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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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When your strongest memory is of a magnificent dragon, you think you see dragons everywhere.

Or at least, I always did. 

I was standing on the ragged coast of our island looking out over a turquoise sea and dreaming that I saw dragons just under the surface of the water, their scales flickering in the light. I’d seen them there once when they saved me, rescuing me and my protector – Ramariri – when we thought we would both drown. He’d been so brave that day and so strong. I hadn’t even realized that the golden dragon was really dying even as he fought to bring me to safety.

And every year on my birthday, I came out to the coast like I was doing right then and I looked out over the vast sea and thought of Ramariri and remembered what he did for me – how he’d given his life to keep a six-year-old orphan safe.

Somehow, I would make his sacrifice worth it.

The waves lapped against the shore and I walked on the rocks and patches of sand in my favorite heeled boots – completely impractical for the beach. What would Ramariri have thought of those? I still thought I heard echoes of his voice in my mind sometimes. 

Gulls screamed overhead, breaking my reverie and I sighed. I should get back to town before dinner. My adoptive parents were planning a surprise party for me. 

I hate surprises because I like to know everything. I’d guessed that they were planning one ages ago. I was even practicing my surprised face so that I would be ready when I arrived. I tried it again. Could I fool them? I tried it again a little more subdued.

A sound almost like a song called to me and I looked wistfully out to the sea. Sometimes, when I was alone, I thought I could hear the ocean call me with a siren sound so beautiful that it was almost impossible to ignore. It was calling now. 

And so was something else.

I tilted my head to the side, listening. What was that?

A sound like a cat’s purr mixed with the squawk of a raven came from between the rocks up ahead. With a frown, I followed it. 

I really should be heading back. But then I’d wonder what I’d missed here on the beach. I wouldn’t want to miss out on investigating, would I?

The rocks were jagged here, and my heeled boots really were impractical – but so pretty! – as I worked my way carefully between them, trying not to twist an ankle. 

There it was – the same sound again!

I followed the sound, but there was nothing here but rocks. Maybe some poor bird was injured and making that strange sound. I looked behind the nearest large rock, but there was nothing there. The sound came again.

And now it sounded almost as if it were mixing with that faint singing that I always heard when I was near the sea. 

How strange.

I looked behind the next large rock. There was nothing there either. I should go back. 

But maybe it would be around the next rock. One more couldn’t hurt, right? It didn’t make sense to give up without looking.

I picked my way to the next human-sized rock, looking behind it. 

Shards of glass lay among the rocks. But they weren’t the bottle-green I was used to. They were large, curved shards of smoky blue glass. 

What could that be from? Glass was rare enough on the Havenwind Islands that no one would break it and then just leave it in the sand. I leaned down, picking up a shard of glass and holding it up to the light. 

Transparent rainbows ran along the curve of the glass in an opalescent dance. The soft-blue glass made everything I saw through it look peaceful, as if I was swimming beneath the waves of the sea.

The sound came again. 

That was close! Was it on the other side of the rock now? The side I’d just been on? 

Quickly, I hurried around the rock, but now the sound was on the side with the glass again. I frowned, changing directions quickly and speeding around the rock again.

There!

A tiny creature, no bigger than a kitten, was sitting in the shards of glass looking up at me with huge pearly eyes. His tiny wings were tucked in close and small frills on his cheeks made him look surprised as he stared at me. He was blue as the sea and his tail tucked around his feet protectively.

He was a dragon. 

A tiny, baby dragon.

I gasped with delight, dropping into a crouch.

“Well hello, little guy!” I said, reaching for him slowly, like I was going to pet a stray dog. 

He flamed at my fingers and I flinched, but the flame wasn’t hot enough to burn them. With a chuckle, I reached forward again, meaning to stroke his head but he leapt forward, landing on my arm and scrambling up to my shoulder.

I laughed, delight and surprise filling me in equal measure. 

“Now, you’re a surprise!” I said, running a finger over his small head. “Where are your parents? Are there more Blue Dragons here?”

But it would be hard to hide a full-grown dragon in these rocks.

I stood on tiptoes, looking at the ocean and the rocky shore and the treeline, but there were no snuffling snouts or folded wings. No jets of flame or hisses of steam. No mental voices speaking to me. 

“Dragons?” I called. “Are there any dragons here?”

There was nothing but silence.  Just me and a helpless little dragon who was chewing on my ear. 

In the distance, I saw the big flag unfurl on the high flagpole at the center of the village. 

My party. If I didn’t go to it, everyone would be worried. I’d better hurry. And I’d better think of something to do with the baby dragon.

“Go on, then,” I urged. “Back to your momma.”

I set him down on the sand, but he darted right back up to my shoulder, hiding under my hair.

“It’s better if you’re with your own kind,” I said. “Safer.”

I tried again to disentangle him from my shoulder, but he held on firmly, tiny claws biting into my shoulder and tail curled around my neck. 

There were no parents nearby. No one to take care of him except for me, and he seemed determined to stay with me. With a sigh, I made a decision. No baby dragons would be abandoned on my watch!

“What should I call you?” I asked, flipping my long blonde hair over my shoulder and away from his chewing little teeth. His tail tangled around my neck and he hunkered down on my shoulder with a whine. “And where in the world, am I going to hide you?”

Because I definitely couldn’t bring him to the village. 

Not a Blue Dragon. 

Not if I wanted him to live.
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Chapter Two
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There was already laughter and song when I reached the edge of our village. My father’s fishing buoys hung in a line where he’d repaired them earlier today, their glass bulbs flashing in the afternoon light. He wouldn’t lose as many days fishing as he feared.

Nets were strung between the trees where I’d spent my morning repairing holes and sorting out tangles. The smell of baking fish and vegetables filled the air, making my mouth water and making the baby dragon’s belly rumble against my shoulder. Lanterns had been strung up in preparation for the party and a fire lit, and as I peered around the edge of our cottage, I could see that most of the village was already assembled even though it wasn’t dark yet. 

Now, where to hide the little dragon? He’d fallen asleep on my shoulder, his little sighs and snorts – while adorable – were definitely going to be noticed even if I covered him with my hair. And his rumbling purrs were putting me to sleep.

“Seleska!”

I jumped at the whispered voice. 

Who –?

I whirled to look behind me, but it was only Heron, the blacksmith’s apprentice. He was grinning, his white teeth gleaming in the afternoon light looking so pale next to his dark skin and warm brown eyes. 

“Peeking at your own party?” he asked, teasingly. He stepped forward, always careful with his movements. His arms and back had thickened with muscle in the past few years of his apprenticeship and I’d watched him bend steel bars with his bare hands. But he was always gentle near me like he was afraid to break me. 

“Maybe,” I said, pulling my hair further forward to hide the dragon. He needed a name. I couldn’t just keep thinking of him as ‘dragon.’

“You know it’s supposed to be a surprise,” he teased. “But no one can surprise Seleska because she always finds out first.”

“The boots were a surprise,” I said. I’d probably mentioned a thousand times that I would like boots with a tall heel like the ones I’d seen a lady wearing in Abergande, but no one ever listened – until this morning when I found a pair of boots with iron-spiked heels on my doorstep. I knew exactly who had given them to me. There was only one person in the village who would indulge me that far. I gave him my most innocent look. “Do you think dragons brought them?”

“I think you have friends you don’t even realize that you have,” he teased, but then his face fell a little.

“Are you okay?” I asked, stepping forward and reaching out to touch his arm comfortingly. “Heron?”

He froze, his face filled with sudden fear. “Seleska!”

“What? Are you okay?”

“Seleska,” he repeated, his voice hoarse. “What is that on your shoulder?”

I felt my cheeks heating. I bit my lip before replying. 

“Wait! Don’t get upset, Heron.”

“Seleska,” he looked around us before coming in so close that his forehead almost touched mine. Shock and worry filled his features, but he was still gentle as he whispered, “is that a dragon on your shoulder?”

“It might be,” I said, admitting nothing despite the small snores coming from under my thick blonde hair.

“A Blue Dragon? The kind that pulls fishing boats under and kills sailors? The reason that we receive so few visitors from beyond? The reason that we do not sail the sea? That kind of dragon?”

“A dragon saved me,” I protested in a small voice.

“A gold dragon, Seleska, and that is different! We’ve all heard that tale. He was kind and generous and he saved a little girl – you – and brought her to Renny and Halana who were broken-hearted over the loss of their little girl Adrina. But that’s not Blue Dragons, Seleska! Blue Dragons sing sailors to their deaths, singing a song so sweet that they plunge into the water to hear more. You know that they are after your soul when you begin to hear their song. Have you been hearing dragon songs, Seleska?” 

His manly face was knotted up in worry. It was utterly adorable to see all his hard edges softened with concern for me.

But he didn’t need to be worried. This was only a baby dragon. What harm could he cause? Besides, I didn’t want to answer the question about the dragons singing to me. I didn’t want to admit that they had always sung to me. 

“Blue Dragons helped keep Ramariri in the air when he was saving me. They pushed his belly up so he didn’t fall into the water when he was running out of strength. I saw them, Heron!” 

“I don’t know what you saw, Seleska, but you have to report this little dragon.”

“If I report him to the village elders, they will take him to Abergande,” I said. I didn’t want that. I was the one who found him. And he clearly liked me. I needed to help him just like Ramariri helped me. I owed this little Blue Dragon help. Because when I needed help, and when Ramariri knew it would cost his life to help me, he hadn’t turned away. Besides, this little guy was a baby and alone. He needed me.

“And would that be so bad?” Heron asked, pulling away from me, his eyes locked on the little Blue Dragon.

“Just help me hide him for tonight, Heron. Please?” I begged.

“And then what?” he asked, warily.

“And then we’ll talk about what to do,” I promised. And I would find a way to convince him that we needed to help this baby, not hurt him.

He sighed. “It would be better if we just reported him.”

I tried a small pout. “It’s my birthday. Please?”

He sighed, rolling his eyes at my pouting. “Just for tonight. Come on.”

My smile was probably brighter than the bonfire they were stoking in the village square. I felt like I could walk on top of the ocean I was feeling so light. By tomorrow, I’d have the perfect argument for Heron to make sure that the dragon could stay. 

And I had the perfect name for him.

I’d call him Fireball.

Nasataa.  A small voice whispered in my mind. Was that a masculine voice? It sounded like it. My eyes went wide when I realized it was this little purring ball of dragon. And he already had a name.

Nasataa.
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Chapter Three
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“Sixteen! So hard to believe that you’ve been with us for ten years!” my adoptive mother said as she kissed my forehead, her sun-darkened face spreading into a smile. She’d never been anything but loving and kind to me since the day they found me on the beach. 

“We’re proud of you,” my adoptive father said. Renny was a man of few words, but the ones he said always counted. He leaned back into his chair, happiness radiating off of him like heat from the bonfire.

The fun of the party was fading as night descended and we sat around tables or the big bonfire, bellies full of fish and fruit, and hearts full of happiness. It was like nothing could ever go wrong, like life would always be happy and full of firelight flickering between the trees. Even the wind was warm and balmy, and the trees swayed gently, dancing with it. 

Home, home, home the wind sang to me and my heart sang with it.

A smile filled my face and I hugged them close.

“Tomorrow, you’ll be coming with me to Abergande,” my father said. 

“Abergande?” my eyes went wide. Going to the port was a rare treat. I loved the excitement of the town. There would be stalls selling jewelry and ribbons and bright cloth. There would be music and dancing and people from all over the Havenwind Isles. There might even be a boat! I’d seen one once. And though the people here feared them, I still longed for news of a home far away in a place full of trees and the smell of cinnamon – a place I still dreamed of most nights. This was my new home, but that place still mattered to me.

“You need to sell those shell necklaces you’ve been making all summer and purchase new supplies,” my mother said. “And your father has agreed to take Heron there to continue his training.”

“He’s leaving?” my eyes shot to where Heron was joking with two other boys from the village. His eyes sparkled in the firelight when they looked up and saw me. Feeling my cheeks grow hot, I turned back to my mother.

My mother smiled kindly, but she only shrugged as she answered. “Old Dapnee doesn’t have the work for another blacksmith, and Heron’s apprenticeship is almost over. He’ll need to leave eventually. He’ll be a blacksmith somewhere else – somewhere where there is enough work for two smithies, or where they’ve lost their smith.” 

Why did the wind suddenly feel cold? I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself and glancing one more time at Heron, towering over the other boys, his thick muscles gleaming in the firelight. He was leaving. Leaving for Abergande while I stayed here. Who would I joke with now? Who would hunt shells with me along the beach? Who would help me hide baby dragons?

I chewed the inside of my cheek.

My mother caught my arm. 

“Don’t fret, Seleska. Enjoy the rest of the party. There will be time to miss your friend when he is gone.”

I smiled, but I didn’t feel happy inside. The village would feel dull and hollow without Heron. 

“I think I’ll take a walk,” I said, scooting off my bench.

“Just make sure you are in your bed within the hour,” my mother reminded me. “Tomorrow will be a long day of travel!”

I nodded, still smiling at them reassuringly, but my eyes felt glassy. Was Heron really going to leave?

I snuck off into the night, my feet taking me almost without thinking to the smithy. We’d hidden Nasataa there, and really, someone ought to check on him. I hoped no one noticed as I palmed a large piece of fruit and grabbed a wooden cup of water and a slab of fish. 

I brushed away hot tears as I snuck inside the small building. What was Heron thinking? Leaving me without even saying a word about it! 

Even now, in the forge, the embers were banked, staying hot for the work the next day. I snuck around to where we’d hidden Nasataa behind the furnace. His little chest rose and fell as he slept curled against the hot metal. 

He was okay. And he was still here. I reached into my belt pouch and pulled out the scraps of fish and fruit I’d hidden, placing them in front of his sleeping snout. I put the cup of water beside them. When he woke up, he’d be hungry. And he’d be lonely. I’d have to make sure I was here first thing in the morning to get him. I’d need to hide him somehow in my things or he’d be discovered for sure.

“Seleska?” Heron’s throaty whisper cut through the tranquil moment and I hurriedly brushed away the last of my tears.  

“Yes?” I replied, trying not to sound hurt. He should have told me.

“I meant to tell you that I was leaving.”

“And what? Your tongue fell out? You forgot what words mean?” 

I could barely see him across the room with only the embers of the forge lighting the room. He was mostly just shadow there, but his voice was husky and laced with emotion.

“It was just so hard to say.”

“How long have you known?”

“Months, I guess.”

Months! He’d known for months! 

The silence dragged out between us until eventually, he broke it again, this time with a lighter note to his voice.

“Maybe you should let that little guy go free. You can’t take him with us tomorrow.”

It was probably a good idea. But what if he didn’t know how to take care of himself? What if he just wandered on the beach and got lost or starved? What if he thought no one loved him? What if he felt abandoned? Like he’d had a friend and then just been dumped when his friend went off to go have adventures? My heart felt tight in my chest and my breathing hitched.

“He is free. He chose to stay with me.”

I’d take him to the beach tomorrow and see if he wanted to leave, but if he didn’t, I wouldn’t abandon him. There would be a way to hide him in my things. And he wasn’t that heavy. I would just have to carry him with me to Abergande. I wasn’t the one who abandoned my friends without warning.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Heron said, sounding dejected.

“I’m sorry that you didn’t, too,” I said, petting Nasataa gently on his sleeping head before standing up and walking past Heron to the door. I opened it, trying to think of the right way to put the hurt in my heart. “I wish you’d trusted me enough to tell me.”

I heard Heron’s breath hitch in his throat, but I didn’t want to hear what he might say. It was all just too painful and emotional. I needed some sleep and some time to sort out how I felt. I slipped into the velvet night, following the candlelight glow in the windows of my family’s cottage.
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Chapter Four
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“Stay in there!” I hissed at Nasataa. 

The little dragon was moving way too much. And he was growing heavier by the mile. The only way to get from our little village to the town of Abergande was on foot. All the village horses – and by all I meant the two owned by Jamrie and Esconse – were busy hauling cane and the donkey was just as busy with the sugarapple harvest. And that meant walking.

The path ran just inside the treeline along the beach, providing shade and shelter to travelers, but easy to follow with the ocean not far off. Any other day, I would have been absorbed in how beautiful the path was – how the brightly colored flowers hung from vines and filled the air with scents, how the waves of the ocean beat the shore in a way that lulled my spirit and made my heart soar, how the gentle breezes smelled of salt. 

Today, I was distracted.

I had stuffed Nasataa in my bag of shell necklaces and armbands after he’d refused to return to the sea – again!

“Please,” I’d begged. “It’s safer for you with other dragons!” 

But he’d climbed up my arm and dug his claws into my shoulder, absolutely refusing to budge. And his huge eyes were so cute that they just melted my heart. How could I say no to those eyes?

The shell necklaces were mine to sell and mine to carry to Abergande. No one else would look in the bag or notice that it was heavier than it should be, so it was a foolproof plan. Or at least, it had seemed like it when I put him in the bag that morning. Now, hours later, the bag was growing heavier by the hour and Nasataa just would not stay still!

I huffed, adjusting the bag and almost turning a heel in my boots. Pretty, they might be. But practical, they were not. 

“When we get to Abergande, I have business in the Leaping Dolphin Inn,” my father said. He’d been silent all morning, seemingly oblivious to the tension between me and Heron. “I trust that you can find the market and handle the sale of your shells?”

“Of course,” I said, smiling. 

Excellent! I was going to get to roam the town free of any oversight. I could sell my shell jewelry and buy whatever I needed on my own. I couldn’t wait! I’d never had the chance to wander Abergande on my own before! And it would give me a chance to feed Nasataa and let him out to do whatever little dragons needed to do without prying eyes watching.

“We’ll take a room there, so come and find me when you’re done,” my father said. He was pulling a handcart with his own goods brought to market. He mostly spent his time fishing, but he also made musical instruments from reeds, and it was these instruments that he was bringing to market today. If we were fortunate, we would both get good prices and have enough to stock up on essentials that our village couldn’t make. 

“I can walk with you to the market,” Heron suggested, trying to act as if I wasn’t furious with him. “It’s on the way to Whitehead Smithy where I’ll be finishing my apprenticeship.”

Those words felt like a brand laid against my skin. White hot and painful. I blinked away tears, refusing to look at him. He hadn’t told me. Everyone else knew, but he hadn’t told me. 

When we’d left the village Heron’s family and other friends had been there to wish him the best with presents and hugs. His departure hadn’t been a surprise to any of them. 

I fell back behind my father’s cart ignoring him. It hurt too much to talk to him. It hurt because I knew that this was my last chance and there was so much to say but my tongue just couldn’t form the words. Instead, I reached into my bag, stroking Nasataa’s head with a finger. He bit it and I flinched, looking around quickly to make sure no one had seen. 

“Seleska,” Heron whispered falling back to where I was. “Don’t be mad, okay?”

“I’m not mad,” I muttered. Adjusting my bag and pushing Nasataa’s snout back in furtively.

“I’ll come home every few months and see everyone.”

Months!

He sighed. “What did you expect me to do? Stop working as a blacksmith? I’ve spent years training for it!”

“Of course not.”

“Then what did you think? Did you think I’d always be in our village?”

“No.”

“What, then?”

I stumbled over a root and he caught my arm, stabilizing me. My eyes were too watery to make out the path properly.

“I guess,” I said as I caught my balance again. “I guess I just hoped that if you were going on an adventure that you’d take me, too.” I sniffed, wiping my eyes harshly. “But I guess I’ll just have to make my own adventures. And I’ll have to go on them myself.”

I patted my bag where Nasataa was snuffling against my hip. Maybe I had a new friend to go on adventures with. Maybe he would stick around.

“Don’t be like that, Seleska,” Heron said, lifting my chin to look at him with one finger. “I’ll be back. We’ll go on adventures someday.”

“Sure,” I said. But I knew it was a silly promise. He’d make other friends in Abergande. He’d have adventures all his own. And I would live in our little village and make shell ornaments and wish for more for the rest of my life. 

Or maybe not. Maybe Nasataa and I would dive into the water and figure out exactly who or what was singing to me.  

And with that thought, the song began again, louder than ever, pulling me toward the water.
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Chapter Five
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Abergande always took my breath away. 

When we emerged from the path into the little cove along the sea, the sheer size of the place made me want to look and look and look. Houses and inns and taverns and shops hunkered so close to one another that you could hardly step between them. They stood on tall wooden stilts to keep them safe when storms and floods came, and to keep out the slithering, scurrying, creatures in this area of the island. Boardwalks wove from one shop to the next, serving as streets on which the citizens could walk or push laden carts. I was already beginning to smile at the sight when my father’s gasp startled me.

There was very little that bothered Renny. I followed his gaze to a ship with white sails bobbing out from the cove in the deeper water and my own breath caught in my throat. A ship? Here? 

Everyone knew that the Havenwind Isles didn’t receive ships. Everyone knew that we didn’t take in outsiders – though they’d taken me in ten years ago when I’d arrived on their shores an orphan child, hunted by enemies she didn’t know. 

But this was different. This was a real ship. This was news.

I hadn’t seen a ship since I was a little child and the sheer size of it – even so far away – took my breath away. Our entire village could live on that ship.

My father and Heron both stiffened, exchanging an unreadable look. 

“It’s only one ship,” Heron said.

My father shook his head, pursing his lips with worry, but he didn’t say anything else as we followed the path into town. 

“Be careful in the market,” he said quietly to me as we arrived at the inn. “Don’t take too long, or I will worry.”

“I’ll be careful,” I assured him.

I followed Heron as we carefully worked our way onto the boardwalks and into the market. Abergande was such an exciting place to visit. On one corner, a fire-thrower was practicing his tricks, breathing fire out into the crowd for pennies. I laughed as we passed. 

“I bet you could use him in the forge!” I joked to Heron.

“The fire isn’t hot enough,” Heron said, but his voice was distracted. 

“Are you okay?”

“Just getting nervous.” He smiled wryly at me. “I’ve never lived away from our village. No one here really knows me. I’m going to miss my family and friends.”

“You could just stay,” I said, throwing a coin to a smiling woman in the fruit stall and grabbing two mangoes from the stall. I shoved one into my bag, hoping it would settle Nasataa, before biting into the other one. What would it be like to live on an island without mangoes? They said that some of the Isles didn’t have them. The food must be very bland.

“I can’t, Seleska,” he said as he stopped, grabbing both my hands in his so suddenly that I thought he was about to say something significant. He bit his lip, his eyes suddenly nervous. He didn’t get the chance to speak.

A big burly man stepped out from the crowd with a grin on his face. He was a head taller than anyone there except for Heron and even wider across the shoulders. His scruffy face gleamed with sweat and when he clapped Heron on the shoulder, Heron swayed from the weight of the blow. 

“There you are, apprentice! Excellent! Let’s get you settled. I’m very happy to have the help. That ship arrived this morning and with it, orders for all kinds of repairs they can’t do on board.”

“Is that allowed?” I asked. “I thought ships weren’t allowed to come to the Havenwind Isles.”

He snorted. “Allowed or not allowed is not for me to say, but I don’t turn away business. Say goodbye to your friend, Heron, and let’s get you to work!”

Heron leaned down, kissed my cheek so quickly that my breath caught in my throat and then with a last smile he was gone, pushing through the crowds with the master blacksmith. 

I wasn’t crying. Really. I just had dust in my eyes. That happened sometimes when you were on the road. 

It took a moment for me to gather myself and shake off the sadness and frustration that filled me. Heron was making his own choices. That was his right. I wasn’t going to hang off him like an unwanted barnacle. Besides, I had my own adventures waiting for me, too. I just needed to figure out what they were.

An image formed in my mind of me and Nasataa swimming beneath the waves toward a treasure chest. Where had that come from? I had the strangest feeling that the thought was not my own at all. 

I nearly gasped, a delighted smile spreading across my face. That was Nasataa! Wasn’t it? Had he put that picture in my mind? 

Was that normal for dragons? Maybe he was advanced. 

With a smile, I pushed along the boardwalk to the little jewelry stand that always bought my wares – Lady Zeldar’s.  

“More necklaces for me, Seleska?” she asked smiling as she adjusted the colorful wrap-dress she always wore. 

“Of course, Lady Zeldar!” I said, carefully reaching in to pull them from the bag without irritating Nasataa. A tiny nip at my hand made me flinch, but I tried not to let it show on my face and before I knew it, all the work I’d done for the past two months were spread out across the table while Lady Zeldar counted and graded and tallied what she was willing to pay.

There was a cheer a little further up the boardwalk toward where three branches met in a kind of a square. My gaze drifted to where a crowd was gathering there. I could almost make out what they were saying. Someone in a white, billowing shirt and tight breeches was standing up on the bench at the center of the square, gesturing broadly as he spoke. 

“Who is that?” I asked Lady Zeldar.

She paled as she answered. “A ship came in this morning. That is the leader of the people who came to shore.”

I felt something move at my side. 

“Why is he making such a big fuss in the square? Do the Elders know he’s doing that?” I asked, but before she could answer I heard my name called out from down the boardwalk.

“Seleska!” My father was running toward me, a look of fear on his face. I looked around. Where was the threat coming from? He wasn’t being chased. 

“Dragon!” a voice said from behind me and I spun to see Nasataa racing down the boardwalk.

Oh no! He was going to get hurt or caught by someone else.

I left my wares behind, running down the boardwalk toward the little dragon. He was at the edges of the crowd and I had to squeeze between people to chase him through their ranks.

“Nasataa!” I called quietly, trying not to draw attention while I squeezed between people in the crowd. No one had noticed him yet – what a relief! But I felt bad about ignoring my father’s calls. 

“Seleska!” He sounded worried.

I’d just grab Nasataa and then I’d answer my father.

There he was! The little scamp had climbed up a barrel and was standing on it on his hind legs. How had no one noticed him? I grabbed him quickly, fighting his bucking kicks, and stuffed him back into the bag before cinching the leather straps tight. If he wanted to go free he could – on a safe beach somewhere. Here, someone would grab him and probably kill him.

“Stay in there!” I hissed. He was going to get us both in trouble.

“Seleska!”

I turned, searching for my father now that I had the dragon in hand, but before I could even call out, I was being dragged backward by my long hair.

“Oww!” I said as I stumbled back and then someone grabbed my arm, spinning me around and marching me forward toward the square. I clutched at my bag. Was Nasataa okay in there?

I received a mental image of the little dragon unhurt but irritated as he flamed at the sides of my leather bag.

I could still hear my father yelling in the distance as hands shoved me forward.

“This is the one – the outlander who came here years ago!” someone in the crowd called out.

“Wha – ” I began, but I was interrupted as more hands shoved me forward.

“If she’s what you came for, then take her and be gone!”

“Excuse me,” I tried again. “I’m not going anywhere!”

I didn’t recognize these faces. These weren’t people from my village. So how did they know about me? Why were they shoving me toward the grim-faced strangers?

One of the strangers grabbed my arm. I pulled against his grip, but he didn’t even seem to notice.

The leader of the group leapt down from his perch. His face was darkened from the sun, but his coloring was light – just like mine. And beneath the scar that ran from eyebrow to chin, was a face that was triumphant as he looked at me.

“Perfect. We’ll be taking her with us.”
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“You can’t take her!” my father bellowed, rushing through the crowd. 

Acid swirled through my belly and I thought I might be sick. First, I was singled out and seized, now my father was putting himself in danger for me. And if anyone found the dragon, I would be in so much trouble! 

“I’m afraid you are wrong about that,” the leader said. “This is Princess Seleska of Tambrel and she is coming with us.”

“I’m afraid you are mistaken,” my father said. “This is my daughter. And yes, her name is Seleska – a strange coincidence, I’m sure. But she isn’t going anywhere.”

His jaw clenched firm and he crossed his arms over his chest. He knew full well that I used to be a princess. But that didn’t mean that we needed to tell anyone else.

I bit my lip, looking around us. The crowd was drawing back. No one was going to side with my dad. And there were eight of these sailors in loose white shirts. Six strapping men and two bulky women, all with tattooed hands and wind-burned cheeks. They wore the same hardened expressions on their faces, like they had seen everything there was to see and weren’t impressed with any of it.

And they were all armed.

“It’s okay, Renny,” I said in a small voice. I didn’t want to see him hurt. This many strong men and women could kill him. And that would break my mama. She was already stained with sadness over the loss of her only daughter just before she adopted me. Losing my father, too, would break her. “I’ll be okay.”

“What are you going to do with her?” my father asked, fear tinging his words, so his voice came out husky and rough.

“Well,” the light-haired man said, “for starters, we’re going to be sure that we’re right about her. Haul that barrel over here!”

Two of the sailors grabbed one of the rain barrels along the boardwalk, hauling it to where we were. What did they think they could do with that?

“You’ll have to go through me first!” My father yelled, launching himself forward. 

It was a crazy thing to do. 

Amazing. 

Loving. 

Crazy as staring at the sun at noon. I loved him for it even as my heart ached when one of the sailors planted a fist in his belly and another one cracked him on the head. 

“Dad!” I gasped. I almost never called my father that, but the shock of seeing him pummeled jarred it loose from my mouth.

He stumbled forward and a third sailor caught him, grabbing his arm and twisting it into a lock behind his back. 

“Why don’t you watch with us, hmm? You might find this educational,” the sailor laughed. 

The ones holding me jerked me forward toward the barrel. What were they going to do, give me a bath? Around us, the crowd was silent. No one had come forward to help my father. No one had said a word. 

They were all silent spectators, waiting to see what would happen. How would they feel if I was their daughter or sister or friend? Would they still be so silent?  

“Stop hurting my father!” I demanded, but no one even looked at me when I spoke.

“Now we see,” the leader said, as they shoved me to the edge of the barrel and leaned me over the water. He shrugged at me as I was pressed toward the water. “And we hope that we’re right and that this really is Princess Seleska. Because otherwise, she’s about to drown.”

I started to scream and then I realized I should be saving my breath. I gulped down as much as I could before a strong hand plunged my head beneath the surface, holding me there as I thrashed against the edge of the barrel.

Blind panic seized me, pushing all else from my mind. What were they trying to prove? That they could drown me in front of everyone? Well, they could! Good for them! They were bigger and stronger and oh – Skies and Stars! 

My lungs were on fire, begging me to take a breath. Red danced across my closed eyelids. Please, please let me up! 

I pushed against the hands, growing weak as I struggled. I tried to twist and jerk in unexpected ways to surprise them, but my head was spinning, my vision darkening. 

I was going to die.

The pain was too much. I couldn’t fight anymore. 

An image of swimming with Nasataa deep under the waves filled my mind, almost as if the little dragon was begging me to let go and just breathe the water.

If only I could do that! But that was madness.

I fought harder, the pain so intense now – the longing for oxygen so all-consuming – that thoughts were driven from my mind. I was about to die. 

I couldn’t hold on any longer.

I sucked in a huge breath of water.

The blackness fled and the pain began to seep away. 

Whoa. What? Was I really breathing water? My eyes were growing so big that I thought they might pop out of my head – but hey, maybe that was normal for me. After all, I was apparently half-fish. 

And Nasataa knew that. How had he known?

Before I could think anymore, strong hands pulled me out of the barrel, jerking my arm to make me stand up straight, water streaming from my hair and down my face.

Around me, gasps filled the air. How long had he held me under? Long enough that these people thought I was dead. I looked for my father’s face in the crowd. He was still held by sailors, but the shock on his face was the same as everyone else’s. He hadn’t known about this, either.

“As we suspected,” the leader said. “She has her family’s little gift. You’re coming with us, Princess.”

“I’m not a princess,” I said, stepping with my metal-spiked boot as hard as I could on the instep of the man holding me. 

Why hadn’t I thought of that before?

He cried out in pain and I leapt forward, climbing the railing of the boardwalk in one quick motion and leaping into the sea. 

If they wanted me, they were going to have to breathe under water, too.
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The water closed around me and I sunk into the murky waves around the boardwalk. There sure wasn’t much to see here. Seaweed climbed in patches around the supports of the boardwalk and shoals of small baitfish swam out from the shadows. Heaps of rock held crabs and other crawling creatures and rusty metal hooks, shards of pottery, and rotting rope lay in tangles on the bottom of the sea here. 

Great. My first time underwater and I was swimming through a wet garbage heap. I shivered. This was so strange! Amazing and exciting, but strange.

I wanted to go back and save Renny, but wasn’t I the reason they’d grabbed him? Maybe with me gone, they’d just let him go?

I swam away from Abergande, those spiky heels doing nothing to help at all. Good thing I could breathe under water, because I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to kick up high enough to get a breath otherwise!

There was a splash and then a body dove into the water behind me.

I whirled to see the sailor who had grabbed me from the ground diving through the water, bubbles streaking all around him as he kicked toward me.

Oh no! If he caught me, it wouldn’t matter how well I could breathe under water. I still wouldn’t be able to fight him off! I needed to get somewhere where it would be tough for him to fish me out easily. But where? Going further out to sea would be best, but he could just keep following, dipping under the water whenever he needed to. I needed to get somewhere deep – too deep for them to swim to. But where would that be?

Singing filled my mind, almost blocking out my thoughts. 

Deep, deep, deep, it seemed to say through the wordless tune and my head whirled at the sound of it.

With difficulty, I kicked off my special spike-heeled boots, sad to see them drop to the floor of the sea. I couldn’t keep them – not when I had to swim to get away from these men – but I hated to lose them when Heron had gone to so much trouble to make them for me. 

I leaned down and grabbed them, uncinching the leather strap on my bag so that I could stuff them inside.

The moment the cinch was opened, Nasataa leapt from the bag, scooting forward through the water. 

Oh no! I’d never even thought to make sure he could breathe under water. Was he okay?

He seemed to be. He shot from the bag like lightning from the sky, but he didn’t shoot to the surface. Instead, he shot forward toward the open ocean, sending me mental images of me following him as we plunged out to sea. 

The first sailor bobbed back up to the surface for air at the same moment as a second one plunged into the sea, bubbles boiling up all around him. There were too many of them for me to wait here and see how long it took them to catch me. I had to flee. And fast.

I felt a tug on my hand and looked down to see Nasataa pulling at it, his little wings flapping energetically in the water.

Okay, okay, little guy. I’ll follow you.

Hopefully, Renny would be okay up there. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be hurt.

I swam forward through the water, following Nasataa as he raced in front of me. Every time I looked over my shoulder, more sailors were in the water. They were gaining distance as they swam. They were faster than me. But I had an advantage. I just had to use it.

I sunk to the bottom of the bay. The water was growing clearer here, the plants fewer, and the garbage less plentiful. I swam along the bottom, trying to swim as fast as I could. I wasn’t a very fast swimmer. I’d never wanted to do more than just bob around on the top of the water and enjoy myself and this swim was not about enjoyment or slowly feeling the ripples of the water around you.

After a moment, I found a rhythm. If only Nasataa would wait for me! He was going too fast. He could swim more easily than I could walk. He stopped every few seconds, waiting for me, but never stopping long enough for me to catch up. He should go on without me and stop waiting for me. He’d be safer that way. He’d be protected from the people who were chasing me.

But no. He sent a picture in my mind of the two of us swimming and as I watched he grew larger and larger until he was the size of Ramariri, the golden dragon who had saved my life. Did that mean he meant that we should stay together forever? Did he realize that I was a terrible choice as a dragon mother?

But he didn’t seem to care. He’d chosen me – for whatever reason – and there was no way I was going to let him down. Not if I could help it. 

The sailors were still too far away to catch me, but they were gaining fast. How could they catch up when they kept having to go up for air, but I didn’t?

Oh! A little way back, the hull of a small boat dipped into the water. This was not a fair chase!  

I needed to dip down into some low place, and I needed to get there fast. But first, I had to check on my father. I couldn’t run away if he was still in trouble.

I swam upward to the surface and broke through into the air, surprised at how cold my face felt and how bright the sun was, as it popped up into the sunlight. 

“There she is!” someone yelled from the nearby boat. It looked closer from above the surface. Three bodies leapt from the boat back into the water. I had only seconds before they’d be on top of me. Desperate, I looked toward the town beyond.

There! I saw my father on the boardwalk looking worriedly out to sea. Behind him, the blacksmith and Heron stood with big hammers in their hands and there was not a sailor to be seen still on the boardwalk. I risked a wave to him – a sign that I was alright – and then I plunged back under the waves. 

All the sailors were chasing me. He should be safe from them as long I was distracting them.

I would have breathed a sigh of relief, but I felt a tug at my foot.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eight

[image: image]


He had me by the foot!

I gasped, squirming at the hold on my foot, the song of the sea filling my ears again as my head plunged beneath the waves.

Something fast shot past me and I curled my body, trying to shake the hand on my foot. The grim-faced sailor holding me held on tight, his teeth gritted and bubbles pouring from his mouth.

A little burst of flame hit him right in the face as Nasataa blasted him with an underwater flame. My baby! He could flame under water! Was that magical?

I didn’t have time to be shocked or even pleased.

Aiming for his face, I kicked out with my other foot and planted a solid kick to his nose. He didn’t let go, so I pushed hard against his eyes, curling my toes to grind into his eyes as I shoved as hard as I could with my free foot. His hold on my foot faltered, shifting to my breeches until he only had a handful of fabric in his grip. Quickly, I grabbed the ties to my breeches and pulled them loose, kicking free of my breeches and diving down, down, down. I was faster without the material clinging to my legs, but I felt vulnerable in just my underthings, blouse and leather corset. 

Even with my greater speed, Nasataa was still faster. He dove toward the sandy bottom of the sea and I felt almost as if he was following the sound of the ocean that I heard, too. The direction he was headed was becoming rocky. We were following the shoreline of the island toward the north of Abergande – a place I’d never seen above the water.

The rock here looked bubbly – huge craters and smaller holes filled the rocks as they piled up along the shore. How fascinating!

I stole a glance back. The boat was right overhead. One of the sailors was kicking up to it in a flurry of bubbles, but as I watched, another dove down with a heavy weight in his arms.

A burst of adrenaline filled me, kicking my heart to a faster pace and making my lungs work double time as I gulped down big breaths of water – water! That wasn’t right! – and hurried after Nasataa. I hoped he was going the right direction. I hoped that we could both trust the urgings of the song of the sea.

Despite the wordlessness of the call, I was certain it was leading us, steering us just by the feel of it, toward where the sand dropped off here to a rocky mass. 

Bright sea plants waved in the calm of the ocean lullaby and swirls of colorful fish puffed up from them in startled clouds. We sliced through the first burst of yellow fish, losing sight of our pursuers as the water behind us filled with yellow, flashing bodies. 

I nearly breathed a sigh of relief when I turned back and lost sight of my pursuers.

Where was Nasataa? Was he okay?

I couldn’t see him anywhere.

Panicked, I spun in the water, looking in every direction. We had descended to a channel between rising clumps of coral and bright plants, to a narrow channel between them. I shivered as a silky plant washed against my bare leg. Another touch followed the first as I slid between the waving water-weeds, the sound of the sea singing hauntingly to my mind.

I’d lost him. 

He was only a baby and I’d lost him.

I felt worse than I had on the docks when the sailors had seized my father. Worse than I had when Heron said he was leaving. A little creature had needed me and depended on me and I’d lost him. What if he starved out here without me? What if one of the sailors had grabbed him? What if a big fish ate him? 

I spun again, peering between the weeds, but he was nowhere to be found. 

My heart plummeted. 

And then a little blue head darted out from a rock and I nearly laughed in relief.

He’d found a cave! I swam toward him, relief filling every pore of me. He was okay! He was here and he was safe! 

I surged into the cave with him, looking over my shoulder for only a moment before I darted inside. A dark shape was moving through the crowd of yellow fish and the leaves of the waving plants. One of my pursuers wasn’t far behind.

I kicked into the hole in the rock, following Nasataa into the deep cave beyond. It was scary to go into the dark without being able to see more than shadows. Scarier still with enemies outside. The opening was narrow, and I had to squeeze my hips and push hard to kick through. Even so, the coral scratched up my legs and hips, scoring them where it broke through the skin. I winced at the feeling of salt-water on my wounds and sucked in a deep breath. 

In the low water-filtered light, I could barely make out the interior of the little cave. It wasn’t really a cave, but more like a tunnel. I followed it, still too far behind Nasataa to catch him.

It led into a wider cave, still made of coral and mostly empty except for a few crabs. It felt dank, even though an underwater cave couldn’t be dank.

If I had to return to the surface to breathe, I wouldn’t have gotten this far. I was probably safe as long as I stayed here. But I was hungry and thirsty and tired and there was only one way out of the cave – through that tight tunnel. 

Worry seized my heart. I’d made it inside, but what if I couldn’t go back out? I couldn’t stay here forever.

I chewed my lip as Nasataa crawled into my arms and curled into a ball. I stroked his head and back gently. His scales felt sleeker underwater and his wings, fins, and tail felt filmy in the water. He was so beautiful and so vulnerable. He needed someone to take care of him. Someone better suited to the task than a hunted teenage girl.

“Don’t worry little buddy,” I tried to say underwater, but it came out garbled. “I’ll take care of you.”

He didn’t seem worried. He’d already drifted off to sleep in my arms. 

I clung to him, worried enough for both of us as the bright water filtering through the holes in the porous rock faded darker and darker until I was sure it must be night outside.

What was I going to do?
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Eventually, I nodded off, still clutching Nasataa. His warmth and his little fluttering heartbeat reminded me that I wasn’t alone. I had this little guy to keep safe. 

I woke with a start in the dark. Long, eerie beams of blue light rippled into the cave, but they were faint, as if lit by the moon. I blinked and it felt strange in the ocean water. I was chilled to the core – but not as cold as I would have expected. Was that a part of this special ability I had? – and so thirsty. I snorted a laugh, surprised by the spurt of water from my nose. How funny was it to be this thirsty while completely surrounded by water?

Gently, I eased Nasataa off my lap. By now, my pursuers must be done chasing me. By now, it must be safe to leave this cave and go find my family.

I’d check first and then come back for Nasataa if the coast was clear. I slipped down the rocky tunnel to the smaller cave and peeked my head out. A flare of light surprised me, and I ducked back around the rock. 

Light? Where was that coming from?

I poked my head back out of the cave entrance and gasped.

Yellow light danced from a waterproof lantern hanging down from the side of a boat into the water far above me. It was small enough from that far away that it was hard to make out details but in the glow of the lantern, a diver leapt into the water, streaking down through the sea’s embrace toward my cave.

I jumped in surprise. They knew where I was! They hadn’t been able to get to me yet, but they knew! 

The diver froze. He’d seen my surprised jump! He surged forward and I ducked back into the cave, scrambling into the tunnel and back into the wider cave beyond. Fear surged through my veins as my heart hammered in my chest.

It’s going to be okay, Seleska. Just find another way out.

I scrambled along the edges of the cave, looking, but while the rocks were porous and there were many holes, none seemed large enough to fit me. 

Gasping in frustration, I returned to the center of the cave where I’d left Nasataa. I’d just sit with him for a moment and compose myself and then I’d think of another plan. That would be best, right?

But where was he?

The little Blue Dragon wasn’t where I’d left him. My heart leapt into my throat as I swam in circles. What if he’d wandered off? What if he’d gone out of the tunnel and the cave like I had, only the diver had snatched him and brought him up to the boat?

I couldn’t let anything happen to the poor little guy. He was only a baby!

I tried to call his name, but it distorted in the water. Frustrated, I spun again, darting down the tunnel and back out to the first cave. Had he snuck past me when I was looking at the boat?

Where was he? Was he lost? Hurt?

I poked my head out of the cave and into the sea beyond. I just needed to see. I just needed to know if he was okay. Fingers tangled in my hair and with a gasp, I looked into the eyes of the man who had grabbed me on the boardwalk. His hair swirled in the dark water and his cheeks and eyes bulged with surprise. I planted my feet against the rock and pulled backward, tugging at his grip. He was too strong. His eyes narrowed as he fought me, but then a look of panic filled his eyes and he released me, kicking in a sudden flurry toward the surface. He must be out of breath.

I breathed a sigh of relief, but I didn’t have time to revel in my escape. Another two divers were already streaking toward me and there was no sign outside the entrance of a little Blue Dragon.

Frustrated, I dove back into the cave. I couldn’t go out. Not without being caught. But where had Nasataa gone?

I searched the larger cave for him.

Was one of those loose rocks in a different place? Brow furrowed, I swam toward the spot. Yes. It had tumbled down a little, revealing a dark gap in the rock about the right size for a baby Blue Dragon. 

That must be where Nasataa had gone! Worried, I pulled at the loose rock, tumbling it further aside and widening the gap. The stones here were loose and easy to move. Could I move enough of them to make a gap big enough for me to swim to?

After a few minutes of work, I had cleared the entrance to another tunnel, but this tunnel was black as ink. Did I dare risk going in there with no light and no idea what came next?

I was going to have to. There was a baby dragon depending on me and I was the only one who knew he was there. I couldn’t abandon him. Ramariri would never have abandoned me. 

Besides, the song of the sea was louder here, as if it wanted me to follow.

With an indrawn breath to steady myself, I plunged into the dark cavern.
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When I woke up yesterday morning, I hadn’t expected to find myself feeling my way blindly through a black, rocky cavern in the middle of the night under so much water that no other human could find me.

But hey, life is like that. Unpredictable. And I did promise myself that I was going to have some adventures. I tried to remind myself of that as a gnawing worry lodged in my spine and bit into my sense of confidence. 

Adventure. 

I was an adventurer. Adventurers didn’t stop just because things were a bit scary, right? That was what made it an adventure!

I was feeling along the rock tunnel – feeling to find my way and feeling to see if Nasataa was huddled against the wall somewhere. Maybe he was cold like me. Maybe that was why he’d gone into this tunnel. It did feel warmer in here. I shivered slightly as a current of warm water hit me. Weren’t you supposed to shiver when it was cold? But I’d been cold for so long that the warmth reminded me of it, drawing me forward toward its source.

A very faint glow ahead outlined the edges of the rocks. What could be making that light? It wasn’t the yellow glow of the lantern that the men had used to search for me. And it wasn’t the blue-white glow of the moon through the water. It was more of an aqua color, like the sea on a sunny day. How strange.

As I swam, the glow grew brighter, until I could see as well as if it were day. I sped up, able to see far enough not to crack my head on the rock and invigorated by the warmth of the water here. 

There was an opening up ahead, a pool of light. I kicked toward it and emerged into a wide cave with a flat bottom and a bright light in what almost looked like a well at the center. Strange markings were carved into the stone around it and into the walls and ceiling arching over the room. The tunnel I was climbing in from was the only way in. 

What was a place like this doing here?

A blue blur launched itself at me, and I caught it, knocked back against the cave wall while the exuberant little dragon crawled all over me and finally settled in a ring around my neck.

“I missed you, too,” I tried to say under the water.

He sent me a mental image of waking up alone and coming here to find me. Why hadn’t I thought of that? I did my best to send him a mental image of my joy at finding him safe. He tightened his grip on my neck. That had to be affection, right? Which meant that my mental picture had worked! No more trying to talk to him under water. We had our own way to communicate. Success!

I stroked his little neck, relieved that he was okay, and circled the glowing well at the center of the room. Lucky for us that Nasataa was such a curious little thing, or we never would have found this interesting well of glowing light.

I tried to peer inside it, but beyond the light, I couldn’t see anything else. The glow was so intense that it was hurting my eyes and if the markings carved around the room meant anything, then I couldn’t read them. 

But I knew that I was meant to find this well. Or someone was. I knew it because it sang to me – that wordless song of the sea I didn’t understand but always heard. It sang to me louder and stronger and deeper than anything else I’d ever heard. I was drawn to it. I felt, somehow, that I needed to climb into that well and follow the light, that it meant to lead me somewhere. 

But did I dare risk Nasataa? What if the light led somewhere dangerous? I glanced over my shoulder at the dark tunnel we’d followed to get here. It was just as dangerous, wasn’t it? No matter where this well of light led us, if it didn’t drop us right in front of an enemy, that was good enough, right?

Well, I liked to look on the bright side and this magical well had turned up right when I needed it. I was going to call that a ‘very good thing’ and accept this gift. 

I smiled, glad I’d made up my mind and sent a mental image to Nasataa of dropping into that well. He sent me one back of staying on my shoulders and falling asleep.

Poor little guy had to be tired after that big adventure. I stroked the top of his head and took a step forward. 

Here we go, now or never! 

My bare toes hung over the edge of the well. I wasn’t sure how to do this, but I took a deep breath and hopped into the well.

Light flared across my vision, blinding me, and then a powerful sensation like an undertow seized me and sucked me into the well and out to sea. A tingling feeling flashed across my skin and it was strangely familiar. With it came the smell of cinnamon and the memory of sweetly mumbled words. Had I been here before? I had no memory of a place like this, and yet it felt as familiar as my own name.

Maybe, there was more to being able to breathe under water than just a really strange skill. Maybe, I’d been in this place before. Maybe it had to do with my past life and with the family I had before I’d been adopted by my new family.

I swallowed, a little nervous at the thought.
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Chapter Eleven
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The powerful current released me, and I fell forward, swimming a little to get my feet under me in the water. My vision cleared as I looked around me. I was standing beside the well – no, not the well but rather a well. Because this well here looked just like the other well back there, but it wasn’t in a cave. It rested on the seafloor, a skiff of sand piling up on one side of it and the ancient wreck of a ship on the other side. 

The wreck was so far gone that all I could make out was a few ship ribs sticking up from a mass of barnacles and the homes of underwater creatures, but I recognized it from the stories the old men told sometimes around the fire. Stories of a time when the Havenwind Isles weren’t forbidden to ships. Stories from a time when our fishermen went out in boats rather than netting fish from land. Stories from a time before the Blue Dragons rose up and tore down any man-made ship that bobbed on the water. Stories of storms and shipwrecks and diving for treasures.

Strange, how all the stories were becoming real. Because there were stories, too, of magical women who could live underwater, though in the stories they had swishy tails and seashells for clothes – which sounded even more uncomfortable than my spiky-heeled boots.

I looked around the magical well, but there was nothing here to keep me in this place. No writing that I could understand – though the well was ringed with more of those strange markings – no explanation at all for what had happened. 

And Nasataa had fallen asleep on my shoulders. 

Well, I had warmed up and I was safe again, and judging by the faint light above, the sun was coming up. I could swim up to the surface but I was too tired, so instead, I just swam along the bottom, taking my time as I meandered around coral and waving sea plants. I thought the land was sloping upward – hoped it was true – and that I was headed toward our island home. 

After a night without much sleep, I almost didn’t care. I was so tired that it was hard to think about anything at all.  

Eventually, the land took a steep slope upward and I let myself bob to the surface and look around. I was a long way from Abergande. The Abergande beaches were dominated with views of the town and cleared trees. Old piers and docks coated in mold and barnacles were easy to pick out there, but as I scanned the island ahead of me, the treeline and the way the beach sloped was immediately familiar. 

I was home again.

Worries that I’d been holding down bubbled up to the surface of my mind. Was my father okay? What had happened after I left and swam out to sea? What would he and my mother think when I strolled into the village. Would they think something was wrong with me because I could breathe under water? Would everyone see that and remember that I was from somewhere else? Would they think that I didn’t have a place here anymore? I had no other home but this village with these people.

My mouth felt suddenly dry as I thought about their reactions. And my lungs burned as I coughed up water, adjusting to breathing air again. How strange that they could do both. Was I part fish? Or was it simply magic? Either way, it wasn’t something I had ever expected.

I’d been raised a princess in the tiny kingdom of Timbrel and then I’d watched my family slaughtered before my eyes and fled with my dying bodyguard and a borrowed dragon. They’d saved my life. 

But the few memories I had of my childhood before the tragedy were tinged with love, affection, happy laughter, and big trees. There weren’t any memories of surf or sand. All my memories of the sea came after – from being raised on this island by my adoptive parents. None of that explained an affinity for the water – certainly not a magical one that let me breathe water and live.

It was a puzzle. And not one that I was going to solve by worrying.

I swam until I could touch the sand with my feet and then began to walk up out of the surf. I was at the beach where I’d found little Nasataa. Almost at the very spot where I’d looked out longingly on my birthday and wondered what adventures I might have. Was that really only the day before yesterday?

Someone moved on the beach. Just a shadow in the trees. 

And then the shadow was running toward me and I froze. Was this one of the sailors? Had they been waiting here for me, too? I should have thought of that. I should have realized they might come here for me.

I crouched down defensively, trying to decide what I should do.

The shadow ran into a bright patch of sunlight, raising his arms and waving to me in the rising light of dawn. 

Oh.

It wasn’t a sailor and it wasn’t an enemy at all. It was Heron!

I straightened from my crouch. My cheeks felt hot as I realized I was climbing out of the water in just my shirt, corset, and underthings. I needed dry clothes right away. 

I shook myself off as the last touch of the water left me and I was standing on the warm, flat sand of the beach.

Heron was pulling his shirt off and laughing as he reached me. 

I blinked, surprised by his response, but my surprise didn’t last long. As soon as he reached me, he wrapped the shirt around my waist for me like a makeshift skirt. 

“Thanks,” I gasped. “What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here?” he looked like he didn’t know if he should be surprised or if he should laugh again. “What are you doing here? We’ve been worried sick about you! I barely managed to drag your father back here!”

“But your apprenticeship!” I argued. “You’re supposed to be with the blacksmith!”

Heron’s face took on a hard expression. 

“When the sailors turned their cannons on Abergande and threatened to flatten the town, the place shut down. Everyone fled to the surrounding villages. We came back here to protect our village. Our family. Our friends.”

“But it’s just one ship ...” I said, but I knew he was right. What could we do against cannons? Even I had heard of those.

“The power of cannons is intense,” Heron said. “They could flatten our village from the sea, if they knew where it was. But the party looking for you seemed distracted. They kept diving into the sea.”

He bit his lip like he was uncomfortable.

“Don’t tell me you were worried about me?” I said coyly, giving him my best teasing look.

“Seleska,” he said, his face lined with worry.

“As if I can’t outswim a bunch of heavy-armed sailors!” I laughed, but inside I was more than a little nervous. I almost hadn’t escaped them.

Heron grabbed my upper arms as if he planned to lift me up by them. Maybe he did. His grip was incredibly gentle, but the intensity in his eyes gave away his violent emotions.

“Seleska, you don’t understand. They want you. They want to take you back with them to the people who hired them.”

“Hired them?” my voice shook a little. Partly from surprise at his actions and partly from surprise at his words. 

“I heard one of them let that slip. They’re a hired ship. Hired just to get you.”

“That whole ship?” I couldn’t imagine what that must have cost. “All to get me?”

He nodded grimly.

“But why?” I asked. “I’m not that important.”

He laughed and then looked surprised at his own laughter. 

“Seleska, you dove into the water and didn’t come up again. They held you under water and you didn’t drown. How long were you under for?”

I didn’t answer. What would he think if he knew I wasn’t normal? On my shoulder, Nasataa yawned loudly but Heron’s eyes didn’t even flick away from my face. Uh oh. If he wasn’t bothered by the Blue Dragon, then this was really serious.

“Seleska?”

“All night,” I said in a tiny voice.

He blew out a long breath. “Wow.”

I watched him, worried about what he’d say but he smiled a wry grin and pulled me in close so he could lean his forehead against mine.

“I guess you’ll be the one having adventures without me.”

“Not if you come with me,” I said, trying to be coy again, but my voice faltered. “You don’t think ... you don’t think there’s something wrong with me, do you?”

He pulled back so I could see his smile as he said, “I think there’s something right about you, Seleska, and I’ll never think otherwise.”

I grinned with him, treasuring this moment of friendship, however fleeting. I still had Heron. 

My belly rumbled loudly, spoiling the moment.

“Let’s get you something to eat and some dry clothes.”
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Chapter Twelve
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“There are a lot of things we don’t know about your past, Seleska,” my adoptive mother was saying. “And that is okay.”

I slipped into dry clothes behind the dressing screen as she spoke. Nasataa was curled up in my leather bag, hidden from prying eyes. Heron hadn’t said anything when I hid him before we entered the village.

“You always have a place and a home with us. And who you are or where your family came from have nothing to do with that. But the sea is dangerous, daughter. It swallowed so many fishermen that we stopped using boats altogether. We stopped allowing ships to sail here. It’s just not safe. Not with Blue Dragons lurking under the surface.”

I hadn’t seen any Blue Dragons last night. Except for Nasataa. I’d already grabbed a hunk of bread off the table when my mother wasn’t looking and slipped it into the leather bag for him. Would he eat bread? That didn’t seem very dragony. I’d have to get him a fish as soon as I could.

“But I can breathe underwater,” I protested. “Maybe that’s for a reason.”

“There are a lot of things people can do,” my mother objected. “But that doesn’t mean that they should do them. It’s not safe out there right now, Seleska. You need to stay here with us.”

I carefully laid my boots to the side. I liked them, but if I was going to walk under the water again – and I was definitely planning something like that – then sandals made more sense right now. I shuffled into my usual pair of sandals as I spoke.

“Is the village in danger because of me?”

My mother didn’t answer, but the door creaked as it opened.

“Mama? Is the village in danger because of me?”

The sigh I heard as I came out from behind the screen was my father’s. I ran to him, forgetting my question in the relief of seeing him okay.

“I was so worried about you,” I said as I hugged him. “How did you get away?”

“It wasn’t me that they came for and they thought they knew where their quarry was.” His smile was gentle, but there was something about the way he was looking at me – like how he looked at his nets just before he did something to them to improve how they worked. “You surprised me.”

“I surprised myself!” I said, stepping back a bit and looking nervously at them both.

“Don’t worry,” my father said. His face was grim and determined but I didn’t think he realized that his hands shook a little while he spoke. “The men of our village are preparing to defend it. We will not let them take you from us.”

“Heron said they have a ship with cannons. He said they could flatten our village with it,” I said nervously. “I love you and mama. I love our home here. I don’t want to ruin everything.”

“Seleska,” my father said sternly. “Don’t surrender to these mercenaries. You might think you would be saving us, but you would only be breaking our hearts.”

A tear ran down my mother’s face as she nodded her agreement. Our cottage was in disarray, the beds unmade and the dishes sitting beside the bowl my mother usually washed them in. Halana was such a tidy woman that our home spoke volumes – she was worried.  

I couldn’t believe that Renny had guessed what I was thinking the second I started thinking it. Of course my gut response was that I needed to turn myself in. How could I live with myself if anything happened to my family because of me?

“Yes, father,” I said, but my mind was racing. I couldn’t let my tiny village fight a ship full of cannons and soldiers with weapons just to protect me. And I couldn’t give myself up to them or it would break my parents’ hearts. There had to be some other way.

I thought about it for the rest of the day while we prepared the village, gathering anything that could be used as a weapon, constructing a wall of sharpened stakes – there was only one side to the wall by the end of the day. I’d barely done any work at all. It seemed every member of the village wanted to tell me personally that nothing had changed – that I was one of them, a valued part of the village – and that they were happy to fight for me. I was touched and so grateful. But between their well-wishes, I barely had time to tend to Nasataa, never mind get anything else done and before I knew it, it was dark. 

Fortunately, there was no attack as the village ate the evening meal and began to turn in to their own houses. Everyone in the village hugged me or gave me a strong smile as they passed and with each encouraging nod and determined look, I grew more and more certain that I had to keep these people safe. They were willing to risk everything for me – an outsider who had been adopted into their village ten years ago. They were willing to risk their homes and families and lives. That wasn’t right. And I had to do something about it.

Fortunately, Nasataa had slept most of the day without causing any kind of trouble, though he’d gobbled down the fish I’d slipped into the bag for him. As I settled into my cot, the leather bag clutched close, my mind raced with my plan.

I just had to wait for my parents to fall asleep first. I didn’t want to get them involved – not when it meant doing something this risky. But I couldn’t just let them risk everything for me – again. This time, it was my turn to keep them safe and make sure that they had a home.

It was too bad that I had to bring Nasataa on such a dangerous errand, but I could hardly leave him behind. He was only a baby and he needed me.
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Chapter Thirteen  
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I snuck out of the house and into the velvet night. Little glowbugs darted through the waving palm trees and the birds and insects of the jungle island were wide awake, singing their chorus so loudly that it masked my furtive movements as I slipped away to the edge of the water. 

My plan was a simple one. I would go to the mercenaries’ ship and I would sink it. It couldn’t be that hard to do. After all, there were sunken ships all around the Havenwind Isles. 

I felt a little bad about it. Destroying property was wrong. But, so was kidnapping – or attempting to kidnap – girls. And it wasn’t like I was destroying the ship completely, I was just going to move it to underneath the water instead of on top of the water. That way, the cannons couldn’t hurt my village or my people. Simple enough, right?

Or at least, that’s what I told myself. I had a feeling that enacting the plan wouldn’t be simple at all and an even worse feeling that sinking a boat wasn’t as morally neutral as I was pretending. It was probably wrong. 

At least I wasn’t planning to kill anyone. They would just lose their ship and have to learn how to live on the islands with the rest of us. That seemed simple enough. 

I kept telling myself that as I snuck out of the village toward the little cove on the other side of Pebble Beach that I knew contained the old, dilapidated shed that used to house Elder Yandee’s canoes back when people still used boats on the island. Heron and I had gone there once as kids and slipped inside the tumbledown building, stepping carefully over the places where the roof had collapsed and one of the walls had caved in. More importantly, we’d found the old paddles in a heap in one corner and two rotting canoes on the floor of the shed. And one not-so rotten canoe stacked on top of them.

It was that canoe that I was aiming for. Sure, I could swim out to the ship, but that would take a lot of strength and I was still tired from all my swimming yesterday and my lack of sleep. A canoe would make everything simpler. 

Or so I thought.

A twig snapped behind me and I spun in place on the beach path. Who was following me?

“Seleska?” Heron whispered from behind me.

“Heron! What are you doing here?” I was trying to be quiet. We were still too close to the village and anyone might hear us.

“Following you. You shouldn’t be sneaking out! You should be at home in bed getting ready for tomorrow when we defend ourselves.” He caught up to me on the path, his footsteps quiet on the sand and the moonlight gleaming off his worried expression. “Now is not the time for harebrained adventures!”

“Is it harebrained to save the village before it even comes to a fight?” I challenged in a whisper. But I needed to stop talking. I didn’t want to be overheard. 

I spun and raced down the path, hoping he wouldn’t alert anyone, hoping he’d just let it go. I didn’t dare let word of this get back to my parents or they’d want to stop me. They’d see protecting me as the first priority, but to me, protecting them was just as important.

“Seleska!” Heron had caught up to me. He was faster than he looked despite the bulk of those blacksmith’s muscles. “Whatever you’re doing, I’m coming, too.”

I trotted down the beach path, ignoring him. We were almost out of earshot of the village. Just a little further. 

When I reached the rocky point where the wind blew along the beach and carried sound away from the village on most nights, I spun again. 

“You can’t come, Heron! It’s too dangerous!”

“If that’s true, then you shouldn’t be going.” He had a condescending look on his face that made me frown. I could do this! No one else needed to get involved.

“If you want to help, then watch Nasataa for me,” I said, trying to hand him the leather satchel.

“Is that what you’ve named that thing?” he asked. “Not a chance!”

“Please? It’s not safe for him to come with me!”

“Then leave him here.”

“If the village finds him, they’ll kill him.”

“Umm, yeah. He’s a Blue Dragon.”

“He’s just a baby,” I protested, turning back to stride down the path. We were almost at the old shed. 

“He can still do a lot of damage. The Elders say they are poisonous.”

“He hasn’t poisoned me,” I said, not looking back as I finally reached the shed door and wrenched it open. It leaned precariously to the side, resting on a single hinge.

“The boathouse? This is not a good idea, Seleska,” Heron said with a frown. His arms were crossed over his thick chest.

“Then stay here,” I huffed, gathering a paddle out of the stack and throwing it out of the shed before diving back in to try to free the top canoe from the fallen roof pieces.

Strong arms reached past me to help me tug the boat free. 

“If you’re going, then I’m going, too. Someone needs to keep an eye on you.”

I rolled my eyes, but inside I was thrilled. I could use the help. I had no idea what was involved in breaking into a ship and sinking it. Except that I’d need something to chop a hole in the bottom of the boat, which was why I was looking for the rusty axe that used to be in the shed.

“Don’t tell me that you’re looking for that axe!” Heron looked alarmed.

“How else would I chop a hole in the bottom of a boat?” I asked.

Heron looked at the canoe.

“Not that one! The one with the mercenaries,” I said.

He tried to wipe the grin away as soon as it appeared on his face, but his eyes were still dancing when he spoke, even though his face was straight.

“Do you know how thick the hull of a ship is? There are better ways to sink it. They have pumps in the bottom to push water out. We can reverse the process and pump the water back in.”

That sounded like it would take a while.

“Trust me,” he said, as if he could read my thoughts. “It will take less time and draw less attention than your plan will.”

“How do you know what ships are like inside?” I asked.

This time, his knowing grin got under my skin. “I’m a blacksmith’s apprentice. We are supposed to know about all kinds of engineering. There are old plans for ships in the smithies. Just because we don’t repair ships anymore, doesn’t mean we didn’t before.”

“I wonder what this place was like before the ships stopped coming,” I said as we hauled the canoe to the water.

“Busier,” Heron said dryly.

“I bet that was exciting,” I said, as my mind danced with visions of a bustling Abergande and thriving villages. 

“We’ve been lucky to be protected from the world for so long,” Heron said with a sigh. “I guess that’s over.”

“Personally, I prefer the adventure.” I ran back and grabbed the paddles before returning to him on the beach. 

He had the canoe mostly in the water, but his arms were crossed over his chest.   

“Promise me that you’ll be careful, Seleska. This is serious business.”

“Cross my heart,” I said with a wide smile before leaping into the canoe and climbing to the front of it with my satchel full of Nasataa and the paddle I’d chosen for myself. 

Heron could be as grumpy as he liked, but he wouldn’t dull my fun. I’d been itching for adventures only days ago and now I was having them all the time! Oh. And I was also trying to save my village. That was important, too.
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Chapter Fourteen
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“Shhh,” Heron whispered as we drifted in toward the ship. 

Despite being the dead of night, the ship was alight with lanterns and shapes moved on the deck. I’d hoped everyone would be asleep and now that it was clear that they weren’t, I was getting worried. We didn’t have weapons of any kind or even a very fast boat. The canoe bobbed in the ocean waves and with a lot of encouragement, it had floated up the coast and out to the ship. But it wasn’t a fast boat. 

Out in the distance, the small ship’s boat with the lanterns and divers was still anchored near the reef where I’d disappeared into the caves. They must still be looking for me. Divers dropped from the boat to take turns in the water. Good thing I’d found that portal or I’d still be trapped in there. What the portal was and how it worked was a worry for another day – or maybe a mystery I would never solve. 

In the distance, Abergande lay dark and abandoned – a shocking sight.

“Are you okay in there, little buddy?” I whispered to Nasataa.

He sent back an image of him scurrying up the ropes on the side of the ship and leaping onto the deck, flaming wildly.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

He sent an image of himself running up the leg of a screaming sailor and gnawing on his ear. It was adorable – but also dangerous.

“Just stay in the bag until I tell you its safe to come out, okay?” I whispered. 

“Shh!” Heron reminded.

I should have left Nasataa somewhere safe. Somewhere that didn’t put him at risk of being caught by mercenaries. But where would that have been? Even my parents wouldn’t have welcomed a Blue Dragon to the village – not even a baby one.

We were getting close to the ship. Fortunately, they didn’t seem to be watching the waters on this side of the ship. And why would they? There were no other boats or ships around here except for theirs. 

And wasn’t it interesting that theirs was still here? After all, the Havenwind Isles had given up boats because of the wrath of the Blue Dragons. Wouldn’t it make sense that those same dragons would pull this ship into the waves? But they hadn’t. Why not? Had the dragons stopped attacking ships? Or was there some other reason for it?

“Seleska!” Heron whispered, pointing urgently toward the ship ahead.

Oh. Yes. I scooted up to the tip of the narrow canoe and caught the side of the ship before we hit it with the canoe. 

We’d made it this far. Hope soared through me. Maybe we could stop these mercenaries and save our village! We just had to get into the ship without being caught and pump water into it. Easy, right?

A stab of nerves shot through me, reminding me that it was not as easy as that, but I ignored them. We had work to do and getting all wound up about it wouldn’t help the job get done any faster. Besides, adventures were meant to be nerve-wracking!

I pulled us along the side of the ship until we reached a point where a rope hung down from the side. It looked like it was meant to be used to tie up that boat the divers were using. Well, I could use it to climb up into the ship.

I glanced back at Heron. He shook his head, pointing at himself. He wanted to go first, did he? Typical. But that didn’t make any sense. He was bulkier than I was, and it would be harder for him to hide. I smiled at him, pretending that I didn’t understand what he meant and then grabbed the rope firmly in both hands, planted my feet against the side of the ship and began to climb.

Nasataa squeaked in the satchel hanging from my shoulder and I sent him a visual image of waiting quietly and patiently in the bag. If he made sounds like that on deck, I’d be sure to be discovered! 

My arms were already aching by the time I was halfway up the rope. Good thing I hadn’t let Heron go first! He’d already be up on deck with arms like his and then I’d have to scramble to catch up!

My heart was in my throat when I finally reached the deck and eased myself carefully over the rail. Fortunately, despite the bright lights from the lanterns, there were only two men actually on the deck. One was standing at the stern of the ship near something shaped like a wheel and the other at the bow. I slunk to where a stack of crates was lashed down, hiding behind their bulk. What would be in those crates? Food they’d bought in Abergande, maybe? It must take a lot of food to feed a crew like this.

I felt a touch on my shoulder and froze. They’d found me!

“Next time, wait!” Heron hissed in my ear.

The breath gusted out of me like a cloud of steam. I’d thought I’d been caught! Maybe this was more dangerous than I’d thought. Maybe I should have been more careful.

But Heron was already pointing to a hatch where a man was climbing up onto the deck. He carried a tray and strode to where the man at the stern was standing watch. Heron shot me a significant look. This was our chance.

I bit my lip, but I couldn’t back out now. Not when we were so close and not when I’d gotten Heron into this with me.

Gripping my satchel and holding tightly to my courage, I slipped across the deck, my light sandals not making a sound. I reached the hatch and ducked inside, descending the ladder quickly to make way for Heron. 

I slipped into the shadows, waiting, waiting. 

There he was! I stepped out to show my relief.

But the figure descending the ladder was not Heron.
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Chapter Fifteen
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I leapt back into the shadows, tucking myself behind a barrel shoved in behind the ladder. We were in a long passage, poorly lit. Doors lined the long passage, heavy-framed and ominous. I hoped the figure would slip into one of the doors, but instead, he paused at the bottom of the ladder, a frown on his face. He looked up the ladder and then back down, as if he had forgotten something but couldn’t remember what.

Sweat beaded across my brow. My mouth felt dry. He was going to see me back here. If I even moved an inch, he’d notice me. I stayed as still as possible, but that didn’t stop the rustling at my side. Nasataa peeked his little head out of my bag.

Please, don’t hear him!

I shot an image to him of him lying down in the bag and waiting patiently. 

He ignored it, climbing slowly from the bag and crawling down my leg. His little claws dug through the fabric and into my leg as he scurried down.

No! This wasn’t good! I needed him to stay safe and being safe meant staying where I could keep him from trouble!

I stayed frozen as the sailor looked up the ladder again and shook his head.

Nasataa, creeping along the edge of the wall, scurried over one of the sailor’s feet.

“Skies and stars! The rats in this place!” the sailor cursed, stomping just inches from where Nasataa scurried along the passage.

My heart was in my throat. That had been so close!

Come back! I thought toward him. Please! 

I tried to think an image of him returning to me, but it was garbled. My strong emotions made my thoughts tug at him, not just to scurry back along the passage to me, but to come from wherever he went, to pull toward me from far out at sea, from through portals and over islands. 

I must really be starting to love that little guy, because I felt like if he were any of those places I would go and find him and keep him safe. He couldn’t be trusted on his own yet. He’d only get himself killed.

The sailor shuffled down the passage, not even noticing that Nasataa was huddled in one of the doorways. As soon as I lost sight of the sailor, I crept out, following where my little dragon had gone.

“Seleska?” a hoarse whisper sounded from behind me. 

I turned to see Heron, color drained from his face, clearing the last rung of the ladder.

“I thought you were going to be caught,” he whispered.

“I lost Nasataa,” I whispered back, worry filling my voice. What if he found something dangerous? There were probably fires on board, or even food laced with poison to kill mice and rats. If he got into it ... I couldn’t think like that. I needed to find him first. 

“The dragon? Forget him! We have more important things to do here.”

My mouth firmed and my brows lowered. How would he feel if he was an orphaned baby dragon who was lost on an enemy ship? Would he want to be forgotten? No? Then why did he think it was okay to forget Nasataa?

With a huff, I hurried down the corridor, not turning to look at Heron when he whispered my name again. If he didn’t care about baby dragons, how heartless was he?

The passage plunged deep into the ship, but now I was getting worried. I had lost track of Nasataa, and no matter how often I called to him, reaching as far as I could mentally with the plea that he come to me, I couldn’t get a reply. Where had he gone?

The ship was quiet, snores coming from some of the doors and the creak of timbers and ropes moving and rubbing against each other in the waves of the ocean swell cloaked the noises we were making. 

At the other end of the passage, there was a ladder leading downward again. We needed to go down there to complete our task. But where was Nasataa? Had he thought the same thing and hurried down the ladder? I could only hope so.

I was about to go down it, too, when Heron grabbed my arm, spinning me around.

“Seleska,” he whispered into my ear, his mouth so close that I could feel his lips brushing my ear as he whispered. “Don’t be like that. I came with you, didn’t I? I care.”

He was right. I was being unreasonable. And we needed to work together. But I couldn’t help myself.

“Nasataa matters, too,” I whispered back.

He looked like he was trying to hold in his temper, but he nodded tightly. Poor guy. He was trying really hard, even if his thick head couldn’t seem to grasp that a baby was a baby no matter what species it was, and it needed protecting.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “Friends?”

He smiled. “Friends.”

He ducked down into the hatch and with a sigh of relief, I scrambled after him. 

Time to sink this ship!
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Chapter Sixteen
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There was a dull thunk below me, but from my place on the ladder, I couldn’t see what had happened. 

“Heron?” I whispered, worried, but there was no reply. 

I scrambled down the rest of the way and spun, looking for him. 

I gasped when I saw his body laid out on the wooden beams of the ship hull. There was blood on his temple and his huge form was slumped over like a dead whale on the beach.

A tiny cry ripped from my lips before I could prevent it. I raced to his side. He was still alive. His breath was shallow, but he was breathing.

“If he lives, he’ll wake up with quite the headache,” a voice said from above. 

With my teeth gritted, I looked up.

All I’d noticed when I turned at the bottom of the ladder, was Heron – his situation so grim that it blocked out everything else, but now that I knew he was alive, other details began to filter in.     

The hull was open here, with a trickle of water down the center and barrels stacked along the sides of the hull with coiled ropes and tools hanging on the sides. I couldn’t really call them walls, since the floor and walls were all just hull. A bobbing lantern hung from the ceiling, swaying with every roll of the ship and a big pump sat in the center of the floor. It was currently unmanned. 

It would have been the perfect opportunity to enact Heron’s plan and fill the ship with water while the crew slept and the pump was easy to access.

Would have been.

Instead, the man in the flowing white shirt – the very one who had dunked my head under water – stood over Heron’s slumped form. He held a cutlass in one hand. Fortunately, he’d settled for hitting Heron with the hilt, rather than slashing him with the wicked blade. My enemy’s light-colored hair – so like mine – glinted in the lantern light, reminding me that there was a reason they had come to our shores and that reason was me.

“What do you want?” I asked, my voice tight.

“You’re the one who came to my ship, Princess. I think I should be asking that question,” he said with a look that could almost be called a grin if it wasn’t so cruel.

“I want you all to go away and leave my village alone!” I said boldly. 

“Done,” he said with a laugh. “I don’t need any villagers.”

“Then you’ll just go ?” I asked, even though I knew that if he left, he would want to take me with him. He wanted me. But I needed to buy time so I could think of a way out of here. 

I called to Nasataa, desperately begging him to return to me. I didn’t want to flee without him. Although, I couldn’t really flee anyway, could I? Not with Heron knocked on the head. I wouldn’t even be able to carry him. He was three times my size.

I swallowed, my mouth dry as my situation finally registered. 

I’d come here for adventure. 

I’d found disaster.

I couldn’t see a way out of this mess now.

“Ah. It’s beginning to become clear to you,” the man said with a smile. “I think I should introduce myself Princess Seleska. I am Branson Kendark. Does that ring a bell?”

Kendark? The name did sound familiar. My brow furrowed as I tried to remember where I’d heard it before. 

“Your mother’s people were Kendarks. From the lands of the Rock Eaters to the east. I am your mother’s half-brother’s son. Your cousin. Which is how I recognized you immediately. Not that it’s very hard. After all, there aren’t many girls with light colored hair so far to the south. And there are even fewer who can breathe water.”

He seemed to want to talk. I let him keep talking while my mind reached out to Nasataa, trying to find him. Where was that little fellow?

“It’s an abnormal gift – even among our people. So abnormal, that we need it now. We need you.”

“I thought you were mercenaries,” I said. 

What if I managed to catch him off guard and then I flooded the ship and just kept Heron’s head above water as we followed the passages to the surface? He’d be much lighter if he was floating. Maybe we still had a chance here if I was careful. I stood up, thinking hard about what to do to get my cousin – if that was really who he was – off guard.

“You can be more than one thing at a time, Seleska. I thought you’d realize that. After all, you are a princess and island trash at the same time.”

Trash? He was an awful person to be calling all my friends and family ‘trash.’

“Which is why you should come with me of your own will. Why fight it? You’re valuable to the Rock Eaters – and to me. And you can ask the price you want for your services.”

“Services?”

“Haven’t you heard? Magic is leaving our world. The dragons are all that is left of Dominion magic. Baojang has lost theirs almost entirely. Even faraway Ko’Torenth is rumored to be stripped of all magic but a few strange objects. That leaves only us – the Rock Eaters – to salvage the magic of this world.”

“I thought Rock Eaters were painted with bones and wore ceremonial clothing,” I said. That was what the island tales told.

“I’m not your typical Rock Eater. I have to present myself in a way that doesn’t threaten people at our ports of call, or I can’t trade,” he said dismissively. “But I’m, as committed to the cause as anyone. We must find a way to bring back the world’s magic or face the consequences. And just because we dress in a way you find laughable, doesn’t mean we aren’t incredibly powerful people.”

“What does that have to do with me?” I asked.

I was edging forward, trying to get close. If I was close enough to him, maybe I could surprise him and take that cutlass.

“Well, sweet cousin, the old stories say that magic first came to the world from volcanoes under the sea.”

“That’s nice,” I said, smiling and stepping a little closer. His sword tip dropped a little, taken off guard by my friendly response.

“And the only person who can reach so far into the sea would be someone who can breathe under water.”

“And then what?” I said sweetly.

That sword point was lowering even more.

“And then,” he said, matching my smile with his own friendly smile, “we call your bluff.”

He reached out and grabbed me by the top, spinning me around and putting the cutlass to my throat.

“Nice try, little cousin,” he said as the razor-sharp edge nicked my skin.
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Chapter Seventeen
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I’d been wrong to call Nasataa to me. Now I begged him to stay away, sending pictures in my mind to him of diving overboard and fleeing.

Almost the moment that I sent them, I saw a glimmer of his shining blue scales as he darted behind a barrel. Oh no! We were all trapped now! He was stuck in here with us.

“Don’t move and this will all be over quickly,” Branson Kendark said. “I have a cabin ready for you. You won’t even have to travel in the brig.”

Ice lanced through my belly but I couldn’t think of a way to squirm out of his grasp without that razor-sharp cutlass slicing through my throat. I blinked back tears of frustration as my mind raced. What to do? What to do?

I couldn’t save myself. I couldn’t save Heron. But there was still hope for Nasataa. With all my mental might, I tried to project to him that this ship was evil and dangerous. That he must flee it at all costs. I tried to show him that he would be captured and forced to stay. That he must leave no matter what.

A groan of timber on timber filled the air and then suddenly Nasataa was leaping through the air, his small wings fluttering as he landed on Branson’s shoulder and flamed his ear.

“Ugh! Get off of me!” The mercenary twisted against the surprise attack, a scream ripping from his throat as the blue flames stuck to his ear. His arm holding me never faltered, his sword blade stayed poised at my throat even as his other hand beat the fire out.

“Run, Nasataa!” I called.

The sides of the ship moaned again and there was a crash from above.

“What the – ” the mercenary began but a loud snap from above cut him off, followed by a scream. His sword arm sagged slightly as his gaze turned upward.

I didn’t hesitate. I ducked under the sword blade, spinning to slip free. Nasataa sailed through the air and landed on my shoulder, wrapping protectively around my neck.

“It’s okay, little buddy. It’s okay,” I said. He wasn’t lost. He wasn’t hurt. Yet.

It was up to me to keep the little dragon safe. But I also had brought Heron here and I had to help him, too.

I’d only run one step toward him when the ship bucked, the sides bulging. 

Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Behind me, Kendark cursed.

The timbers beside me creaked, and then one snapped like a dry stick. Followed by another and another. Water plunged into the hull through the open holes, surging forward. Barrels knocked loose from where they were tied bobbed along the surface. The water was knee deep by my second stride, waist deep by my third.

Heron!

He was going to drown!

I reached him as the water suddenly lowered, pouring away. I had the sensation of soaring upward, even though my feet were still braced against the hull.

I reached Heron as the water level lowered to ankle deep, pulling him up from the water. He gasped, his eyelids flickering open a little as he choked on water, coughing and sputtering to bring it up.

I could hear Branson Kendark’s loud calls for an explanation. Screams rippled from far above us. I wrapped my arms around Heron, trying to pull him to his feet as he fought for breath. He was dazed and choking on water. We couldn’t stay here. The ship was going to go down – or something – I was a little confused about why the water was running out.

And then the floor beneath us fell out and we were falling through the air.
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Chapter Eighteen  
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I was seeing things that my mind couldn’t make sense of. Above me, fluffy white clouds tinged with pink announced that dawn had arrived. Between me and the clouds was what was left of the ship we’d been on – a splintered wreck of shredded wood. One mast and sail dangled from the wreckage by a long rope, swinging back and forth. Bodies of sailors, barrels, and tackle tumbled down, falling like crumbs from the ship. 

Around the ship, a long sinuous body – or maybe a tail? –  was wrapped. Gleaming blue scales and semi-translucent, wispy fins lined it. It was squeezing the ship like a constrictor snake squeezed its island prey. 

And suddenly, the warnings in my village about Blue Dragons made a lot of sense. Suddenly, it didn’t seem so crazy to fear them or to lock up all the paddles and demand to know if anyone had heard or seen one.

Suddenly, the songs I’d been hearing all this time made sense, too. Because I was hearing the song right now, and it was coming from this Blue Dragon.

I saw all of that in the blink of an eye. 

My next thought was that we were falling. I was still holding Heron and Nasataa was wrapped around my neck and we were falling through the air like a piece of wreckage toward the boiling sea below. How far could you drop before hitting the water and still live? And what about Heron who was still struggling to pull in a breath?

I tried to twist in the air to look under me, but the sea was coming up too quickly. I’d failed Nasataa and I’d failed Heron and now they were both going to die because of me.

Please, don’t let them die! 

An image filled my mind – the same image that I’d sent Nasataa of how the ship was evil and dangerous. But this image was amplified and bigger, larger, rougher. I blinked from the intensity of it as it tore through my mind, leaving me aching from the pain of it. That wasn’t my dragon.

My heart was in my throat. My mind was swirling with confusion and fear. I felt spray on my face. We must be close to the surface.

Please, just don’t let them die!

I didn’t even know who I was pleading with as we broke through the surface, smashing painfully against the waves. Heron slipped through my hands as we plunged into the water. And then my descent slowed, and I was kicking up to the surface, spinning in the water as I searched for Heron.

My heart raced so quickly that I couldn’t keep up. Even though I could breathe under water, I was still holding my breath.

Where was he? 

Wreckage drifted in the water all around us and I couldn’t see him between chunks of wood and undulating ropes, bobbing barrels and sinking pulleys.

Heron? Panic burst up into my mind. If I didn’t find him quickly, he was going to drown for sure. With a head injury and his lungs already filled with water once, he didn’t stand much of a chance on his own. 

Where was he?

There!

I saw him sinking below me and I dove down, struggling to reach him. He was sinking too fast. I wouldn’t get to him fast enough to pull him up through the waves!

Please, please! Don’t let him drown!

A huge horned head plunged through the water between us. It glittered in the ocean light, blue and beautiful, tendrils and fins swirled translucently in the water as the mouth opened, rows of teeth gleaming in the dawn light, and it scooped Heron up, pulling him to the surface.

Fear surged through me. This dragon was so much larger than Ramariri had been – so huge and powerful and it had my friend right in its jaws. I was about to scream when suddenly, I was snatched up in another set of huge jaws and pulled back up into the air. 

I’d expected the jaws to crush me – or at least hurt a bit, but they were gentle and delicate and the song of the sea – the song I heard every time I went down to it or thought about it at all – filled my mind along with words that were foreign and yet understandable.

Keep the little one safe.

Nasataa squirmed against my neck as the huge head arched around and set us gently on the old canoe bobbing out in the ocean. The other head laid a coughing, choking Heron down right in front of me.

I scrambled forward, pulling him into my lap and wrapping my arms around him protectively as he sucked in a long breath. Nasataa, for his part, was playing the part of scarf. He was wrapped so tightly around my neck that it was becoming uncomfortable.

Keep him safe.

This time, the sound in my mind echoed as if two voices were saying it at once and images tumbled in my mind. An image of Nasataa first seeing me and rushing toward me. An image of him in the cave with the portal and me following him. An image of him running away on the ship and then one of him leaping to wrap around my neck. It was as if the dragons were trying to tell me all about Nasataa and me in one momentary burst. It was painful and beautiful, and it explained things to me that I couldn’t have said in words.

We were bound together, the little dragon and I. I was meant to be his protector and helper.

“I will,” I said as the two huge heads stayed close, watching me with hawk-like eyes. “I promise.”

They rose then, towering above me, before plunging back into the sea. A burst of water jetted up where each head had been and then, in the distance, the length of body, or tail – or whatever that was gripping the ship – plunged back into the water, smashing the ship against the surface of the ocean and splintering the last shards of it into a million pieces.

“I don’t think you need to worry about the ship anymore,” Heron said between coughs. His head was still bleeding and I was holding him upright or he would have fallen over, but he was speaking. That had to mean he was okay, right?

I reached up, stroking Nasataa’s head gently as I pulled Heron in tighter.

They were going to be okay. They were alive and breathing and okay.

I took a deep, grateful breath.

“I don’t think you need to be so prejudiced against Blue Dragons,” I replied. “After all, they just saved our lives.”

Read more of Seleska’s story in Dragon Tide: Dragon Staff.

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. 
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