. “Where did the two of you go? We’re done our grid and ready to move on! Hexon? If you make me late for dinner, I will take yours, too! Malan?!”

Heron aimed us toward the calling voices, careful to stay far enough into the trees that you could only see glimpses of us between them. 

“There you are!” Someone called. Heron increased his pace, kicking it up to a light jog and I matched him stride for stride.

“Where are you two going? Bubbles from the deeps!”

“What are they doing?”

“We aren’t going to wait while they run around in the woods!”

“Do you think they saw something?”

“No! It’s only them and that’s not even their search sector.”

I followed Heron, not looking to the right or the left as we hurried into the woods, still following a generally parallel path next to the river. This was a crazy idea, but it was the best one I could think of.

When we passed the last of the Bubblers, I recognized her as Atura. She paused, watching us with narrowed eyes. 

“Bubblers! Under Article XVSI, I demand that you stop and return to your posts or orders will be issued for your arrest,” she called, but she looked confused as we continued on without stopping. We were too far away and going too quickly for her to catch us on her own, even though she ran a few steps toward us. My only worry was that she might recognize my staff. I didn’t dare look back to see if she did or if she was following.

I was winded and aching when we finally lost them, huddled together in a dip in the ground breathing heavily. We hadn’t heard anyone else in hours, but we’d kept running long after any sound of pursuit. And I was still worried that one of them might pop out from hiding and seize us. 

“Do you think they’re following us?” I gasped.

“Running?” Heron asked. “No. In the boat.”

I nodded. “We must be getting close.”

“There was a waterfall,” Heron said. “We had to find the base of the waterfall. If we stick with the river, we’ll find it eventually.”

I nodded, exhausted. We shared a brief hand squeeze of support and started again, this time at a brisk walk. What I really wanted to do was talk about that kiss. Had he meant that, or was he just distracting me? Had he followed me for more than just to keep me out of trouble? 

But now was not the time for that. Now was the time to keep my eyes open and prevent disaster. 

The sun was beginning to sink through the trees when we heard the roar of the waterfall in the distance. We’d made it. It was there, on the river somewhere and we’d found it! 

There was no discussion about food – we didn’t have any and it didn’t make sense to complain about that. No discussion about whether to go looking for the waterfall in the dark. That could mean death if we lost our footing nearby. No discussion of a fire – after all, we were still being hunted. 

Instead, the three of us curled up together in a heap at the roots of a tree and listened for the enemy. If only we could last until morning without being found. We were so close. If we could only hold out a little bit longer.

My last thoughts – before I drifted into a troubled sleep – were about how to keep everyone safe.
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Chapter Fifteen
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I woke to the sound of a twig snapping, sitting up with a start. I’d fallen asleep with my head on Heron’s broad chest and he was still breathing deeply beside me. Nasataa scrambled up into my arms and I hugged him tightly, petting his head as I looked around. It must have been a stray animal or something like that.

Now that it was light, our situation was dawning on me. We’d followed the sounds of the waterfall, alright. There it was, just upriver of where we were, pouring down into a wide basin below that narrowed into the river. Through the dawn light, rainbows danced across the base of the waterfall, and spray filled the air, slicking the rocks all around. 

It would have been tranquil and idyllic under any other circumstances.

But up on the cliffs at the top of the waterfall, and down at its base, stone structures stood hard and unyielding. They bulged with bubbles of glass at the sides and sticking out into the water of the river. On the tops of the structures and all around them, Bubblers swarmed – working, guarding, unloading boats from the docks there or loading them with goods. In the distance, long cables brought goods up and down on a wide platform from the structures at the top of the cliffs to the ones at the bottom. 

Of course. Why would they let a waterfall interrupt river trade when there were other options? But this complicated things. According to Vyvera’s map, we needed to get to the base of the waterfall. But to do that, we’d have to pass all those Bubblers guarding these very falls, not to mention the other workers and boat Captains dotting the docks and surrounding the river. 

My mouth went dry and I tried to fend off feelings of bleak despair as I cooed to Nasataa. 

“Who is a good boy, then?” I cooed to him. He flamed my fingers excitedly. “Who is great at sleeping when I need to flee danger? You are! Who keeps everyone warmer at night? Yeah, that’s you, too! Who flames Seleska but doesn’t hurt her? Yeah, that’s you, too!”

And then my own words hit me. Nasataa’s flames were so magical and strong that he could flame things underwater. Maybe that was the key here. What if we swam under the water and created a distraction, setting one of those docks or boats on fire? Would that be enough to get Heron an opening to make it to the base of the waterfall without a mask? We could swim underwater to where he was and join him then. It seemed like a bad idea, but what other idea was there?

I glanced back at my sleeping friend. He seemed so innocent when he slept, lashes framing his closed eyes and all those powerful muscles relaxed against the tree. But he was big and powerful. I needed to remember that. He hadn’t hesitated to help me when those bubblers attacked – and he’d been almost scary in his attack.

Another twig snapped. 

Well, that was strange, wasn’t it?

I put a hand on Heron, grabbing my staff with the other and was about to shake Heron awake when Atura stepped out from around the tree we’d slept under.

“And there you are,” she said.

I scrambled to my feet. She held a simple rod and it looked so innocent, but I remembered those rods from when we fought those Bubblers underwater. The bubbles they had produced had been toxic.

“And here you are,” I said. “You know it’s very impolite to sneak up on people.”

She stepped forward, stepping right over Heron’s sleeping form as she closed in on me. I took another step backward toward the water.

“Is it as impolite as spying?” she asked, one eyebrow arched. Her goggles were on her head and her mask was hanging around her neck. I hadn’t seen her face so close before. She was my age and pretty, with the same copper hair and brown skin that Octon had. And she was about my height, too. 

“Who is spying?” I asked. “I’m sure you don’t mean me. I’m just running for my life. Next time that you want to keep someone around, you shouldn’t try to burn them alive. Or attack them in a tent. That’s not how to gain new friends, you know.”

Her dry expression told me she didn’t care for my tips.

“You’re a fool. You ran straight to a Bubbler Outpost. This is the heart of my power. I will offer you and the abomination up as the final payment for my rock.”

“Payment?” I asked, bending down quickly and scooping up a river rock from the shore. “You mean these things mean so much to you that you have to pay for them a bit at a time? I hate to break it to you, but I just took this one for free.”

“Ignorant fool. That’s nothing more than a river stone. The rock I swallowed gives me a power you can’t dream of.”

“Really?” I asked, feigning my best impressed look. “Care to tell me about it?”

“I don’t see a patch in your hand,” Atura said. “Which means that when you back up you won’t be able to stay submerged for very long. I doubt you have any left or you wouldn’t have been running on foot. And that means you’ll be easy prey.”

“I don’t see a patch in your hand, either,” I pointed out.

She grinned and it wasn’t a pretty grin of a happy girl. It was laced with malevolence. 

“I don’t need patches – or at least I won’t for much longer. That’s the power my rock is giving me. And with the last payment, that power will fully mature and I will be able to seize my destiny.”

“You know that you sound evil, right?” I said. “It’s phrases like ‘seize my destiny’ that really hammer that home.”

She sneered. “Oh no, foreigner. I’m not the evil one in this story. There are prophecies about me and how I will return magic to the world.”

I froze. There were prophecies about her?

She laughed. “I bet you didn’t know about that.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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It didn’t matter even if those prophecies were real. Prophecies didn’t matter. What mattered was what people did or didn’t do about them. So, what if there was some kind of prophecy about Atura? So far, she’d shown that she was an awful person. If that was what following a prophecy did to you, then maybe it was an evil prophecy. I gritted my teeth and held my staff out as Nasataa moved to crouch on my shoulders, his head above my own. Hopefully, he didn’t burn all my pretty hair off if he decided to flame!

I braced my staff as Atura held out her rod. There was a snapping sound behind her. There must be more Bubblers back there waiting to pick up where she had left off.

“Now,” she said, “what setting should I use? Do we just want to incapacitate you, or shall we make it hurt, too?”

“We? Are there two of you in that big head of yours?” I asked, but I was getting worried. You weren’t really the hero of the story unless you had a great rival. But Atura might be more rival than I could handle. And we were in her world fighting on her ground.

“I think we’ll make it hurt.”

Her grin made my belly flip flop, but whatever she was going to do was stopped when a heavy stick slammed down on her head. She fell forward, her eyes closing as she hit the sand. 

Heron stood over her with a tree branch in his hand. “I don’t think I killed her, and there might be more of them.”

I nodded, hurrying forward to check Atura’s pockets and pouches. Yes! She had more patches. I grabbed them from the pouch on her belt and handed them to Heron. 

“You’re going to need these if we’re going to swim under that waterfall,” I said, seriously. Then my smile turned teasing. “My mama always said that when you were grown, you’d ‘have to beat admirers off with a stick’.”

He snorted. “I don’t think she qualifies as an admirer. She stepped right over me like I wasn’t even a threat.”

He checked her breathing and then pulled her up a bit further on shore. I looked at her speculatively. He’d brought up a good point. Why had she ignored bulky Heron to go after Nasataa and me? Was she just that single-minded? It was a puzzle. Maybe that rod of hers made her so powerful that she hadn’t seen him as a threat.

“We don’t want her to drown,” Heron said as he pulled her behind the tree. “And we don’t want to be discovered too soon.”

I looked around. I didn’t think anyone had seen us. While the area was well-populated and busy, we were still too far away to draw much notice. 

“Take that rod of hers,” I said. “I don’t know what it does beyond those clouds of red that made Octon so ill, but she must think it will pack a real punch.”

He nodded, gripping the rod with one hand and holding a patch in the other.

I licked my lips. I wasn’t so sure about this part. It was easy to be an adventurer when adventure came to you but hard to step out and choose danger.

“Ready to go?” he asked as I adjusted the straps on the bag and made sure Nasataa was secure on my shoulders. 

“Not yet,” I said, giving him a saucy grin before placing a hand on his chest and standing on tiptoes to give him a light kiss – an exact mirror of the one he’d given me. 

He opened his mouth to say something and I grabbed the patch from his hand and slapped it over his mouth with a wink.

“Now I’m ready. I think I like being the only one who can talk.”

His lowered brows told me he didn’t agree, so I gave him my sweetest smile to soften the teasing and then leapt from the bank into the river, letting the water sweep over me, swirling my hair out behind me as I faced into the current. The kiss hadn’t just been for him. It had been for me. I needed to know that I was still okay. That there were still people who cared about me.

Okay. It was time to focus and to get to the bottom of that waterfall. Time to stop worrying over Atura and letting my heart flutter over Heron. Who was with me?

Nasataa!

I had one solid ally.

Heron joined us in a blur of bubbles. He’d pulled his goggles and mask on, but when he got close enough, he winked at me. He wasn’t taking the teasing to heart. Or maybe he even liked it. With one last smile, I led the way through the current toward the waterfall. My ankle was feeling a lot better. I hadn’t noticed it healing, but it took my weight without protest now.

After an hour of fighting the current, I was especially glad for a healed ankle. It still felt like we’d barely made any ground despite struggling against the water. We had to resort to walking on the bottom braced against the current instead of swimming at all. Somehow, I hadn’t realized that the waterfall and then the narrowing of the river would make the current so strong. At this rate, it would take us all day to get where we were going. 

I wasn’t wrong. By noon – or what I thought must be noon – we were in the center of the channel, but we were only just reaching the wide basin and the river was getting deeper and deeper. On either side of us, boats were docked or coming and going from the docks. The old plan I had of sneaking in to light one of them on fire was looking more and more ridiculous. Good thing Heron had that patch!

But now our slow progress was worrying me. The longer we were in this pool beneath the falls, the more chance we had of being discovered, or of Atura recovering and alerting people to our presence. I exchanged more than one worried glance with Heron, but there was no other choice. We were already exhausted from fighting the current and our only choice was to keep going forward. Even Nasataa had grown tired and retreated to the bag where he sent me sleepy images of shells and fish.

I tried to keep the images I sent him comforting, but I was getting a bit worried.

When the first party of Bubblers leapt into the water just behind us, my worry turned to fear.
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Chapter Seventeen
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How were they catching up to us? We were pushing against the current as fast as humanly possible, and yet the Bubblers moved faster than we could, even though they were swimming. I exchanged a frustrated look with Heron. 

They were gaining so fast that we wouldn’t be able to outrun them. Very soon, we would have to take a stand. 

There was something strange in the water ahead, blurring it in a cloud of bubbles. What could be causing that? It had slowly been growing louder and louder as we approached. 

Wait. Was that where the waterfall plunged into the basin? 

We were getting close. If we could only reach that cloud of bubbles before the Bubblers reached us, we could hide in the cloud of bubbles. 

My heart raced as I pushed harder, jamming my staff against the river bottom and pushing off as hard as I could. 

Heron grabbed my arm, whirling to spin his body and then squaring off, rod raised. 

We were out of time.

I spun, too, Dragon Staff raised.

There were five of them. Three held rods and two more held something that looked like a handle attached to a smooth stone with a glowing rune cut into it. The rocks with the runes pulled them through the water. They were like super-rocks.

Was that the secret to their speed? 

I could use one of those!

Heron fiddled with the handle of his rod, like he was trying to activate it. He’d better be careful with that thing. If he hit us with those bubbles, this attack could backfire on us!

The Bubblers ahead pointed their own rods at us, shooting huge bubbles toward us in an array of colors – purple, green, red.

I braced for them. We couldn’t outrun the bubbles racing toward us and we couldn’t maneuver around such a big cloud. My only option was to pop every one of them before they hit us. 

Staff outstretched, I clenched my jaw and slashed my staff through the water as the first bubbles arrived, popping them as quickly as I could, as far away as I could. With the bubbles bursting downstream, their effects couldn’t reach us – but only if I kept popping them in time.

The water dragged at the staff and working it under the waves took all my strength. If I could sweat underwater, I would be slicked in sweat at the sheer effort of trying to move the staff at any speed underwater. Maybe slashing wasn’t the best idea.

I changed my approach, jabbing at bubbles as they came toward us, but my heart was pounding. There was no way I could destroy them fast enough this way, and Heron still hadn’t figured out his rod. 

Fortunately, they’d fired from too far away and into the current instead of with it. The last bubbles coming toward me stalled and then floated the wrong way, leaving the Bubblers on their tail to dodge their own weapons. I slashed toward them with my staff, but with those super-rocks they used were just too fast!

Each super-rock was steered by one Bubbler while one or two passengers hung onto the handles and shot bubbles from their rods. They were formidable. They outnumbered us. They were faster than we were. They were better armed.

Frustration filled me as they swept in so close that they could almost touch me, and fired a second cloud of bubbles. I fought to pop them all, but one bubble landed, searing the skin on my arm. I screamed underwater, my eyes searching for Heron.

He had given up on trying to use the rod as a bubble weapon. I caught sight of him at the same moment that the group of two Bubblers reached him, firing off their rod. He waited as bubbles floated toward him. He wasn’t even trying to slash them. What was he doing?

My attackers had passed, but they were probably circling around to attack me again. And yet, I couldn’t peel my eyes off of Heron, wondering what he was thinking frozen like that. 

And then he moved so quickly – quick despite the weight of the waters! – and clipped the pilot of the super-rock on the back of the head, grabbing the handle of his super-rock. He held on with one hand, dropping his bubble rod and reaching out to snatch the mask and the patch from the mouth of the shocked Bubbler beside him. 
The Bubbler dropped the handle like it was hot, kicking upward toward the surface. 
Yeah! Right on!

But now my enemies were back again, and I wasn’t a muscle-bound blacksmith’s apprentice who could hit people over the head and steal their super-rocks. 

As the bubbles rushed toward me, I slashed and hacked wildly. Two more small bubbles hit my legs, searing them with painful agony. They burned – even underwater they burned! I screamed and then forced myself to stop screaming, biting my lip instead.

Something grabbed me from behind. An arm as thick as a tree. 

Heron!

I adjusted my staff to keep it away from him as we streaked through the water. He nodded to the handle, indicating that I should hold on and the minute I turned and grabbed it with my free hand, he reached out with his spare hand.

What was he reaching for?

In the whirling bubbles, and flowing underwater cloth filling my vision, I barely managed to see my enemies beside us holding their own super-rock. 

Heron had seen. His arm wrenched the rod from the nearest Bubbler, turning it on him and whacking him so hard in the face that he lost his grip and spun away from the super-rock.

Heron leaned as far out from our super-rock as he could while still gripping it, aiming another blow at the face of a second Bubbler. I wanted to watch, but I realized suddenly that if he was fighting, I should be steering us. 

I kicked my legs, using them like rudders to keep us aimed toward the wall of bubbles and churning water where the waterfall entered the basin.

We were almost there!

I felt Heron tugging madly at the handle, but I couldn’t look at him or I wouldn’t be able to steer. Hopefully, he was holding on! 

Hopefully ...

We plunged into the wall of bubbles and my vision and hearing were filled with nothing but the chaos of water crashing into water.
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Chapter Eighteen
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I’d never been under a waterfall before. I wished I could have enjoyed it instead of fearing for my life.

Nasataa spun loops in the bag, agitated by the roaring falls and Heron’s tugs at the handle bothered me. I couldn’t see more than his arm holding the handle and a blurry outline of the rest of him. Even that was hard to see well. What was he doing that was causing so much turbulence?

And what would we find here? We’d been sent to go under the waterfall, but where did we go from here and what could be found that would be different from what the Bubblers could find?

If only Vyvera were here to tell us.

And then we emerged from the flurry of water.

I hadn’t even realized I was holding my breath until the water was suddenly calmer and I could breathe easily again. Heron bucked and I looked back to see him fighting against the last two Bubblers. One of them had his rod wrapped around Heron’s neck and he was pulling, pulling, pulling against it. 

Horrified, I spun, trying to get closer and ease the pressure from Heron’s neck, but my movement only seemed to make it worse as his face darkened a shade. 

Help! Help us!

I cried in my mind. If only we were in the ocean where friendly Blue Dragons could hear our cry or even a passing squid. 

Please! We will die!

As I thought that, a second pair shot out of the wall of water, waving their bubble rods. And then a third. And then a fourth. And then a fifth. 

Oh no.

Please! 

I was nearly in tears now. 

Something bumped my super-rock and I looked to see we’d hit the rocky wall of the cliff behind the waterfall.

And there was nothing here. Nothing at all.

I gritted my teeth. Well, Seleska didn’t just give up. Seleska didn’t just stop fighting when there didn’t seem to be hope. 

I let the super-rock stay against the wall, and I twisted to face outward, my feet behind me getting leverage from the super-rock. I’d have to aim this attack carefully.

I aimed with my Staff and then jabbed it as hard as I could. It slipped under Heron’s flailing arm into the body of the man strangling him.

I knew I’d hit him hard when Heron fell forward, nearly knocking into me as all his fighting energy propelled him forward. His arms reached for me and he clung to my waist, his legs hanging limply, like he’d lost the strength to do more than cling for dear life to my waist. 

I jerked the staff, trying to free it, but instead, it shook my enemy on the other end like a fish on the end of a spear.

He fell free after long seconds passed, but a ring of Bubblers was around me now and closing in while my back was to the wall. They raised hands and rods. 

This was it.

They were going to finish us off. I gritted my teeth, flinching.

Here it came.

But they were waiting for something. One of them looked behind him as if what he was waiting for was about to emerge from the bubbles. 

I tried one last plea.

If anyone can hear me, please, please, this is my last chance. This is Heron’s last chance. This is Nasataa’s last chance. Please, don’t let us stand alone. Stand with us!

I didn’t know who I was hoping would help us, but I nearly cursed when I saw who our enemies were waiting for. 

She shot from the wall of bubbles like an arrow from a bow. 

I knew it was Atura even with her mask and goggles on. It was impossible to mistake the confident arrogance of her stance for anyone else. Impossible to miss the laughter as she saw me surrounded and helpless.

Please.

Well, if it was time to die, I wasn’t going to cower. I held my chin high, ready for what was going to happen.

And then the sound of rock scraping against rock filled the water and light lit the faces of my enemies from below.

I looked down into bright light.

And then something seized my foot and dragged me down, so fast that I couldn’t catch a breath in the rushing water. I clung to my staff and the propelling super-rock as the waters rushed around me and the light grew ever nearer.
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Chapter Nineteen 
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I was pulled into an underground cave through a crack in the rock. Rocks bumped me as I was dragged through a cavern. I hoped Heron was holding on!

The thing holding my leg was long and thin like the tail of a dragon, with translucent skin and glowing bones and veins. My eyes were practically bulging out of my head when we were finally dragged above the surface of the water into a cavern filled with air. Waves of green light – something living or a plant? I couldn’t tell – rippled along the dark walls. 

And in the center of the room was a glowing portal like the ones I had come through under the water to get to the land of the Rock Eaters. Only this portal was huge. It lit the room with rippling aqua light so that while we were breathing air, the light made it look like we were still underwater. 

Heron ripped the patch from his mouth, choking and gasping for air as the tail of the giant creature in front of us released its grip on me.

We swam to the rocky ledge and climbed up. As soon as the super-rock propeller hit the air it stopped pulling. I kept a hold of it. I didn’t want to lose something so useful.

But my eyes never left the creature in front of us. Not even to check the wounds on my legs – burning worse now that we were in the air – or Heron. I could hear him gasping beside me. That would have to be enough assurance of his safety.

Towering above us, a huge creature – like a chameleon but translucent and glowing – towered above us, a single eye looking down at us. Something crunched under our feet as we walked toward him. Something like glass.

It took a moment for me to realize that it was scales. Translucent scales. Vyvera had said that the Troglodyte could not move because he was dying. Was that what I was seeing? Scales shedding as this magnificent creature died?

YES.

I gasped as pain filled my brain along with a voice so overpowering and heavy that it shot through every nerve of my body at once, like they had been hit with a thousand blacksmith hammers.

OUR TIME IS FADING. WE MUST SEE THE CHOSEN ONE SUCCEED BEFORE WE FADE FROM THIS EARTH.

Vyvera said we needed to restore magic to the earth – not that I had any idea how to do that.

YOU MUST BE DELVED.

That horrific nerve-smashing feeling shot through me again and I froze in the pain of it. Behind me, I heard the rocks cracking. The Troglodyte wasn’t opening them up again, was he?

YOU ARE FOUND ACCEPTABLE.

There was the sound of a stone crashing. Heron crowded in close, taking the super-rock propeller from me so he could hold my hand.

OUR ENEMIES GATHER. NOW THAT I HAVE REVEALED MY LOCATION THEY WILL BREAK INTO THIS CAVE.

And then what?

AND THEY WILL KILL ME. BUT FIRST I WILL SERVE MY LAST PURPOSE. I HAVE FOUND THE CHOSEN ONE AND THE GUARDIAN AND VERIFIED YOU ARE THE ONES WE HAVE WAITED FOR. YOU ARE CAUGHT, CHILD, IN A WAR YOU KNOW NOTHING OF. A WAR BETWEEN THE TROGLODYTES AND OUR ANCIENT ALLIES, THE DRAVEN. 

MANY CENTURIES AGO, WE EACH BIRTHED DESCENDANTS – FOR THE TROGLODYTES IT WAS THE DRAGONS, OUR BELOVED CREATURES. FOR THE DRAVEN IT WAS THE MANTICORES. 

BUT WE WARRED ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THIS WORLD. THE DRAGONS FLED AND WERE NEARLY DESTROYED AND WE – THEIR ELDERS – HID IN THE DEPTHS OF THE EARTH. OUR DAUGHTER, HAZ’DRAZEN HAS FORGED A NEW AGE FOR THE DRAGONS. 

BUT EVEN AS SHE ESTABLISHED THEM, OUR ENEMIES HAVE BEEN WORKING. THEY ESTABLISHED THEIR MANTICORE RANKS. THEY FOUND THEIR OWN HUMAN ALLIES. PASSED ON THEIR OWN PROPHECIES. GAVE THEIR OWN RELICS. 

THEIR PROPHECIES SPEAK OF THEIR HEROES:  HANCOR – THE DISSIDENT, ISKARIS – THE USURPER, STARIE – THE CHOSEN ONE, HALBAZAR – THE CONQUERER, APEQ – THE ARTIFICER, ATURA- THE GUARDIAN, FELROC – HER CHARGE. MANY MORE. EACH WORSE THAN THE LAST.

SELESKA, THEY ARE OUR SHADOWS, OUR OPPOSITES, THE TERRIBLE DARKNESS THAT MIMICS OUR LIGHT. WE HAVE TRIED AND TRIED TO STOP THEM BUT EVERY VICTORY HAS ONLY DELAYED THEM. YOU ARE OUR LAST CHANCE TO TURN THE TIDES TO US. TAKE BACK THE MAGIC THEY STOLE FROM US.

But wasn’t magic fading from the earth?

There was another loud boom from behind me. Heron gripped my hand pulling me toward the bright portal.

THEY WANT YOU TO THINK SO. IT IS NOT SO. THEY HAVE BEEN STEALING IT ALL, STORING IT UP TO SECURE THEIR VICTORY.

IF THEIR BABY MANTICORE – FELROC – IS PLACED IN THE HAROC INSTEAD OF NASATAA, ALL WILL BE LOST FOR THEY WILL HAVE WON. YOU MUST STOP THEM. GET NASATAA THERE. GET HIM TO THE HAROC.

The what? 

FIND THE HAROC. IT IS THE SEAT OF LIFE.

There was a final crash and then the floor shook, and light poured into the darkness, blinding me. Heron tugged me backward and I followed the leading of his hand, trying to blink away the bright light.

A sound like a garbled scream – long and gut-wrenching – filled the air and then my vision cleared and what I saw made no sense at all. 

Strange creatures, ridden by Bubblers in flowing red, swarmed into the cave, light streaming in all around them. With long harpoons, they speared the Troglodyte, throwing one after another after another, like knives driven into a sleeping goat. 

What was his name? How could I honor him if I didn’t know?

I AM KO. I WAS KO. NOW, FLEE DAUGHTER!

I gasped as a harpoon lanced toward me, clattering on the rock as it missed me by inches.

“Come on,” Heron said, pulling me the last step toward the stone ring portal. 

“We need to pick the right symbol,” I said, my throat tightening as translucent ooze ran down the sides of the groaning Troglodyte. His ancient scales shattered under our feet as we stepped up onto the rim of the portal.

Heron turned to me to say something but his eyes went big and then pain lanced through me – pain so powerful that it knocked me forward and the last thing I remembered before blackness took me were a pair of powerful arms wrapping around me and a voice slowly fading away as it spoke in Heron’s husky voice.

“Don’t Seleska. Stop moving or it will kill you. Just hold on. I’ll get you to help. Just hold on, please!”

***
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CONTINUE SELESKA’S story in DRAGON TIDE: BUBBLES OF HOPE.

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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