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I wrote a story for my fans called WORTH A DRAGON.

This story became so powerful and real to me, that it inspired the Dragon Tide series. You can read this series without reading the short story first, but it’s available for free to anyone who wants to read it.

Keep your tissues handy! It’s a tear-jerker!
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Chapter One
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We drifted into shore, worn and thirsty, our canoe bobbing wildly in the waves. Wind blew onshore so strongly that it confused the mind, filling the ears with whispers and suggestions of secrets. It had been all I could do to get the canoe back to the beach with Heron slumped against my chest and Nasataa wrapped around my neck. 

I’d kept a lookout for sailors who might be swimming after us, but all I saw of them were small dark spots bobbing on the waves or clinging to wreckage as they made for the nearest shore. If I was honest with myself, I felt guilty that I wasn’t back there making sure they all made it ashore safely. Even if they were my enemies, it was clear that I had the advantage when it came to saving people who might be trapped in a sinking ship – after all, I was the one who could breathe underwater. 

And I was the reason their ship had sunk, which made me doubly guilty. I’d gone there to sink it and it had been me calling to Nasataa that had alerted the giant Blue Dragons to the presence of the ship and the threat it was to the little baby dragon. 

But if I’d stayed to help them, who would help Heron and Nasataa? 

Nasataa clung to me like a frightened baby – which was what he was, dragon or no – and sent me mental pictures of lying safely on the beach or eating juicy fruit. He was tired and hungry and scared. He needed a safe place to rest and eat and he was my responsibility. I reached up to stroke his head as often as I dared without capsizing the tippy boat.

Heron was drifting in and out of consciousness. That blow to his head had been hard. If I’d left him in the canoe, he might have drowned. The old rickety canoe had a slow leak, and anyone lying on the bottom of it would have to be able to breathe water like me. Even now, he lay heavily against me, his sun-darkened skin ashen in the morning light.

I’d paddled this whole way with incredible slowness, supporting Heron’s head up on my lap out of the water, keeping his big muscled body balanced on the canoe, bailing water with a little wooden cup attached to the canoe by a string, and paddling when I could. And by the way, who knows their canoe has a leak and is careful to tie a bailing cup to it, but then doesn’t fix the hole? Who?

Our canoe hit the sand, sliding up the beach to come to a stop and slowly topple over.

I was too tired to care. And Heron was too heavy on land. We fell into a heap on the smooth sand and with difficulty, I crawled out from under him and propped him up against the canoe.

“Wait here while I get help,” I said, breathlessly. The village should be getting up now. I should be able to find enough people to help me carry Heron – or maybe we could borrow the donkey and his cart. Heron was a big man. 

His eyelids fluttered open and he smiled slightly at me as he murmured, “Stay out of trouble.”

“You’re one to talk!” I replied, wobbling to my feet and hurrying toward the village path. 

Nasataa had begun to snore. I could have sworn he was already bigger than he had been four days ago when I found him newly-hatched. How fast did dragons grow? I was going to find out.

For now, I tucked my hair around him to keep him from prying eyes. No one would feel safe if they knew I had a baby dragon with me, and I’d lost his pouch somewhere along the way last night. I’d need a new one or a better way to carry him. 

I’d lost my sandals, too, and my bare feet trod the dirt path to the village carefully, as I watched for goat’s head thorns and other spiky debris. I was so concentrated on not hurting my feet that my father’s relieved voice came out of nowhere. 

“Seleska! We were so worried!”

“Dad!” I exclaimed, losing my fear of hurting my feet and running to hug him.

He froze as my arms wrapped around him. “Seleska? What is around your neck?”

I pulled back to see him still frozen in a half-hug as if he were afraid to move.

“A baby Blue Dragon,” I said sheepishly. I made my eyes go as wide as they could trying to look innocent. 

The dark cloud that rolled over his expression told me it hadn’t worked.

“That is going to be a problem,” he said. 
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Chapter Two
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“Seleska,” my mother said again, in full lecture mode, “There is a reason that Blue Dragons are forbidden. Even their scales are tossed back into the ocean if they wash ashore. We must have no part in them or their affairs.”

She had me backed up to a tree as she lectured while in the distance, the men of my village loaded Heron up onto the donkey cart to take him home. Elder Lutrind was fussing over him with a cool drink and herbs. I wished I was getting that kind of kind treatment instead of this berating. 

“Mama,” I tried to say.

“Blue Dragons are trouble, Seleska. My father died when his fishing boat was capsized by a Blue Dragon. Your father’s brother died when he swam out too far into the ocean and was swallowed up by one of them. You can’t keep that dragon. You have to give it to the Elders.”

The cart was moving now, bumping its way toward us. I watched, worried as it drew close and stopped. Heron smiled weakly from in the cart.

“Hey, Seleska,” he said. 

“I’m so sorry, Heron,” I said, slipping past my mother and ignoring her sigh and shaking head. “I should never have got you into this mess.”

“We saved the village, didn’t we?” he said with a wry grin as Elder Lutrind pushed him back to a prone position. “We stopped the ship and the cannons.”

“We did,” I said, laying a gentle hand on his shoulder.

Elder Lutrind clucked her tongue. “No touching!”

“Why not?” I asked, pulling my hand back sharply. Was Heron in worse condition than I’d feared?

“Not while you’re touching that cursed thing!” the Elder said, pointing to the sleeping dragon around my neck. “Drive on Talan. Old Horace needs the cart when we’re through.” She looked at my mother as the cart lurched back into motion. “Convince her, Halana!”

My mother rounded on me as the cart hurried away, the rest of the villagers following it. 

“See, Seleska? The whole village is worried about you! You can’t keep that creature!”

“Mama,” I said as calmly as I could. “He’s my responsibility and he’s just a baby. Didn’t you take me in when I needed you? And foreigners aren’t welcome on the islands, either! How could I leave him to the elements when you showed me that welcoming those in need is such a good thing?”

My mother crossed her arms over her chest, a stern look on her face. “You were a human child, Seleska.”

“He’s only a baby,” I protested. “And he’s mine.”

“Halana,” my father interrupted, saving me from more of a lecture. He was trailing behind the last of the villagers who had helped Heron. “I’ll take her with me, alright? We’re going to go up the beaches and collect the sailors floating into shore.”

“They were about to fire their cannons on our village!” Halana protested, anger in her tone.

My father nodded grimly. “So, it seems to us that it would be dangerous to let them run free on our islands. The men of the village are going to collect them and then we will decide what to do with them.”

“Oh,” my mother looked pacified by that. “And Seleska?”

“Let me talk sense into her, while you help the women prepare. We’ll have more mouths for dinner tonight – hungry mouths. And even if they are our prisoners, they will have to eat.”

She nodded and I breathed a sigh of relief when she hugged him goodbye and shook her head at me. 

“I would hug you, too, but I won’t go near that thing. Get rid of it, daughter.”

She strode away with purpose and I was left standing awkwardly next to my father just a few short paces from a knot of village men carrying fish spears and machetes. 

“It looks like you lost your sandals,” my father said, handing me my tall spiky-heeled boots with a blank expression.

I frowned as I took them and put them on. They were so impractical. And I could tell he was laughing behind his stony expression. They all were. 

Well, at least I got to go have an adventure instead of waiting behind and making food with the village women. I was starting to suspect, though, that everyone thought these boots were a joke. Maybe they were. I’d have to ask Heron about that when he felt better.

I strode after my father thinking about how much trouble Heron was going to be in when he was better again.

“Your mother is right,” he said after long minutes of tromping down the path.

“Would you have left me on that beach when I arrived, six years old, frightened, alone except for my dying friend?” I asked boldly. “A dragon brought me. And you took me in anyway.”

“Mmm,” he agreed but I couldn’t tell if my point had been taken or if he just wanted me to be quiet.

We walked in silence after that, following the others until shouts from up ahead alerted us that the first of the sailors had been found.

The sailor had not survived the night. Nor had two of his friends. They were washed up along the beach, their tangled limbs and awkward poses the first signs that the waves had taken their lives. Dapnee strode inland and began to dig. I hadn’t even realized that he was carrying a shovel. Two other men from our village joined him as the rest of us lifted the sailors and carried them into shore. I helped my father and two other men lift one of the dead sailors. The sight of him soured my stomach. 

A pang seized my heart. These men had meant to kidnap me or fire on our village. And both those things were really wrong, but it was my fault that they were dead. Guilt made me bite my lip and look away as we carried them to their graves. 

“Mark the spot,” my father said, “and we’ll make proper stones for them when we can.”

“We can have their friends do it,” Jamrie suggested. “It will keep them busy while we decide what to do with them.”

Murmurs of agreement surrounded us and more than one of the village men looked at the sleeping baby dragon around my neck.

“It would be easier to defend you, Seleska, if you would get rid of that thing,” Jamrie said, suddenly. “It’s hard to defend a girl – even one of us – when she’s carrying around poison.”

“He’s not poisonous,” I protested, but the frowns around the group told me that no one meant that literally.

By noon, we had rounded up five survivors and four more bodies. Dapnee, Jamrie, and the other village men continued up the coast while my father and I took the first five prisoners back to our village. With haunted eyes and slumped postures, they didn’t look like they wanted to make any kind of trouble, and they hadn’t said a word as we’d bound their hands with jute rope and tied them to a long line of rope as thick as my forearm. 

But every one of them watched the dragon around my neck with worried eyes and I was beginning to feel like I was the one who was dangerous and poisonous. 

We walked back to the village in silence, my father at the front of the line and me bringing up the rear. We were almost back home when Renny tried one more time.

“Just give it up, Seleska. It will be easier for everyone. It isn’t your responsibility.”

“Would you have given me up?” I asked him, hurt in my eyes.

“Never,” was all he said.

“Then why do you think I would leave poor Nasataa with no one to take care of him?”

And that was the crux of the matter. If I didn’t take care of Nasataa, no one would. And he didn’t deserve to be abandoned and alone. What kind of a person would choose to do that to him? It didn’t matter that he was a dragon and not a human. He mattered to me, if for no other reason than that he had to matter to someone.
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Chapter Three
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The feeling of the village that night was somber. Altogether, nine men and women had survived the shipwreck, not counting Heron and me. And there might have been more if the other villages or the townspeople of Abergande had found any.

Heron was feeling much better, his head bandaged up. He was under strict orders not to overexert himself, but he sat around the village fire with the rest of us, his old grin on his face and the firelight dancing in his eyes.

“I’ve heard you have everyone at loose ends about what to do with you,” he said when I sauntered up to him and sat down to share his bread and fish. I slipped a piece to Nasataa and his eyebrows rose. “It’s going to get worse if you feed that dragon in front of everyone.”

“Then I won’t feed him in front of everyone,” I said, bristling. Why was I so much more angry at Heron for saying that than I was at everyone else? That didn’t even make sense.

I stalked off to the beach where I could be alone, my ridiculous heels making my hips sway too much. I could hear the village debating what to do with the prisoners as I left. And I heard more than one villager whispering that maybe I’d brought this down on us. After all, anyone who carried around a baby Blue Dragon was clearly bad luck. It stung. I was only trying to do the right thing. And I was the one who had saved everyone! Sort of. I had a lot of help. And no one would have been in danger in the first place if they hadn’t been searching for me here. Okay, fine, it was my fault.

As I passed the line of prisoners, I felt Branson’s eyes following me. He had survived the wreck, just like I had – though with an ear so badly burned that even the village Elders weren’t sure how best to bandage it. None of the prisoners were talking. They ate in silence. They hadn’t been willing to talk to the Elders, either. But I could tell by watching them that they hadn’t given up. Their backs were straight, and their gaze followed me sharply. They were just biding their time, waiting to escape and take me home to the Rock Eaters who were paying them. 

I gritted my teeth together. I had enemies on one side and angry friends on the other. I’d heard an expression once about being caught between a rock and a hard place. This must be what that expression meant. With no allies left – not even my parents and not even Heron – I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t going to give up on Nasataa. He needed me. So, then what was left for me?

The village was out of sight by the time I stopped, settling onto a big driftwood log and pulling Nasataa into my lap to feed him the rest of the bread. 

“Are you okay, little guy?” I asked gently, sending calming images to his mind. “You had a big day yesterday. That’s enough to wear anyone out!”

He made a sound like a purr, rubbing his filmy back-fin against my palm. I smiled and patted him gently, offering him more food. 

He shot me images of colorful fish and I chuckled. “Maybe next meal.”

He tugged at my hand with his little teeth and I played with him, tugging back and forth until he got tired and curled up in my lap again his small head on his tiny haunches. He was asleep before he’d even finished settling in.

“I’ll take care of you, Nasataa,” I said gently. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to be afraid. I’m not going to leave you.”

Tears sprung to my eyes at the memory of my first parents – who had died as they tried to get me to safety – of my bodyguard, who had died doing the same – of Ramariri who had made it as far as this island, fighting death for hours so he could bring me somewhere safe. All those people had died for me. It didn’t make sense just to live for myself. And I wasn’t going to. No matter what people said about it being easier. My parents were being silly, too. Because they had taken me in – a helpless foreigner – and I knew they’d be doing the same thing for Nasataa if they weren’t so worried about me.

I hadn’t realized I was crying until someone sat down beside me. Hurriedly, I brushed my tears away.

“I have something for you,” Heron said, offering me a bead-sewn bag with double shoulder straps and a flap closure at the top. It was big enough to carry two Nasataa’s – or one Nasataa for another couple of weeks if he kept growing like he was. “I saw that you lost your other bag.”

“Thank you,” I said with a sniff. Where had he even found such a pretty bag? I was pretty sure that was a curling wave beaded onto the back.

“Don’t be mad, Seleska,” he said.

“I’m not mad at you,” I said. “But I have promised this little guy that I’m going to take care of him, and nothing is going to stop that.” I looked at him as fiercely as I could. “Not the village, or my parents, or even you.”

Nasataa snuggled in closer as I felt the beadwork on the bag Heron had given me. It was really well made. Not something from the village. Had he gotten it in Abergande? When would he have done that?

“I’m not going to try to convince you to send him away,” Heron said, his dark eyes glittering under the light of the rising moon. “If the Elders and the village and your parents can’t, then I sure can’t. But can I convince you not to do crazy things like boarding mercenary ships and trying to sink them? Or whatever that thing was that you did that actually sunk the ship? I can’t really remember that part.”

“It wasn’t me,” I admitted. “It was a Blue Dragon.”

Heron chuckled, the bandage around his head slipping a little so that he looked almost jaunty. “And you act like everyone is crazy to call them dangerous!”

“I didn’t say they weren’t dangerous,” I protested. “I said that Nasataa is only a baby and that he needs my protection.”

“You know,” Heron said with a gentle smile. “I think you might be right that he isn’t the most dangerous thing around here. You are. You’re way worse than he is for drawing trouble.” He laughed and I glared at him, but eventually, he sobered up and spoke again. “Just promise me that you’ll stay out of trouble, Seleska.”

“I’ll try,” I said.

“I have to finish this apprenticeship, so I can’t be around all the time to keep you safe.”

“I was the one who saved you last night!”

He chuckled. “Just promise.”

I leaned in close so that we were inches apart before giving him a wicked grin. “I will do nothing of the sort, Heron. You’ll just have to trust me.”

“Tradewinds protect us! You couldn’t have asked for something easier? Like bringing you a chest full of rubies?” I laughed as he stood up. “I’d better get back to the village, before someone starts to worry about me. Friends?”

“Always,” I agreed.

But as he sauntered back to the village, I bit my lip and turned to the sea. I couldn’t stay here and endanger everyone, and I couldn’t abandon Nasataa. And that meant that my options were limited. Where else could I go? How could I stop more ships from coming here and more people from hunting down my village, and family, and friends?

There had to be a way to head off trouble before it got here. 
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Chapter Four
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It wasn’t so much a decision. ‘Decision’ implies that you thought something through and looked at all the angles before action. Decision implies carefully weighing the risk rather than following the song of the sea. 

When I slipped Nasataa into the bag Heron gave me and closed the flap, that was more of an action. When I slipped it on my back and stole a wistful glance back at my village and the silhouette of my parent’s cabin, that was more of a longing. When I followed the song of the sea and took my first step toward the water, that was more of an instinct. I wouldn’t have called any of that a decision.

Instead, it was with a sad, but singing heart and a determined set to my jaw that I strode out into the waves and kept on walking long after they’d flowed over my head and covered my swirling hair.

If it had been a decision, I would have shed those ridiculous boots for a sensible pair of sandals and I would have packed extra clothes and blankets, a waterskin and some food. If it had been a decision, I would have said goodbye to everyone before I went. But because it was an action inspired entirely by emotion, I just went.

And I kept on going, searching the sea bottom in the direction I remembered emerging from, until I was led to the old wreck by the glow of the portal.

It would be silly to go through that, right? It would just take me back to the cave north of Abergande. I circled the glowing portal, feeling Nasataa’s breathing as he inhaled and exhaled the water all around us. He was comforting to have there, even if I was the one charged with taking care of him.

The strange markings around the portal were impossible for me to understand. I could see them easily – squiggles and lines and dots and triangles – but I couldn’t read them. One of them – a circle with a squiggly line beside it – was glowing. Experimentally, I touched another sign on the rim – two triangles with a dot beside them. At the touch of my finger, they depressed slightly and began to glow as the circle and squiggly line winked out.

Maybe the runes determined where this portal took you. Maybe each rune took you a different place. I could try that out. At least I knew where one rune went – the circle with the squiggle must lead to the rocky cave I’d sheltered in before. So, if I followed this portal to another place, I wouldn’t be stuck. I could choose the circle and squiggle and go home – or close to home – quite easily. 

Well, I’d be crazy not to try, right? After all, I needed a way to get far away from here. Maybe not for good, and maybe not right now, but eventually. If I knew how this worked, it would be a good option for me. I’d just try one rune. But which one?

I let my gaze flick along the runes trying to see if one of them appealed to me.

I kind of liked the one with the circle inside the triangle and the wavy line under it. I’d try that one. And hope there weren’t sharks on the other side. Or Blue Dragons.

But that was the genius of this. If I didn’t like where I went, I could just come right back home again. Besides, the village would be happy to have me safely out of their way for a few hours. They had conversations to talk through and decisions to make and my presence only made all of that more awkward. Even my parents needed time to process all of this in peace.

I was doing the right thing by giving them that space. 

I pressed the sign that appealed to me so much – the circle inside the triangle with the wavy line under it – and stepped into the glow.

The world vanished and everything went dark.

A moment later, I blinked my vision back. Wherever I was, it was day here. The water was clear, but colder than at home – and yet the cold didn’t seem to bother me as much as I would have expected. Was there more magic to who I was than just the ability to breathe under water? 

This water was less turquoise and more of a steely grey. Neat. 

A rocky bottom surrounded the portal here with waving weeds, taller than I was. I shouldn’t go too far. It would be easy to get lost in this. But I did want to know what kind of place I’d found. 

Taking a deep breath, I swam up to the surface. The water here was not very deep at all and my head broke the surface far more quickly than I had expected. 

I coughed on the air – always a surprise after water- and my eyes grew huge as I took in the sight before me. I was looking at a city – a city anchored to the land but sprawling out across the water. Boardwalks hung or swung between towers rooted in the water and boats swanned in and out from among the towers. Branches sprouted from every side of these towers, bearing round houses and inns and shops, spiral stairways, ladders, and swinging bridges connecting them.

A smile spread across my face at the marvelous sight. Well, this was a good idea! Good thing I hadn’t talked myself out of coming here or I never would have seen this amazing place. 

I was still grinning like an idiot when something hit me from behind and the world went black.
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Chapter Five
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I awoke in a woven cage of reeds. Or at least, they looked like reeds, but when I tugged at them, they didn’t budge at all and they slashed my hands like they were made of metal. Nasataa squirmed against my back and I reached awkwardly over my shoulder to unclasp the flap and let him out. 

He squealed with delight, running across my shoulders and then leaping into my lap. I shot him a quick warning about the steel basket, sending a mental image of how it had cut me, and he sent a mental image of himself flaming the basket. 

I didn't expect that to work, but I was still disappointed when it did nothing. At least whoever had put us in this cage had left food and water. We both ate and drank immediately. 

This basket – cage? – had a view, that was for sure. We were dangling over the water from the side of one of those towers. This one – a green tower with silver ornamentation – was at the very edge of the tower and water city. Underneath it, boats moved as often and quickly as people moved in the boardwalks of Abergande back home. There were sailboats and rowboats, fishing boats and fancy boats with canopies carrying people. I watched them for the first long while before letting my gaze move to the other towers and the people moving on the walkways and ladders, through the shops and open-sided restaurants, into homes and into the thick towers themselves. In the distance, big ships lay at anchor, smaller boats running to and from them like baby ducks to their mothers.

If I had not been a prisoner, I would have enjoyed this sight. If I had not been a prisoner, I would have been delightfully curious about this city – what was it called? Who lived here? How did they get along when so many of them lived in one place? 

But I was a prisoner, and the tightening knot in my belly was growing tighter by the hour, slowly choking out my appetite, my joy, my certainty, and even my curiosity. I no longer cared about who had taken me or why. I only cared about getting home. I clung to Nasataa, whispering comforting words to him as he played with my hair or slept in my lap. 

Eventually, there was a creak and I looked down the long, narrow arm of my basket to see a strange figure approaching. He – or maybe she – was clad in flowing red clothing, tied tightly around the wrists and ankles. It billowed out like a sail around him – obscuring the shape of his body almost entirely – while round glass pieces obscured his eyes and a tight-fitting leather mask covered his mouth and nose. The rest of his head was hidden by a heavy red hood that was part of the billowing outfit. 

Who in the world could this be?

He approached the cage with caution, looking back and forth from the tower to the cage as if he were nervous about approaching me. Which was ridiculous, since I was the one in the cage. I stayed sitting cross-legged with Nasataa playing in my lap. I couldn’t have stood up anyway. The cage was too small for that.

“Who are you?” I asked boldly as soon as he was close. “You’d better have a good reason for putting me in this cage!”

He froze, watching me for a long moment before pulling down the leather mask and revealing a chin and nose that looked decidedly feminine.

“I’m a Bubbler of the Rock Eater City of Metamora.” Definitely a woman, but the way she spoke sounded distracted, like her mind was on something else.

“What do you want with me?” 

There was no response.

“Well?” I demanded. “Why have you put me in a cage?”

“You trespassed.”

“In the sea?” I tried to keep the scoffing out of my voice.

“The sea is ours and all that lies within.”

“That’s a pretty big claim.” If I’d been standing, I would have put my hands on my hips.

“You and your creature are to be inspected by the Saaasallla and your fate will be determined at that time.”

“Fate?” I pressed. “What do you mean fate?”

“Your manner of death.”

“Shouldn’t there be a trial?” I wasn’t sure if I was more angry or afraid at these words. “A chance to present my case to the Elders and be found innocent or guilty?”

“You are already guilty. Your manner of death is all that is left to be determined. The Saaasallla favors drowning.”

Well, he’d be waiting a long time if he tried that on me.

“Is there no mercy in this place?” I protested.

“This explanation is our mercy. You are owed nothing. Not even that.”

She spun and left me gaping. I should never have stepped into that portal and entered this mad world. I needed to get out of this cage and back to my home as fast as I could go. No amount of disappointment from my community could be as bad as this!
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The sea sang to me. Out of reach – far beneath my hanging basket – and yet it sang to me of rippling currents, of lapping waters, of schooling fish, of rain on the surface, and winds whipping up waves. It sang to me the siren song of freedom, of flying through wind and surf with my hair streaming behind me and my cheeks flushed with exertion. It sang to me the glorious song of dawn catching each ripple of water and painting it gold and pink, of sunset doing the same in the autumn tones of orange and red. It sang of the deeps where great creatures moved unseen, where blindness was no barrier and new worlds sprang forth with creatures strange and magnificent.

And that song filled me up and kept my heart strong as I watched the foreign city around me prepare for my execution.

“It’s been decided,” my strange visitor said when she came again, removing her mask for long enough to speak to me. “Death by fire.”

“Fire? You seem to have a lot more water around here than you do fire.” My heart had leapt into overdrive. I hadn’t really expected this. Even with all the talk about killing me, it hadn’t occurred to me that they were actually going to find a way to do it. I swallowed uncomfortably. 

“Even so. Thus, it is declared by the Saaasalla.”

“But this Saaasallla doesn’t know me!” I said. Would Nasataa survive this? He could breathe underwater, but what about fire? Did dragons have any immunity to fire? I sure hoped so. I felt like I might be ill. 

“It matters not.”

“He might change his mind if he knew me. I’m valuable.”

The blank face didn’t change. “Not valuable enough.”

How much should I tell her? I should tell her something that would keep me from being burned alive. After all, if her people had sent mercenaries looking for me, then I must be worth keeping alive, right?

“I can breathe underwater,” I said, starting with the most remarkable thing that I knew for sure.

“So can I.”

I hadn’t expected that. An icy chill shot through me. Maybe I really wasn’t all that special.

“I’m a princess,” I said through a dry mouth, offering my last tidbit up.

“So am I.”

Oh. Well. I’d run out of protests.

After a moment, she turned and walked away and I tried not to let panic and despair seize me as I sat helplessly in a cage awaiting a horrific death.

There had to be some way out of this.

Below us, on another platform, they were beginning to pile wood for a huge fire. A fire that would put my village bonfires to shame.

Nasataa yawned sleepily, stretching out on my lap. I could have sworn he’d grown in the night. He was the size of a large cat now, his tail as long as my arm. He chewed sleepily at my sleeve, a string of drool running from his mouth, and sent me a mental image of leaving the cage and going back into the sea. He was sick of being trapped here.

So was I. And fear filled me, running along my bones until it became a part of me. How could I protect this little life when I couldn’t even protect myself?

“Wait!” I called to the Bubbler. She was almost too far away to hear, but she must have heard me anyway. She strode back down the walkway and I waited until she was close before I continued. “I know that you’re executing me, but what about him?” I held Nasataa up. “Couldn’t he go free?”

“No.”

“But he’s not the one who broke your law.”

“The Enemy is killed on sight. He was only spared this long because he was with you.”

She turned on her heel and strode away again. 

The enemy? Why did everyone hate Blue Dragons so much? Had they sunk ships here, too? But there were so many in the harbor that it was hard to believe. If Blue Dragons wanted to sink them, they easily could. It must be for some other reason. 

Poor Nasataa. He lived in a world that hated him for what he was no matter that he was only a baby and so far, entirely innocent of any crime.

I tried not to give in to the sinking feeling in the pit of my belly, but I was all out of options. I’d tried everything that I could to save us – given up all my secrets and even tried to just get him free without me. There were no other options left to me. 

Unless...

What had I done on that mercenary ship? I’d been calling to Nasataa – I had stretched my mind as far as I could as I tried to call him. Maybe I could try that. Maybe there would be a Blue Dragon out there somewhere who would hear our call and come to rescue us again.

I reached out as far as I could with my mind, calling, calling, begging for help. I tried to project an image of Nasataa and me in this cage and of the fire they were preparing on a platform below us. I tried to project the danger of the situation as I called, called, called to anyone who would listen.

Please! Please hear and help us!

Was that a tiny tremor I felt in the song?

The last ray of light fell behind the horizon and below me, they lit the fire. It shot hungrily into the air, crackling and popping with fury.

My insides froze at the sight even as sweat popped out along my brow. We were out of time. It was too late.
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Chapter Seven
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I hadn’t realized that the cage could be lowered until it slowly began to sink through a trapdoor in the platform and descend downward toward the fire. 

A crowd had turned out to watch my death. Great. I was not just going to die horribly, I was also going to be entertainment for the people of this awful city. I’d always wanted to see a city. I had so much fun visiting Abergande that I was sure I’d love the excitement of an even bigger place – all the varied people and the many shops and inns. But this city was not anything like what I’d hoped for. These people were villains! And they thought it was fun to watch someone die!

My anger grew with every moment that my cage was lowered slowly downward. I held Nasataa protectively to my chest, my jaw clenched and a fierce look on my face. I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t. Oh, skies and stars, I already was!

A tear leaked down my face, but I scowled and brushed it roughly away. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of watching me cry.

Nasataa seemed mostly unaffected. Fortunately, he didn’t realize the danger we were in. I hoped he wouldn’t realize it, that he wouldn’t suffer. The poor little guy. He deserved so much better than this! I should have been able to protect him from these monsters.

I felt a quiver in the song of the sea, and I cried out to it to save me. Please! Please! Whatever you are, please help us! Help us!

I sent out a visual image of Nasataa, sweet, innocent baby Blue Dragon Nasataa. Surely whatever creature stirred in the depths of the sea would see him and want to help – right?

The fire was getting closer and now the murmur of the crowd was settling into a quiet chant of words I didn’t understand. I’d never understood hating a group of people. After all, people were individuals and each one was different, but I couldn’t help but hate these people right now. They didn’t seem like individuals. They seemed like one huge moving entity of hate and destruction – and I wanted to turn that destruction right back on them! 

I gritted my teeth and then an image filled my mind. It was wobbly and hard to see, but it looked like my cage, far, far up in the air hanging over the roaring fire.

Yes! I tried to send the message to the mind far away. 

Who was it? Who had seen our plight? 

It’s us! I tried to call. 

Please, help!

Another image filled my mind, but it wobbled weakly and fell apart before I could understand it. I just hoped it meant help was on the way. I was already too hot, sweat pouring off of me. My skin hurt from the heat of the fire below. Gusts of smoke filled the basket, leaving both me and Nasataa coughing and choking on it. We might breathe water, but we sure didn’t breathe smoke! 

We hadn’t even reached the real fire yet and I already felt like this was too much to bear.

Another wobbly, incomprehensible communication filled my mind.

Please! Please hurry! I begged the mind. We didn’t have much time. My lungs felt scorched.

And then, suddenly, the basket was wobbling and shaking like a fish on the end of a line. The crowd around us were all looking to a spot above my head. If they weren’t so swathed in cloth, I might have seen looks of surprise on their faces to match the surprise on mine as our basket was snatched from the air and the chain holding it wrenched apart with the sound of tearing metal. 

I squirmed in the cage trying to get a good look at what had a hold of us, but everything was happening too quickly. We were falling toward the water, narrowly missing a boat loaded with cloth-wrapped bales, and then dragged under the surf. I coughed on the water, grateful when it washed my lungs clean of smoke. Black trails filled the water when I exhaled. 

I clung to Nasataa as we sped through the water so quickly that all I saw were bubbles around us. Water tugged at me, swirling my hair so that I couldn’t see anything. It seemed to go on forever until finally, we stopped, the cage settling on a sandy seafloor. 

But we were still trapped inside. We’d die of starvation if we couldn’t get out.

There was a squealing of metal and the side of my basket opened, wrenched apart by two massive ... tentacles?

They retreated and I hurried out of the basket, stepping out on the sandy ocean floor on wobbly legs. My breathing was returning to normal in the wake of our salvation. 

I tried to send images of joy and gratitude as I looked up, up, up into the single eye of our savior. I gasped, shock filling me.

I tried not to stumble backward at the sight of him. We’d been saved, it would seem, by a squid the size of my village. He rose proud and magnificent before me, his beak opening and closing and his long, tangled arms swirling in the ocean current.

“Th – thank you,” I tried to say underwater. I send gratitude as hard as I could toward him and he sent back another one of his garbled communications. 

All at once, his eyes snapped shut and he drew his arms in, and then he shot away, the burst of water from his flight so powerful that it knocked me backward, sending me tumbling through the water like a leaf in the wind. When I finally caught myself and found my feet again, the squid was gone.

I clutched Nasataa close to my chest. I had no idea where we were. No idea how to get back to the portal and I was terrified to look up on the surface to get my bearings. Last time, that had been a terrible decision.

I took a deep breath.

I should be thankful that the squid had saved us. I was thankful.

Why had he come when I called? Was he just that kind and helpful? I had hoped for and expected a Blue Dragon, but I’d never even thought to hope that other sea creatures could hear me, too. 

But that didn’t stop apprehension from filling me. 

I had no idea what to do next.  
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I found my way to the coastline where the water was shallower. I was so tired that I almost stumbled into a round metal object as large as my parents’ cabin before I noticed it. As soon as I did, I shrank back into the shadows. 

I was just in time. 

A woman – maybe? – with goggles and a facemask just like my captor had, swam out of the metal structure and out to sea. She didn’t look behind her or she would have seen me. I huddled in the shadows, shaking at the thought of being captured again. 

The Bubbler had not lied. These people did breathe under water. 

So why had the mercenaries needed me if they had them? I hid for long minutes, waiting to see if anyone else came out or if the woman returned. When no one did, I slipped back out to sea and found a deep and rocky trench. I stayed in the trench, following it for hours until my legs began to give out from under me. I was cold and shivering – not from the cold of the sea but from the shock of the past day. Fear kept me beneath the waves and away from the shore.

Nasataa was restless in his bag on my back, signaling often that he was hungry and thirsty with images in my mind. I couldn’t let him starve. And I was thirsty, too. Eventually, I’d have to go up to the shore and find us fresh water and something to eat. But what if I was captured again? It was clear that any discovery by these Rock Eaters would mean our deaths. 

I was still worrying about it, my belly knotting up inside me, when Nasataa slipped out from the bag on my back and shot out in front of me.

I sent him an image of him returning to me. Come back!

He didn’t listen, swimming inland and snatching up colorful fish as he went, gulping them down in a single bite. He was hungry. No wonder he wasn’t listening. Strange that a creature so suited to life underwater would be thirsty, though. What did the big Blue Dragons do about that? Maybe there were fountains of fresh water under the sea if you knew where to look. 

I chased after him with tired limbs, kicking through the water. I would go faster if I lost these silly boots, but I didn’t want to be without shoes, so I kept them on my feet.

Come back, Nasataa!

The water was growing shallower. This was not good! What if he broke the surface and they caught him? And then part of him disappeared as he leapt into the air.

Skies and Stars! He was going to get us killed!

I chased after him and when my own head broke the surface, I spun around, scanning in every direction, ready to duck under again at the first sign of trouble. 

There was no one there. I gasped in relief. No people, no structures on the horizon. Nothing but rocky beach and cold clouds, grey sea, and waving trees. I drew in long, relieved breaths. But where was Nasataa?

I found him in a small cave, lapping fresh water from a natural bowl in the rock. I took a handful of it myself before slumping on the smooth rock of the cave floor. 

I was so tired. I’d just rest for a moment. I wouldn’t fall asleep. That would be far too dangerous. Just one moment of rest.

A warm body cuddled up against me. And I let Nasataa’s gentle snores wash over me. He was a good dragon. I tried to send him an image of what a good dragon he was as I listened to his soft breathing, in and out, in and out.

My eyes fluttered shut and I fell asleep in a cave I’d never seen before, on a beach I didn’t know, in a hostile land.

Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.

I ignored that thought and let myself drift off to sleep.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Nine
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“What have we here?”

I woke with a start. My mind spun, trying to remember where I was or why a dark silhouette stood over me, framed by sunlight.

A cave. I was in a cave. I’d fallen asleep. Nasataa woke beside me, flaming the wall of the cave as he yawned.

“And a baby dragon, too. And you thought you’d just sleep in a cave along the Rock Coast?” the woman standing over me clucked her tongue.

I sat up, scrambling to my feet. 

“Who are you?” I asked, my voice thick with sleep. 

She snorted as she drew back and began to arrange driftwood into a tent for a fire. She pulled a flint from her pocket, sparking a handful of grass and after a moment, a merry driftwood fire lit. Blue and green flames licked along the driftwood as the salt of the sea tainted the orange flame.

“Pretty isn’t it?” the woman said. “But still dangerous. Like you and like the baby dragon.”

I flinched back at her words. Was she an enemy, too? The dancing flames illuminated her face. She was a woman in her forties or early fifties. Still beautiful but worn by wind and sun so that her face was wrinkled and thin and her black hair had thick bands of silver running through it. She was narrow and lithe, but she moved carefully like she had an old injury to nurse, and I saw that she was fitted in leather and metal armor. She carried a long staff with a curved blade at the end of it with the air of someone who knew exactly how to use it.

“Are you here to capture us?” I asked, putting my back against the cave wall. There wouldn’t be much that I could do if I had to fight. She was the one with the staff. 

Nasataa leapt into my arms, his little flame lighting up the cave. 

“I’m here to make you some tea and something hot to eat,” my visitor said with a smirk. “Why don’t we start there?”

There was probably a catch to that, right? But I couldn’t think of what it might be. I still wasn’t ready to relax, but when she filled a kettle and placed it on the fire and then started to cook soup, I stepped a bit closer, letting the fire warm me.

“Do you know of the Troglodytes?” the strange woman asked.

“No,” I said, enjoying the warmth of the fire. 

“They are the Elders of the Dragons. They hold the wisdom of dragonkind and they shepherd the dragon peoples through the difficulties of their generations. They have been with us since the dawn of magic.”

Why was she telling me this? I cocked my head to the side as she poured tea, handing me the first cup. It was fragrant and warm and my whole body relaxed as I sipped it.

“Long ago, one of the Troglodytes had a vision of a time to come when magic would leave the land.”

I felt a tingling feeling as she spoke those words. Did she know that time was now? She poured herself tea and continued. 

“They saw a champion arise. That champion would require guidance and protection. Care and training. That champion would need a fierce protector to guard them so that they could bring magic back to this world. In the return of magic, there is hope for many people and nations. Right now, the magic has left us and the people war over the scraps left in the world. If it could be restored, we could bring peace and prosperity back to the nations.”

“We?” I asked. What did she think I had to do with this? Unless ... she didn’t think I was this champion, did she? 

“I am here to find the champion,” the woman said sincerely before taking a sip of her tea.

“Are you saying that you are the fierce protector?” I asked warily. She certainly looked fierce.

She laughed. “No. I’m here to train the protector and make her fierce. You’re not the champion, Seleska. You’re the protector. Nasataa is that champion.”

My face went pale. “How do you know our names?”

The tea, soothing a moment ago, was making me feel ill with this news.

“I am Vyvera Kyrynos and I serve the Troglodytes. I was sent by them to find you and your little charge. It is not for us to choose the champion or the protector, but we can at least help you. I am here to help teach you what you need to know to help him save the world.”

My mouth fell open at her words. 

Save the world?

Was she crazy? 

“Will you accept my help?” she asked.

“Ummm, yes.” I agreed. After all, I was stuck in a foreign land, lost on the shores, with no supplies and no hope and here was a strong warrior with hot food offering to help me. I’d have to be crazy to say no.

She smiled widely. “Good. It is agreed.”

She held out a hand and I took it awkwardly. Her hand clasp was firm and strong.

“Now what?” I asked as she released my hand and began to pour soup. There were four bowls.

“Now, I will take you to the Troglodytes. They will have more that they wish to say to you. And I’ll be teaching you what to do with this.” She handed me the bladed staff. “It’s a Dragon Staff – an ancient crafting of the Troglodytes and it is yours now.”

“Oh,” I said as I took it. “I really can’t accept something so valuable.”

“It’s meant for you.” Her words were curt.

“Umm, thank you? But what will you fight with?”

“I have my own,” she said.

I looked surreptitiously around the cave, but she had nothing else with her. No bags. No staff.

Vyvera pushed one of the bowls of soup toward Nasataa and he leapt from my arms to the ground and began to eat. She handed another one to me and took up the third before turning to call out the cave mouth.

“Heron! Soup is ready!”

I nearly dropped my soup when my best friend strode into the cave, his usual grin spread wide across his face. 

Heron? Here?

I set the soup down carefully and ran to throw myself at him, hugging him so tightly that I thought my arms might not be able to let go.

“Ngh,” he grunted before patting my back gently. “Are you okay, Seleska? Vyvera said she needed a moment alone with you. But I didn’t know you were upset. Seleska?”

Ooops. I hadn’t meant to cry, but the safety I felt at his presence just drew the tears right out of me. I wiped my eyes hastily.

“I’m just so glad to see you,” I said.

He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. 

“I’m kind of hungry. If it’s okay with you, can we eat that soup?”

The soup was the best thing I’d ever tasted. I couldn’t have told you what was in it or what it tasted like, but it was the best.
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Chapter Ten

[image: image]


“We can’t linger,” Vyvera said as soon as we had finished eating our soup. “The Rock Eaters hunt you. It seems you had quite the brush with them. I’ll get Damokas.”

She stood up, striding out of the cave while I was still processing her words. There were more people out there?

“How many of you came to find me?” I asked Heron.

His gaze hadn’t left me since we started to eat. It was almost as if he couldn’t believe I was there.

“Just Vyvera and her dragon Damokas.” His smile seemed to say more than I could understand.

“She rides a dragon?”

“A big one. You should have seen the Elders when it set down on the beach! Your parents had just reported that you hadn’t come home. We were about to start searching for you.”

“Oh,” I said stupidly, feeling my cheeks get hot. “I didn’t mean to make people worry. I thought it would be simpler for everyone if I just left.”

“And has it been simpler?” his smile didn’t change, but it seemed like he was laughing at me from behind his eyes.

“No, just more dangerous.” I paused. I wasn’t ready to tell that story yet. “What happened then? How did you get here so quickly?”

“There are portals over the ocean. They’re a secret, but because Vyvera works for some sort of special dragon elders, they told her where they were. It only took a day to fly over the entire ocean! Can you believe that? She said her dragon staff could tell that you’d used some sort of underwater portals. But the air portals don’t come out in the same places, so it took us a while to find you.”

“And what are you doing here?” I bit my lip. We’d disagreed the last time I saw him.

He tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear. The gesture felt oddly protective. 

“Are you kidding me? I didn’t trust you to go running off to another country on your own. You’d probably do something crazy and get caught for it in the first hour. I didn’t want a bunch of strangers to punish you for all the risks you take – that’s my job.”

He winked.

Why did my cheeks feel so hot? He was just being a good friend. There was no reason to be embarrassed about that. But I still was. It only made it worse that he was right. I had ended up in trouble almost as soon as I had arrived in this place.

We collected the dishes, cleaning them in the pool of water, and doused the fire. I coaxed Nasataa back into the bag on my back while Heron packed the wooden dishes and the kettle into a leather bag. 

“You could have stayed home where it was safe,” I said nervously as I settled Nasataa and helped him get comfortable.

“Sure,” Heron agreed. “So, could you.”

“But Nasataa is my responsibility. I couldn’t just let him go on his own. He might get hurt and have no one to help him.”

“Maybe you’re my responsibility. What happens if you get hurt and have no one to help you?” His smile was almost tender.

“What about your apprenticeship?” I asked. I felt awkward at how sweet he was being. 

“By the time the Elders sort out what to do about the captives, the sunken ship, the return of the Blue Dragons, and the shock of seeing Damokas fly into their village, you and I will be back again.”

He laughed as if he’d made a joke, but I had a bad feeling that things wouldn’t resolve themselves so quickly. 

“Well,” I said, leading the way out of the cave, “I’m glad you came with Vyvera. It’s nice to have a friend a –”

My words cut off at the sight of Vyvera sitting atop a huge Black dragon. He was like the Blue Dragons, but different. Smaller, though still huge. His scales gleamed like theirs, but his shape was more adapted for land than sea, his legs longer, his tail shorter and he had no fins at all. He reminded me painfully of Ramariri and if he had been Gold, I would have melted. Instead, I simply gaped at him, awed by his beauty and frightened by the raw power behind it. 

“He’s a Black dragon,” I said with a gasp.

“They usually like to stay in one place. They’re guardians and defenders,” Vyvera said from his back as Heron handed her the leather sack of dishes to add to the baggage strapped behind his saddles. “Usually, they defend cities – both human and dragon. But Damokas and I are here to defend something more important than a city.”

Nasataa pushed his little head out of my bag and squeaked, sending a tiny ball of fire flying out over our heads. The Black dragon seemed to grin before he flared his own flame over the sea.

Vyvera rolled her eyes.

“And now that our enemies are sure to know exactly where we are, would you two please mount up?”

Heron helped me scramble up into the saddle behind Vyvera, and he took the third seat behind me. 

“Do all saddles for dragons have three seats?” I asked. My memory of Ramariri’s saddle was very faint.

“No. I guess I should have known that if I bought one with three spots, I’d end up filling them all. That’s usually how these things work, but I didn’t want to try riding with two people on a one person saddle and the unexpected always does seem to crop up,” Vyvera said with a laugh. “Let’s go, kids. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

She took my staff back, tucking it into a slot in the saddle where her own staff rested as soon as Heron and I were strapped into our saddles, Damokas kicked off into the air. 

The feeling of flying was pure bliss. I’d missed it. It brought back bittersweet memories that were so powerful, I couldn’t help but cry tears of grateful delight. We were in the air, flying fast down the coast heading south. It was nowhere near anything familiar to me, nowhere near my home or family.

And I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else right now.
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We flew down the rocky coast, avoiding any sign of people or cities. It was difficult to do. The Rock Eaters were far more populous than I could have dreamed of and their cities sprung up all along the coast, with small villages and large fishing installations in between the cities. 

“Shouldn’t we fly out to sea away from them all?” I asked when we skirted the first town, flying low through the trees in a nearby forest to avoid notice.

“The Troglodytes have arranged a meeting with you south of here. This is the fastest route to get there,” Vyvera said. “And despite the danger, the meeting is too important to risk missing. We have to get you and Nasataa there as quickly as possible.”

Despite the need to avoid towns, Vyvera talked often when we were in safer locations.

“Baby dragons grow quickly,” she said about an hour after we took off from the cave. “He’ll double in size every week for the first few months and he’ll sleep most of the day.”

Nasataa was sleeping in the pack on my back, completely unimpressed or unafraid by our flight through the air. 

“He’ll eat almost anything he can, so make sure you keep him fed or he’ll eat that bag he’s in,” Vyvera warned. “He doesn’t need a lot, just constant care and love. He’ll get into trouble if you aren’t watching carefully, and dragons need a close bond with the ones who raise them – in this case, you – in order to grow to healthy adult dragons.”

It was a big responsibility, but of course I was willing to do all of that for Nasataa. He deserved a protector who was willing to care for him the way he deserved. 

“He’ll start talking soon. Dragons learn that quickly. So, be ready. It can be a shock when they speak into your mind.”

She paused as we all went silent, avoiding a large, sprawling farm.

“How do you know all of this?” I asked her when we’d passed the farm. “Do they teach this somewhere?”

Vyvera laughed. “There are training schools for dragon riders, like Dragon School in the Dominion. And there are other lands where dragons are ridden – a different type of dragon than the dragons descended from Haz’Drazen. I was trained in Dragon School, but I didn’t stay there. I was visiting Haz’drazen’s lands on a request from the Dominar when the Truth Wars started. I would have wanted to return home to help defend my city, but Damokas was wounded and we had to stay while he healed. I was found by the Troglodytes while I waited there and they set me on a different course.”

“What course?” I asked.

She laughed. “Finding Nasataa. His birth was prophesied and so was yours. I only had to find you in time.”

“I guess I’m lucky that you found me now,” I said. 

“I was almost too late. The staff can help guide me, but it is not very clear sometimes. I’ve been looking for months. If you hadn’t used those portals, I might not have found you at all. But their use was easily detected – and they have not been used for quite some time.”

Good thing that I’d used those portals! If I hadn’t, I’d be lost here in the land of the Rock Eaters without any guidance at all.

“Why are these people called Rock Eaters?” I asked.

“They eat rocks.”

I should have guessed that.

“Seems like a poor diet,” Heron offered from behind us.

“Small ones. They swallow them whole. They think that some rocks have magical properties that can be passed to the person who eats them,” Vyvera said.

“And can they?” I asked.

“I have not witnessed it,” Vyvera replied. “I have never spent any time in this land. Foreigners are not welcome.”

“Then don’t you think we should be leaving?” Heron asked.

We were ducked low between the hilltops, passing a tall tower on the edge of the ocean. A bright light shone from it, like the sun reflecting off a polished metal sheet. What were those for? 

“The Troglodytes are – ancient. And with magic seeping from the world, they are dying. We need to speak to one of them, but he is close to the surface of these lands, and he will not live to travel anywhere else – he is near death. Travel will kill him. We must go to him – no matter the risk.”

I felt a little nervous at the word ‘risk’ especially with a baby dragon dependant on me. But I needed to be brave for him and keep him safe.

“The bond between a guardian and her dragon is a sacred one,” Vyvera said as if she could tell what I’d been thinking. “You must be willing to be fully responsible for the safety and care of your little dragon.”

“Of course,” I said. And I meant it. So far, I’d been willing to do whatever it took to keep him safe.

“No sacrifice can be too great.”

I’d been willing to leave my home and my family to keep him safe. That had to count for something, right?

She was still talking, “It will be your job to raise him up to be the hero he needs to be, to comfort him, guide him, protect him, and to rescue him from danger. You can’t possibly be ready for that task, but I will try to help you find your way.”

“I understand,” I said, and I thought that maybe I did understand, because hadn’t I seen my parents do those things for me? And hadn’t Ramariri done them for me? It was my turn to be responsible for someone else. My turn to sacrifice for someone else.

“And I think the first sacrifice you will need to make,” Vyvera said, “is to get rid of those ridiculous boots.”

“What?” 

Was that Heron laughing? I shot him a baleful glare, but it only made him laugh more. 

“We’ll see what we can find at the next stop, but we can’t have you tripping all over the place while you’re guarding our Chosen One, can we?”

I was willing to give up my home and even my life for this little dragon. So why did the idea of giving up my boots sting so much? 
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We flew for hours and it was well into the afternoon before we made our first stop. Vyvera set us down in a small valley between two huge hills. There were little farms and hamlets all around, making this a difficult place to find anywhere to hide so large a dragon. He’d been flying with his feet almost brushing the ground for hours. His gnarled face looked irritated when we finally landed and he immediately flamed, setting two bushes on fire before Vyvera patted his shoulder and calmed him down. 

“There’s a creek. Go vent your frustrations there,” she offered him, and he slunk toward it, head low until he could plunge his entire head under the water and flame. Steam and bubbles rolled off the surface, flashing up into the air and my eyes went wide. 

Would Nasataa be so large someday? Would he be larger? I really had no idea what I was getting into with him, did I? But I bet Ramariri didn’t know what it would cost him to take me on as a charge. So, I couldn’t let my worries about his eventual size stop me. 

I dismounted carefully, opening the bag to let Nasataa out to run around and trying to juggle the staff I’d been given as I freed it from the saddle. He scampered out of the bag immediately, chasing after a butterfly. Fortunately, the butterfly was flying circles around the little valley, so I didn’t have to chase after him as he bobbed up and down through the long grass. 

I joined Heron at the edge of the creek to refill our canteens and waterskins. 

“Fill these, too,” Vyvera said, handing me two more skins as she strode off into the trees.

“Are you adjusting to all of this?” Heron asked me gently.

“Sure,” I said, fiddling with the long staff. It was awkward to haul that thing around with me. Too bad it wasn’t a sword. Then it would have a scabbard. “I mean, I don’t want anything bad to happen to Nasataa.”

“But that doesn’t mean it’s easy to find out that your job is to raise him and protect him. That’s a big commitment,” he said. “Nasataa will probably outlive you by centuries.”

I hadn’t even thought of that. Watching him leap through the grass after a frog – the butterfly had fled to the trees – his little snout flaming from time to time, was adorable. He was a sweet little dragon full of joy and excitement. He drank from the creek and then leapt toward me to snuggle against me, his eyes closed in satisfaction. How could I say no to that?

I couldn’t.

“How did you know you wanted to be a blacksmith?” I asked.

Heron shrugged. “It’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at. It wasn’t hard to commit.”

“I guess some things are worth committing to,” I said with a wry smile. “And if I said no, I’d regret it all my life.”

Heron was nodding with a knowing smile on his face as Nasataa leapt from my arms again, snarling suddenly and flaming wildly.

Vyvera strode from the trees with another person at her side. A person wearing crimson flowing clothing tied at ankles and wrists, a pair of goggles and a face mask.

My heart started racing before I had time to think. We were under attack! Vyvera had betrayed us! 

I brandished my dragon staff in front of me, darting forward to where Nasataa crouched. I stood over him as he flamed at the stranger, my staff ready to defend us both.

“Good instincts, but not much skill. We’ll need to work on that,” Vyvera said with a smile.

What was she talking about?  

Beside her, the Bubbler lowered his mask and pulled the goggles back to rest on the top of his head. 

“A stranger group of people I have never seen before, but you have given the sign and sung the song, so I am at your disposal.”

“Thank you,” Vyvera said sincerely. 

“The Lightbringers stand to serve, to bring light to the nations and foster the hope of the peoples,” our visitor said formally.

“You can stop looking like you’re about to fight for your life, Seleska,” Vyvera said to me. “This is Octon – a Lightbringer – part of a secret society that spans this globe working to bring light to dark places. He will not harm us.”

“What help do you require?” Octon asked. 

“Local clothing for the three of us and food. I can pay in gold.”

Octon shook his head. “I will not take your payment. No, I am not being generous. I cannot afford to take it. If I were to spend a foreign coin here, they would kill both me and my friends. Keep your gold coins.”

I watched him curiously. He spoke our language but with an accent slow and smooth like butter. It fascinated me. So did his looks – different from Vyvera’s leathered look, or Heron’s dark island look, or even my pale look. Octon’s hair where it peeked from his hood was bright red and his skin was bronze. I wondered if that was common here. It was impossible to tell when they all covered up so much. 

“We must hurry,” Octon said. “A Saaasallla Patrol is in the nearby village. They will eradicate any foreigners on sight. And they will certainly slay this creature with you.”

He pointed at Damokas and I felt a stab of icy fear shoot through me. That meant they would also kill Nasataa and none of this was his fault. He was just a baby who I had brought to this strange and severe land. It seemed strange that Octon wasn’t pointing him out, too.

I looked around for the little fellow. Where had he gotten to?

“How long will it take you to bring them here?” Vyvera asked. “And can I pay you some other way?”

Octon was replying, but I wasn’t listening. I was looking for Nasataa. 

He wasn’t near Damokas. He wasn’t along the creek. My eyes swept along the grass and flowers of the valley, following any flicker of movement from a fly or butterfly. Where was he?

“I’ve lost Nasataa,” I said after a moment. My head felt light and my heart began to beat so quickly that I could hardly hear Heron asking me if I was sure.

My little dragon! I’d lost him. 
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“Nasataa!” I called. “Nasataa!”

I reached out with my mind, desperately trying to find any trace of him, begging him with pictures to return to me, but I felt nothing in return. He was out there somewhere, and he couldn’t have gone far. But which direction would he have headed?

I ran toward the nearest hill, the staff in my hand catching on the grass around me. I could hear snarls and people calling to me while trying to keep their voices low, but I didn’t have time to stop and listen to them. I needed to find my little dragon before something happened to him.  I could imagine him out here, cold and alone, afraid and starving without a friend in the world and surrounded by enemies who would kill him on sight. It would all be my fault because I wasn’t watching him carefully enough. He’d die out there thinking he was unloved – maybe even calling for me – and never getting a reply.

I was already crying in fear as I climbed the hill, my heart pounding so hard that I couldn’t hear anything else. I spun every few seconds, scanning the terrain around me, my gaze flicking over trees and grass and rocks, searching for that little fellow.

He had to be here somewhere. If I could just find him. 

My head whipped back and forth as I searched. I could see the whole valley from here. I could see Heron running through the deep grass toward me. I could see Damokas rearing up and Vyvera rushing toward him. I could see Octon frozen in a crouch, watching me. But there was no sign of my little friend. He was not in the valley.

I spun back to where the trees thinned a little ahead. Maybe if I got higher, I could see past the valley and catch a glimpse of where he’d gone.

“Nasataa!” I called, “Nasataa!”

I reached the top of the hill and I could see over the hill to the road beyond and the rolling farmlands. Where was he?

There he was! 

He was hurrying through the grasses chasing after a bright blue butterfly. I was about to cheer with relief when I saw what else he was running toward. A group of men and women on horses – holding long lances and wrapped in the same loose clothing as Octon – but without the goggles and masks and with tabards bearing rock-shaped sigils – were stopped, pointing up at me. One of them appeared to be shouting. 

I froze in place. If I ran to Nasataa, I would draw their attention. If I did nothing, he would run right to them. I didn’t know what to do. Should I charge them and seize their attention?

There was a loud roar behind me and Damokas surged into the air, wings flapping powerfully and head reaching high into the air as his scream tore through the afternoon sun. Vyvera was on his back, her glittering eyes fixed on the patrol.

I didn’t wait. I seized the opportunity to run down the hill toward Nasataa as the patrol sent a stream of arrows toward Damokas. I hadn’t even noticed their bows! I glanced toward them as I ran, and I saw them aiming at the Black dragon, pointing strange devices that looked like bows held horizontally. They snapped rapidly, firing at the dragon as he climbed higher and higher.

If I hadn’t drawn their attention, they wouldn’t be attacking my friends. I should have controlled my panic. 

I called to Nasataa with my mind, but he didn’t seem to hear. He was still running headlong toward our enemies and the gap was too big to get to him first. That didn’t stop me from running. Not even when I turned my ankle in my heeled boots, pain flooding my mind at the pop sound of it twisting under me. I fell to the ground, smacking hard against the hard earth, and then scrambled back to my feet again, grabbing my staff from where it had fallen in the grass. One foot didn’t want to take my weight. 

I waved my arms, trying to get Nasataa’s attention.

I was too late. One of the men sprang from his horse and ran to the little dragon, grabbing him in both arms and dragging him to the horses. I was still running, despite the pain and the strange way my foot kept turning under me at every step as if it couldn’t quite support my weight.

They couldn’t take him! Not my Nasataa!

An ache so strong I didn’t think I could hurt that badly seized me as the horse he was on reared. The eyes of all the patrol were turned to me and I could tell that they wanted me, too, but then I was pulled backward, strong arms gripping me and fighting me into the grass. 

I saw the leader of the patrol watching me. His expression hardened and then he pointed forward and they charged down the road away from me.

They were taking my Nasataa and I didn’t know where they were going. A sob tore through my lungs and I fought the arms holding me. Why hadn’t the patrol turned back to get us, too?

Heat seared me as strong arms lifted me up and jostled me as my captor ran. I knew it was Heron without having to look, but why was he carrying me?

It took some effort to keep the staff held out from us so that the blade on the end didn’t hurt him as he ran.

A wave of heat hit me in the face and I turned to see flames rushing through the grass all around us. The trees on the hillside were already in flames. The whole valley was like a crown of flame and ash.

“I can run,” I called out to Heron. I was only slowing him down.

“Not on that ankle,” he said.

And I should have been grateful that he was saving my life and carrying me to safety, but my eyes were still fixed on the retreating backs of the soldiers carrying my baby away. 

Where were they taking him? I wished with all my heart that I had paid better attention and that I’d been able to keep him safe. 

In the distance, Vyvera’s Black dragon was nothing but a dot in the sky.
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“This way,” Octon said bursting out of the flaming grass like a bird from her nest. I gasped as he led us at a run across the road, ducking into a wooded copse and then past that to a flowing river – clearly the source of the creek we’d been drinking from.

At the edge of the river, he pulled a wall of woven branches and vines aside and tugged out a small boat he had hidden there. 

“Put her in there,” he ordered Heron, and Heron practically threw me into the boat before tugging a big canvas over my head. He shoved the butt of my staff roughly under the canvas.

“Stay put,” he hissed and then I heard the banging of oars being thrown in the boat and a scrambling sound.

“Tug them on over your clothes. They’ll be a close fit. You’re a big man,” Octon said. 

There was a rustle of cloth and then the boat was jostled back and forth and pushed forward – launched, I assumed – into the river. The splash of oars hitting the water was followed by another whisper from Octon.

“Follow my lead. We row in time and against the river.”

Heron grunted in response and they shot through the water.

I tugged at the canvas, trying to see but before I could get out a hand pushed me down. 

“Stay under the canvas,” Heron hissed.

I didn’t know how long I waited there, tension filling me. Every moment felt like an hour. The longer I hid here, the further away my enemies took Nasataa. What if they were killing him already? What if he was hurt or hungry and no one was there to take care of him?

And where had Vyvera gone? She’d disappeared in a flash without one second’s thought about the rest of us. I’d trusted her. I’d been a fool.

It felt like hours before I heard Octon whispering to Heron.

“This channel, this one here.”

And even longer before the boat bottom scraped on something and the canvas was pulled off my head.

“Sorry for the delay, little lady,” Octon drawled in his honey-thick accent. “But it was the only way to get you out of there before the Bubblers came to put out the fire. A clever distraction your friend made. It gave us time to escape while their Patrol went chasing after her and the dragon.”

“But the little dragon. Nasataa,” I said. I could barely keep from crying as I said his name. I’d failed him.

“They won’t dispose of him until they’ve talked to their authorities. No one does anything in our lands without a written judgment from an authority. So, you have time to rescue him if you wish. But for now, let’s deal with you.” He looked up at Heron. “Can you carry her again?”

I looked back at him and nearly jumped. Heron was swathed in the red clothing and goggles of the people here and he looked like a giant Rock Eater. 

He chuckled at my shocked expression.

“There are a lot of people on the river. Good thing Octon had extra clothing!”

He lifted me with ease, carrying me as we followed Octon out of the boat. It had been pulled up on a grassy bank along the river. Beside it, a small cabin sat, squat and ensconced by massive, sprawling trees.

Octon opened the door and we followed him into a cluttered home. Tools and implements and stacks of books filled every available space and were hung from the walls and from lines strung across the top of the room. Gnarled knot art hung on the walls and fishing buoys were strung out across the floor. Someone was mending a net. Someone else was half-way through stitching something leather. Someone else had started a beadwork project and then walked away. Heron set me down on a bench on top of a pile of books, putting my feet up on his knee as he squatted down and began to remove my boots.

“I can do that,” I protested but he didn’t stop.

“We can wrap the ankle,” Octon said, bringing a long bandage to where I was. “But I don’t have shoes for her except for the soft woodland boots the people to the south favor. They don’t have to fit precisely, so she could wear a pair of those.”

As soon as Heron had my boots off he began to feel my foot, rocking it back and forth and flexing it up and down until I gasped. Then, he began to spool the bandage Octon gave us around my ankle, tying it tightly and expertly.  

“It’s not a bad sprain,” he said, his touch gentle on my hurt foot. “If you keep it wrapped and are careful, it will heal fast. Just keep this strand of bandage tight to support it while it heals.”

“Thank you,” I said, feeling my cheeks heat at the kindness he was showing. 

“Let me find you those boots,” Octon said as Heron fussed over the bandage.

Octon returned with soft boots that only went as high as my ankles. They were made of soft fur and he was right – despite being a bit big on me, the soft shape of them made that unimportant. He also offered me goggles, a mask, and the red flowing outfit.

“Thank you,” I said sincerely. If we had to sneak in somewhere to rescue Nasataa, it would be easier with local clothing. “What is the purpose of the goggles and mask?” 

He looked uncomfortable at the question but eventually, he answered. 

“Our land has grown barren of magic. The Saaasallla’s Finders often use their special abilities to blow holes in the earth and sea looking for new sources of magic. We wear the goggles and masks to protect ourselves from the things that fly up in the dust. There are strange things buried in the ground – things men were not meant to disturb.”

That was unsettling. I pointed at the goggles on the top of his head. “How do you know to make sure they are on?”

“You’ll know,” he said shortly.

“By what manner do these Finders ‘blow holes’?” Heron asked with narrowed eyes. It made sense that would be the part that got his attention.

“It’s a secret,” Octon said. “But it involves combining powders and liquids.”

Heron was still frowning when a boom sounded outside the cabin and Octon pulled his goggles over his eyes so quickly that it looked like instinct. Eyes wide, we copied him, but after a moment he pulled them back up and strode to the door, opening it wide. An exhausted looking Vyvera stepped through.

“We need to go,” she said. “Now.”
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“Why?” Octon asked. 

“Your cabin is surrounded.”

I scrambled to my feet and Heron slung an arm under me while with my other hand I leaned on the staff and with his help, I hobbled out of the cabin. Behind us, Octon riffled through his things, going from stack to stack as he tossed things into a huge pack.

“Hurry!” Vyvera said to him. “We’ll all have to cram onto Damokas’ back. Four is a big load.”

Heron helped me outside and up onto Damokas while Vyvera tried to chivvy Octon into hurrying. Around the cabin, I heard the snap of sticks and the creak of branches – telltale signs of sneaking around us. I clutched the Dragon Staff, too worried to speak out loud. My other hand found one of Heron’s as he settled in place, gripping it tightly. He squeezed it reassuringly.

Things had gotten scary fast. 

At the first flash of red in the trees, I gave a strangled cry and at the same moment, Vyvera and Octon ran from the cabin, a long scarf and some device I didn’t recognize trailing from Octon’s bag as their clothing flapped behind them. 

Damokas shifted nervously from foot to foot and with good reason. The first arrow zipped toward us and embedded in a tree beside Damokas’ head with a thunk. It was still quivering when Vyvera launched herself onto Damokas’ back. 

Octon shoved his overly-full bag to me and I gripped it, trying to shift it into a position where it could balance on Damokas’ back while Heron grabbed the smaller man and pulled him up behind the saddle. He was still tying him in when Damokas kicked up into the air.

There was a yell from the treeline and a series of curses as red figures emerged. A hail of arrows was let loose – more enthusiastic than accurate. They streaked around us, some of them bouncing off the dragon’s belly.

Octon bit off a scream as we sailed upward and Vyvera bit off a curse.

“They’re everywhere. I thought you said it was only a patrol!”

“A Patrol is the military name for a group of a thousand soldiers,” Octon protested.

“Did an arrow hit you?” I asked him. I was worried about that scream.

“No,” Octon said, breathlessly. 

Vyvera’s curses rang through the sky as Damokas climbed, bursting into the cloud layer with an aura of relief. We were hidden from view up here and though the occasional arrow broke through the clouds, none of them had the strength to even pierce the air by the time they reached us.

“I guess we’re safe as long as we’re on the dragon,” Heron said and Vyvera snorted. 

“Sure. As long as the cloud cover holds.”

“The arrows can’t reach us,” he objected.

“The towers will wipe out any enemies who fly,” Octon said. “We’re hidden in the clouds, but the clouds won’t last forever.”

“Towers?” Heron asked.

“Didn’t you see them gleaming along the shores and the city walls? They say that a tower can amplify a stream of fire to hit a seagull a mile away.”

“Well, Damokas is bigger than a seagull,” Heron said. “And that report sounds exaggerated.”

“How comforting,” Octon said wryly.

“Nasataa was captured by the men on horses,” I broke into the discussion. To me, that was the most important part. Arrows, towers, arguments – none of that mattered compared to the little dragon.

“I saw where they went with him,” Vyvera said. “There is one of those towers beside a town.”

“Aaavtar – that’s the town,” Octon agreed. “But if he is in the tower, no one will be able to rescue him there. Certainly not something that flies. They’ll see you in a moment and blast you from the sky.”

“What about if we hid Damokas somewhere and snuck in?” I asked. It was clear we were flying in circles as we thought of what to do next and if they were right and the clouds were our only protection, then we needed to decide what to do quickly before the clouds blew away and left us vulnerable.   

“And who would do the sneaking?” Vyvera asked.

“I would!” I said boldly.

What was I thinking? Was I really volunteering to sneak into an enemy tower? I didn’t even know how to fight if someone attacked me and they were firing real arrows out there! But Nasataa was in there somewhere and I wasn’t going to leave him in danger no matter how frightening it might be to go after him.

“You have a sprained ankle,” Vyvera said.

“I don’t,” Heron said. “I’ll go with her.”

I squeezed his hand gratefully. I wouldn’t have to do it alone.

“You don’t know how to go unnoticed in a strange land,” she protested.

Octon sighed. “I’ll go with them.”

“Then why don’t you go alone and leave them with me?” Vyvera asked.

“I’m not touching a dragon!” Octon said. “I’ll help them get him out so you can all leave, but I don’t want trouble with the patrol and I definitely don’t want to have to touch a dragon.”

“You’re riding a dragon!”

“That’s different.” He adjusted his goggles over his eyes. It gave him a strange, faraway look.

“And what do you expect that I will do in this master plan of yours?” Vyvera asked me dryly. 

“Could you come and get us when we escape?” I asked. “I mean, once we’re out of the range of the tower, couldn’t we meet you somewhere?”

Vyvera sighed so loudly that we could hear her over the sound of the wind.

“I can’t think of a better plan. You’d better pick a good rendezvous spot, Lightbringer,” she said to Octon.

I smiled. We were going to go rescue Nasataa.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Sixteen

[image: image]


It felt strange to try to sneak in the flowing red clothing.

“Why red?” I whispered to Octon when Vyvera dropped us off in the woods. She’d sent Damokas in a nosedive through the clouds to land in the woods and then she’d launched back into the air immediately, flying low to draw attention away from us. Watching her leave like that left a knot in my belly. Would she be okay? What she was doing was really risky. What all of us were doing was risky. But I couldn’t just leave Nasataa. “Red stands out so much!”

“We don’t all wear red,” Octon said, forging a path through the trees.

I leaned heavily on my staff, following him. My ankle hurt and I was sweating from walking on it, even if most of my weight was on the bladed staff, but I didn’t dare stop. If they had to stop for me, they might all decide to turn around and give up on this quest. 

“Red denotes warriors. Other classes wear other colors.”

“So that means you’re a warrior?”  I pressed.

Heron followed us silently. Something was on his mind and he watched the woods constantly.

“Yes.”

“Where are your weapons?”

I’d been too busy before to really notice how different this world was from home. The forest was thick and tangled and smelled of plants I didn’t even know existed before. Heavy fronds rose up from the soft forest floor. But the ground seemed to be made entirely of dead plants – nothing like the sand back home and I couldn’t smell the sea. It felt wrong not to be smelling the sea.

“I fight with hands and feet,” Octon said.

“And you’re helping us. Against your own people.” Heron said and now I realized why he was so quiet. He didn’t trust Octon. His voice as thick with wariness.

“For my people,” Octon corrected, shooting a firm look over his shoulder at Heron. “My people have suffered long under the harsh rule of the Saaasallla. Our suffering increases with her desperation. If magic is not found again in the wells of the earth, more and more people will be sacrificed in the quest for power.”

“You seem to have a lot of people here,” Heron remarked.

Octon stopped dead and I almost walked into him before he turned, glaring at Heron.

“Let us be clear, islander. There are many people here, yes, but they are no less precious to us than if we lived where there were few. A person’s value does not depend on the community around them or what they bring to the world. A person’s value lies in being a person. So, sacrificing people for power – even when there are many people, even when in a land with so many people it can be easy to overlook the value of individuals – it’s still wrong. It’s still a horrific waste.”

“Sorry,” Heron said, surprise all over his face. “I didn’t mean that your people weren’t important.”

Octon huffed, but he turned and kept walking.

“Are your people dying while they are looking for magic?” I asked gently, trying to show that we did care about the problem. “Are they digging wells or exploring caves or spending too much time under the sea?”

He stopped again and I backed up a step, worried that I’d said the wrong thing, too. It was hard to know what to say that wouldn’t be wrong. I knew nothing about this land or its customs and even the most innocent observations or questions were perilous. 

“Magic comes from life. If it is no longer pooled under the earth and sea, it can be sucked from the land.”

“How terrible,” I said, trying to be careful. “Does it kill your trees and flowers?”

There were so many trees and flowers around that it was hard to imagine this place without them. They waved gently in the breeze around us. 

He snorted. “You can only pull so much life out of non-sentient things. It’s inefficient. The Saaasallla prefers efficiency.”

“Oh.”

We emerged from the trees, but Octon motioned to stay low as we watched the tower from the treeline. There was a watchman patrolling a ring around the camp at the base of the tower and there were probably more guards at the tower, too. I felt sweat beginning to bead on my forehead. This was going to be harder than I’d even imagined. Where, in this huge camp, would they have kept Nasataa? The tents and pavilions flew flags over them – different combinations of colors. Did that mean something?

“Which is why,” Octon whispered as his gaze flicked over the camp, “the Bubblers prefer sentient creatures. Humans ... and dragons.”

Heron’s whisper was hoarse. “Are you saying that they suck the life out of people to fuel their magical efforts?”

I felt like I needed to sit down. My head was suddenly light. 

It was all I could do to keep whispering when I said, “Are you saying that they’ll suck the life out of Nasataa?”

“All trespassers are considered good sources of life and magical power. What do you think they would do with you if they caught you?”

“Burn me alive.”

His expression looked impressed. “They might. That’s one way to suck the magic out of someone.”

I exchanged a terrified glance with Heron.

“But don’t think you’re special. I’m not just doing this to help you,” Octon said grimly. “I turned to the Lightbringers after the rulers sucked my family dry and tossed them in a mass grave like buried refuse.”

And these were the people we were going to try to sneak past?

Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all.

And then I heard a little voice in my head.

Sela?

Nasataa! He just spoke his first word! 

And it was probably meant to be my name!
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“He’s in there,” I said with a gasp. “I heard him!”

“Good,” Octon said, his eyes narrowing. “Try not to talk. You sound foreign. Follow my lead.”

“How will we get into the tower?” Heron asked.

“The tower isn’t our goal. It’s offensive. They won’t have the dragon in there. They’ll have him in the Bubbler tent – the one with the blue and white flag over it,” Octon said. “Now, follow my lead and no more talking!”

He was already moving before I could say anything. I looked at Heron but he only shrugged, waiting for me to move before he followed. I pulled the goggles down over my eyes – they felt strange like that, but I thought that anything that distorted my face was a good idea when I was sneaking into an enemy compound – and followed Octon. I tried not to wince at my ankle. Maybe I should have worn the mask, too, instead of leaving it hanging around my neck, but it felt too strange and panic welled up in me whenever I put it on. 

The next time I glanced back, Heron had his mask and goggles on. He was still too bulky for the outfit, though. I hadn’t seen a Rock Eater yet who was as tall as he was or as thick with muscle. 

We reached the guard station first. Two guards stood on either side of the well-worn road, long weapons in their hands that looked an awful lot like my spear, but instead of a single blade on the end, theirs had a pair of prongs with barbs on the ends.

“Business?” the first guard demanded.

“With the Faaallland,” Octon replied curtly. 

Behind the guards, a pair of Rock Eaters walked by pushing a wheelbarrow, their flowing red clothing pulled down to the waist and tied there as they worked. It was all I could do not to gape. Their bodies were marked with white – whether that was paint or something else that tinged the skin, it seemed to flex with their every move. It ended at their necks, but from collar to waist their bones were picked out, drawn on top of their skin, and patterns of flowers and birds made swirls around the bones as if they had decorated their insides and then put it all on display. 

I was glad I was wearing goggles so that no one would see my eyes bugging out.

“Details?” the guard asked.

“Private,” Octon said. 

“Password?”

“Daxillius.”

The guard stepped back for us to pass. Now, why would Octon have the password? Were we just incredibly lucky to have found him, or was there more going on here than met the eye? Nervously, I followed, hoping that this wasn’t some kind of trap.

There was a commotion at the other side of the camp. Voices rose up and a loud crash boomed across the encampment.

I didn’t dare ask Octon any questions. He ducked behind a tent the moment the chaos started and I followed him. Heron collided into my back, but I was just glad he was there. 

We followed Octon through the camp as the sun sank past the horizon. The camp was bigger than it had seemed from the air. Without Octon, I would have easily been lost. The flags were hard to see and I still hadn’t caught sight of one that was white and blue.

A group of men holding those strange twin-tipped spears trotted past and then Octon ducked his head into one of the tents before motioning us to follow. He lit a lamp inside and grabbed a double-pronged spear from a rack of them at one side of the tent.

“Supply tents have a pure white banner,” he said briskly as he filled a belt pouch with other supplies.

“What are those?” Heron asked him.

“Bubble masks,” Octon said as he stuffed filmy things in his bag. They glowed slightly like they were powered by magic. “Let you breathe for up to twenty-four hours under water and they regulate your heat and pressure under the waves. Bubblers use them.”

“What do you need them for?” Heron asked.

“They’re hard to find.”

“So, you decided to just pause and steal a few?” He looked shocked.

Octon leaned in close, growling. “I’ve been living on edges for years, boy, and thanks to you, they ransacked my cabin and I can’t get my stuff, so yeah, I’ll take what I need when I can. If you have half a brain, you’ll grab some, too. They’re priceless.”

He grabbed a handful and jammed them at Heron.

Heron shook his head, his wide eyes meeting mine, but I noticed that he did stuff them in his pocket.

“We shouldn’t stay here long,” I said. “Anything can happen in a few minutes and they’ve already had Nasataa for too long.”

I called to him, reaching out, and found his little mind instantly. He was worried about me. He was hungry.

I grabbed a few sticks of something that looked like dried meat from a barrel beside us and put them in my own bag. I’d hidden it under the red clothes. If we were going to steal – and I didn’t like doing it, but then again, they’d stolen Nasataa from me – then we might as well steal something useful.

I sent a feeling of reassurance to Nasataa and felt a burst of pleasure at his response.

Sela!

Hold on, little buddy. I’m coming.

“Come on, Octon,” I said, tugging at his sleeve. I noticed that Heron had pulled a big hammer off the rack and was swinging it as if he was testing the weight. It looked a lot like the blacksmith hammers he used at home. He wasn’t thinking of bringing that, was he? “We have to hurry!”

They both needed to focus. There was a baby dragon waiting for us.

“We’re just gearing up, Seleska,” Heron said. “There might be trouble.”

“There won’t be if we hurry!” I whispered. I could tell that Nasataa was still unhurt. But how long would that last if we delayed? The last light had faded outside the tent and I was equally worried about being caught. Surely, they must keep an eye on their supply tents. 

I was about to say more but then the screams started.

We froze, looking at the wall of the tent as if we could see through it.

“Did that voice sound familiar to you?” Heron asked worriedly.
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Chapter Eighteen
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I didn’t have time to reply before Heron was charging out of the tent and through the darkness. I hobbled after him, slowed by my sprained ankle and quickly falling behind. I heard a curse in the darkness as Octon overtook me, speeding past toward where Heron rushed into the night. 

A tent blocked them from view as they quickly outpaced me. This ankle was a real problem. What would I do if I lost them? My heart beat faster and I pushed my goggles onto my forehead so I could see more easily. The night was alight, despite the darkness. The tower in the center of the camp was on fire and people ran from every direction toward it, barking orders or yelling to one another. 

I hurried as fast as I could, trying to look like I was doing the same thing that they all were, but now I was worried. There was no way I was going to catch up with Heron and Octon and without them, I was lost. 

And how could I free Nasataa if I didn’t even know where I was? 

As if called by his name, Nasataa reached out to me. 

Sela!

Was he close to where I was? For some reason, he’d sounded louder. Closer.

He sent me an image of the inside of a tent, which wasn’t a lot of help, but the walls were orange. Could I tell what color the walls of the tents were in the dark?

Some of them had lights inside and those glowed orange or dull red through the tent fabric. One of the ones to my left seemed to be glowing extra orange. Or maybe it was my imagination.

I tried to look for the flag at the top of the tent, but I couldn’t see it in the darkness. Should I take the gamble and go check it out? After all, everyone seemed distracted by the fire and the screams and I couldn’t possibly catch up to Heron and Octon.

I licked my lips, wavering. 

Indecision would help nothing. 

Clenching my jaw with determination, I hurried toward the more orange tent as fast as I could on my painful ankle.

There was no one outside it. I scurried to the doorway, looking furtively around me, but every person I saw was running toward the tower, buckets or weapons in hand.

Okay, might as well look. I took a deep breath, bracing myself and ducked into the tent.

A squeal of excitement pierced the air. 

Nasataa!

I flew to where he was sitting in a golden lace cage. My eyes felt wet as I reached toward him, sticking my fingers through the bars of the cage. 

“You’re okay! Oh, Nasataa, I was so worried!”

Sela!

I reached into my bag, pulling out a strip of the dried meat for him. I couldn’t stop the tears from pouring down my face. I’d been so worried about him. I felt like a heavy weight had been lifted off my chest. He was okay! He was trapped – but okay.

So, how did I get him out of this cage?

He licked my fingers gently, looking up at me with huge, sweet eyes, and then began to chomp happily at the meat. He really was hungry. 

There was no key left on the nearby tables or chairs. Though this place had the look of occupancy. Cups of tea still rested on a low table, steam stirring the air above them. Whoever had been here must have run to the fire with everyone else. 

That meant they’d be back as soon as it was out.

I needed to hurry.

“Okay, watch out, Nasataa,” I said. “I’m going to try to break you out.”

I jammed the butt of my spear through the bars of his cage and tried to pry them apart, but I only managed to spin the cage around. I needed more leverage.

Carefully, I lifted the cage down to the floor, wedging it between my feet, and tried again. One of the bars bent slightly, but not enough to set Nasataa free. I pulled the spear out and sat on the ground, gripping one bar with my fingers and wedging the heel of my unsprained ankle in the marginally wider gap I’d made. I pulled with my hands and pushed with my foot as hard as I could. 

They budged!

With a gasp and a huge breath, I tried again.

This time, to my delight, the bars squealed as they pulled apart. 

Would it be enough?

A joyful Nasataa squeezed through the bars, climbing up to sit on my shoulder and chew my ear. I hugged him close, tears blinding me for a moment. 

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll never let anyone take you again!”

“That might be a hard promise to keep,” a voice said from the tent door.

I spun, Nasataa still clutched in my arms.

In the door of the tent, the Bubbler from Metamor stood, her mask hanging loose, and her goggles pushed up. She was barely older than I was, I realized. But the look on her face was deadly.

“Unless you want him to die with you.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Nineteen
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I opened the flap of my bag and Nasataa leapt inside while I scrambled to grab my staff. I could feel the little dragon peeking over my shoulder as I stood up, wobbling against the staff.

“You can’t even stand, and you think you’re going to fight me? You foreigners are a joke,” the Bubbler said. 

“Who are you anyway?” I asked. “How did you get so far south so quickly?”

One of her eyebrows rose. “I could ask you the same question. Only I thought you came here the same way I did – by rail.”

I didn’t even know what she was talking about. I swallowed, holding the staff in front of me defensively. She only laughed.

“That won’t do anything, girl. I’m trained in the life force arts. I’ll suck your life from your bones and then use it to make you dance without your skin.”

“Ugh! You wouldn’t really do that, would you?” I asked. “That’s sick.”

Her eyes widened like she was surprised by my reaction.

“Is that fun for you?” I pressed. “You like to do gross creepy things, and that makes you smile in the dark when you’re sitting all alone because you killed all the people who could have been your friends?”

Her eyes widened further, and her hand reached out, claw-like. Had no one ever told her the truth about who she was? It was coming as a total shock. I could see that.

“It’s not too late,” I said, trying to be gentle. Maybe no one had ever loved her enough to tell her that her behavior was terrible. “You could become a nice person. Make friends. Be a positive force in the world.”

Sweat broke out across her brow and her hood fell, revealing hair frizzling at the ends as her face screwed up in an expression of concentration.

“It’s not working,” she gasped.

“It could work. If you gave compassion and kindness more of a try, it could work for you,” I encouraged.

Her eyes were so wide now that I was afraid they might pop out of her face, and her cheeks were stained with purple. Had she even taken a breath while we were talking? She raised the other hand, claw-like.

“The magic. It’s not working.”

Oh.

She was trying to kill us. And I’d been encouraging her to be kind. 

Ooops.

There was a heavy thunk and then she fell to the ground and Heron ran into the tent, a body slung over one shoulder and blood pouring down his cheek from a gash on his face. 

“You have the dragon?” he asked, breathlessly.

“Yes! Heron, are you –”

“Run!” he shouted and then he turned on his heel and ran from the tent. Was that Vyvera hanging over his shoulders? Her head lolled and bounced as he ran, her clothing was torn and bloody.

Where was Octon? Where was Damokas?

I hobbled after Heron as he darted from tent to tent, trying to keep out of sight as people continued to run toward the fire.

“Octon?” I gasped, pain in my voice when we reached the next tent. 

“Providing a distraction.”

We darted to the next tent. I could barely keep up with him, even though he was carrying a full human and all I had was Nasataa and the staff. 

I could feel Nasataa curling up in the bag on my back. Were those snores I heard? At least someone felt safe. And that was good. He deserved to feel safe and protected. He never should have been at risk in the first place. But how could I keep him safe in a world like this?

We were closer to the perimeter than I’d expected. The river ran past this part of the encampment and I could tell Heron was angling toward it.

“Shouldn’t we go to the rendezvous?” I asked Heron at the next tent.

“We can’t, Seleska.” His voice sounded worried ... panicked?

There was a shout from behind us.

We ran from where the last tent stood out across the open field toward the river.

“Can’t Damokas come and get us?” I tried again, forcing the worlds out between strained breaths. 

My ankle rolled under me again and I fell, but I scrambled back to my feet, recovering my staff, and blinking back tears of pain as I ran. 

More shouts filled the air behind us and then we were running again.

We reached the riverbank and I scanned it, looking for a boat. There was no boat.

Heron’s eyes were wide as he turned to me. 

“Damokas?” I gasped.

“Dead,” he said, his breathing gusting heavily.

Behind us, the footfalls were getting closer. We had to get out of here. We had to leave right now.

I swallowed, reached into Heron’s pocket and pulled out two of the magic masks he’d stolen in the tent. I slapped one over Vyvera’s mouth, hoping she was still alive enough to need it, and the other over Heron’s.

“I sure hope these work,” I said, before grabbing his hand and pulling him after me into the river.

His warm hand felt comforting as the cold water pulled us into the fast-flowing current, erasing any trace that we’d ever been there at all. I clung to it, hoping that knowing he was depending on me would give me some sort of burst of inspiration, because I had no idea what to do next.

Sela! Water!

At least Nasataa sounded pleased.

***
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READ THE REST OF SELESKA’S story in Dragon Tide 3: Desperate Flight.

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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