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Chapter One
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I SCRAMBLED TO MY FEET and ran into the surf. I would have looked like a madwoman if anyone had been watching. But no one was watching as I rushed out and plunged under the water, floating just under the surface of the briny sea.

No one was watching because everyone was gone. It was only me and Olfijum left and if I didn’t get him help soon, it would only be me. Just the thought of that made my pulse race.

PLEASE! I called into the water with my mind. PLEASE HELP US!

The Blue dragons had helped before. They’d healed me before. 

Would they do it again?

I’d just have to trust. I’d just have to keep my promise to Heronvand hope they would come. He’d told me not to rely only on myself. What way to do that better than to throw all my hope into dragons I didn’t even know?

A nervous, desperate laugh bubbled up to my lips. But none of this was funny.

I hoped he was keeping his promise – if he was alive – the promise to keep Nasataa safe. I felt wild at the thought that I wasn’t protecting him right now, that he was somewhere on his own vulnerable and alone.

I shivered.

We come.

I felt the voices of the Blue Dragons swirling around me like the arms of a great octopus. They were musical and layered.

We come, we come, we come.

A flicker of hope fluttered in my heart.

I waited long moments, fighting to be patient when I knew the tide was rising above me, inch by inch. If they did not hurry, Olfijum would drown. I couldn’t let that happen – both because he was my friend now and because he was beloved by Heron. I couldn’t let Heron down. Just like I knew he’d never let me down.

I gritted my teeth and held on, watching the water rise.

I was just about to give up and swim to the surface. Maybe I could prop his head up on something. Maybe that would buy us just a bit more time. Maybe...

And then they were there.

Their tails and wings and long sinuous necks swirled all together in the water, tangled around one another so that it was impossible to tell which dragon belonged to what tail or neck or wings. The water of this strange ocean rippled through their semi-translucent fins, swirling them beautifully through the cold waves and their song – oh, their song! – rippled through me, breaking me down and remaking me all at once. It was as if it could reach in and touch my soul in places I didn’t know anyone could reach. And instead of destroying me with all that power, it was filling me up. I was like a pool being filled by the tide, like a jar being flooded with water, like a – 

My thought cut off as they reached up out of the water, dozens of tails and heads surfacing all at once. There was a tugging motion and then I saw Olfijum tumbling under the waves.

I gasped. He was going to drown! He couldn’t breathe underwater like I could!

But they seemed unconcerned as they lowered him deeper under the surf, singing to him as a parent might sing to a sleepy baby, tumbling him gently from one set of tails and heads to the next until he was floating within a ring of their ever-moving bodies. Their song and movements filled up my vision and hearing, obscuring my injured friend. The Blue Dragons were circling the smaller purple one faster and faster until they were almost a blur. 

And as their music reached a crescendo, he seemed to rise through the water.

I kicked up through the water, chasing after him. Where was he going? Was he moving on his own power? 

He still seemed to be unconscious, his eyes closed and head lolling at the end of his long neck, but as I watched, the bite marks and holes in his scales smoothed over. A wing – which had been crumpled badly just moments ago – straightened, looking well again. He was being healed! They were doing it!

I didn’t know by what magic the dragons could heal, but as I watched they dove in one after another, flaming his legs and body before retreating again. It would only work for a dragon – or me – I thought. We were the only ones who could survive that healing. 

Could they do that all the time? And if they could, why hadn’t they done this for Ramariri?

We can heal injuries of the body. We have no power over the mind.

Ramariri’s body had been failing.

The dragon who saved you. We know this story. Our brothers on distant shores have told us of how he bore a princess to an island far away. But he was tied by the union between dragons and humans. A tie made of magic – a binding we cannot sever. And we cannot stop it from dragging someone into death.

My heart was sad at that thought, but glad at the same time because Olfijum’s wounds could be healed. 

It was nearly an hour before they were done and the Purple dragon first opened his eyes. I had been drifting in the waves, watching and hoping. The moment his eyes opened, they propelled him upward, pushing him up out of the water.

I followed, clawing at the water as I tried to catch up. 

Dozens of tails thrust him toward the shore, and I chased after them. I could barely see anything else between the filmy fins and sinuous tails, but when my head finally popped through the surface of the waves, there he was – whole and healed, his eyes bright and glowing.

I coughed as always, choking on the water I’d been breathing only a moment before, and then it was clear and I raced to him, wrapping my arms around his big neck.

THANK YOU! I sent to the Blue dragons as their tails flicked back into the water, leaving little ripples where once they were. Their song faded with their retreat and I felt a sudden wave of homesickness as they left. 

They were gone. And it was only Olfijum and me left.

THANK YOU!

Would you mind keeping it down? I just recovered from near-death, a new voice said in my mind. I turned in wonder to see Olfijum staring at me with his glowing eyes. He was talking? To me?

No, I’m talking to the seagull over there. Who did you think I was talking to?
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Chapter Two 
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THEY’D LEFT US ON A different beach than that hidden one – which was a relief since that beach had disappeared under the tide and despite his energetic mental tongue, Olfijum didn’t seem to have any other energy to spare. He slumped on the beach, putting his head on his paws.

I bit my lip. 

“Are you still hurting?” I asked.

Healing takes a lot out of a guy. Did you think you could get something for nothing?

“Well no, of course not.”

I’m not Heron. I’m not going to baby you.

“Heron doesn’t baby me!” I exclaimed. I’d thought I’d be hearing a sweet voice of a kind Purple dragon – a friend. Hadn’t I watched him play so nicely with Nasataa? 

I like that little Blue dragon.

And hadn’t he carried me on his back?

For Heron.

And hadn’t he and Heron been the best of buddies?

Exactly. Which is why I don’t like what you do to him. You act like he should come when you call and do as you say. You make him work all the time for your agenda and your plans and you never even ask him if he has plans of his own.

I felt the breath whoosh out of me. I really didn’t think about those things, did I?

“I thought he wanted to come with me. I had no idea he felt this way,” I said, barely managing to speak I was so overwhelmed by this revelation.

Of course, he doesn’t feel that way! He’s incredibly self-sacrificing and loving. But that doesn’t mean I can’t be offended on his behalf. You were jealous of me! You didn’t want us to be friends!

I hadn’t thought he’d known about that!

You said it around me. Did you think I was deaf? Or just a stupid dragon who couldn’t tell what people were saying around him?

My mouth dropped open and I shut it with a snap.

“I’m going to get some firewood. If you need to rest to heal, you might like a fire,” I said sourly, grabbing some driftwood as I spoke.

You can go wherever you want, human. I can still talk to you. If it wasn’t for you, then Heron wouldn’t be in trouble right now, but no. You had one job and you can’t even do that!

What did Heron see in this dragon? He was awful!

“What are you talking about?” I asked, laying driftwood down near him to begin to prepare a fire. “Do you know what happened to Heron?”

We were waiting around that pool you went into. Horrid thing. Smelled of dead humans. The little one was anxious. Kept trying to leap into the pool. All I could do to keep him occupied. Heron was watching, too. He worries too much about you. Why care so much about a human female? He can choose any female he wants, and she will love a noble man like him. He doesn’t need one who always drags him into trouble.

“Could you get to the part I didn’t already know?” I crossed my arms over my chest, narrowing my eyes at him. I didn’t like that part about ‘any human female he wants.’

Then the human riding Tharrac starts yelling, pointing at the sky and Tharrac is upset. He says something doesn’t smell right. He says we were led into a trap. Can I smell the body in the woods? He’s right. I can smell a dead human. And now he’s really upset. His rider is mounting. He’s in the sky. There are enemies everywhere. They look like dragons, but they don’t smell like dragons and I can’t hear their mind voices. I’m trying to get Heron’s attention, but he’s worried about the Trouble Girl in the pool. 

They’re here! I smell them everywhere – so many! I’m calling to Heron. He needs to mount up! We need to go! Now! 

He thinks he should go, too, to protect the young one, but he doesn’t want to leave Trouble Girl in the pool. I tell him he’s crazy. And of course he is, with those crazy eyes that get all big and soft when he thinks of Trouble Girl.

And then he’s finally listening to me and he’s trying to grab the dragonlet, but the young one is leaping away. He doesn’t want to be caught. There are screams above. Tharrac is happy. He had singed the tail of an enemy. There are so many. He will have more chances to flame and bite and tear! 

I can hear a whine escape from my throat. I want to be up there with him flaming enemies.

But wait! There is one diving down toward me!

No, not me, toward the dragonlet.

I try to warn Heron, but I’m too late. A girl with flaming hair leans down from the saddle of her not-Red dragon. It’s a Manticore. I know those. They are my enemy!

I flame toward them, running fast, but though I singe the Manticore’s tail, they are faster. They have the draognlet. They leap into the sky.

Heron is screaming.

Get on my back, Heron! Mount! Good, he’s mounting!

We leap into the sky. We are chasing after the dragonlet. 

Tharrac is screaming. Something bit his tail. I can hear his curses loudly in my mind. I whine but Heron doesn’t think we should go help. He thinks we need the dragonlet first. I want to save the young one, but we need help.

He doesn’t listen. He demands we chase the dragonlet. I’m flying as fast as I can, but there are too many of them and the human girl with flaming hair is dodging between the other Manticores as she tries to escape. To follow, I must dodge, too. 

They are all around me.

Heron?

Heron?

I felt his weight leave my back and now I can’t see him.

I spin.

I roll.

He’s in the arms of an enemy riding a huge Red dragon – I mean Manticore – their disguises are good!

I scream and attack, but two other Manticores dive between us. They have me by the tail. They have me by the neck.

No, Tharrac! Go after Heron and the little one! Don’t stay to help me!

I am fighting. I use every trick I know.

I’m winning, but they are too far ahead of me, now. Even if I win, I might be left behind. 

Tharrac is torn. He needs to stay and help. He needs to chase. I tell him to chase and he goes. His mind is fading from distance. 

One of the Manticores falls, splashing into the sea. I’m fighting another one, but it’s harder in the darkness. I’m flaming wildly. Something has my tail. My ribs feel like they’re broken. My wing can’t flap right anymore. 

I flame one last time and fall...

I’d sunk to the sand at some point while he was speaking – though I couldn’t remember when. His story hit me like a blacksmith’s hammer between the eyes. 

Atura had Nasataa and Heron. And they were a day ahead of us. There was no way we could catch up.

In front of me, Olfijum closed his eyes as he finished his story. A moment later, his snores were already echoing out over the bright beach. Something twisted inside me – fear like I’d never known before.

If something happened to Heron or Nasataa, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. I wouldn’t want to. 

I clenched my teeth, put my own head in my hands and tried to think. Where would they be going? And how could I catch them in time to save my baby dragon and my very best friend?
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Chapter Three  
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IF I’D BEEN A QUITTER it would have all been over there, but I wasn’t. I sat for about ten minutes and then I stood myself up and finished building the fire for Olfijum. He’d need his rest. The moment he woke up again, we were going to be flying. 

If he’d take me. But I couldn’t think about that. I’d just have to hope that he would. After all, people were often cranky when they weren’t feeling well, but they cheered up after a little rest. Maybe he didn’t really hate me. Maybe he just needed his rest.

I checked his saddle – still fine – and the saddlebags. The waterskins were full and there was a little hardtack. It was soggy after Olfijum’s swim, but it would do. I ate and drank and then I opened up my own belt pouch. The little book Hubric had given me was soaked. I needed some way to keep my stuff safe if I was going to be spending all this time under water. Maybe I should coat the pages in beeswax or something. But that was a problem to be solved another day. 

The key I’d selected from the room in the cave was still there, too. Still just as dull and ordinary looking, but still there. I didn’t know if there was any point to keeping it, but hey – maybe I’d get lucky and it would fit a lock someday. Though it clearly wasn’t one of the keys to the Haroc. Atura and I had both been wrong about that. Those keys were keys of the mind.

I opened up Jeriath’s pouch with more care. What would I find in the belt pouch of a traitor? It was surprisingly mundane. There were a knife and flint. A little tinder – wet now. A candle. A token embossed with a spiral with a line going diagonally through it. Weird. Did that have to do with this Dusk Covenant he was a part of?

I found the map and the letter next. I opened the map with care since it was wet, but it was drawn on something like leather and seemed remarkably unaffected by the water. That was good. Anything around me was bound to get a good dunking.

The map was a surprise. I had expected it to be a map of the Lands of Haz’drazen, but it was not. Instead, there were other countries – The Dominion, Baojang, Ko’Torenth, the lands of the Rock Eaters. There were marks on the map, but they meant nothing to me. Maybe the letter would explain better.

I pulled out the letter, but it was too wet to open. I’d tried doing that with paper before and it had never ended well. I’d just have to wait for it to dry. Carefully, I laid the letter by the fire as I refolded the map, fed the fire and prepared to journey again. Olfijum would have to wake up again. And he’d have to take me to find Heron. After all, even if he didn’t seem to like me much, he liked Heron, right?

I was a little shocked that he didn’t like me. All dragons seemed to like me. What was wrong with this one?

Eventually, the paper dried enough to open the letter. The ink had run, but there were still bits and pieces of it left. The early paragraphs started:

Jeriath,

As we promised at ... important information regarding ...  keys. Do not ... Dominion. Take care ... KoTorenth ... great danger of ... golems and the truth of the rods. The Draven ... Baojang. 

Frustrated by the big patches of ruined letter, I tucked it away and leaned back in the sand. I must have drifted off because when my eyes opened again, clouds had gathered in the sky. I let my eyes wander over them as I yawned ... and then gasped.

Was that a dragon flying toward the smoke? I thought I recognized the curve of the tail, the motion of the body in flight. I folded the letter back up and stood, shading my eyes as I stared out into the sky. 

It was a dragon! 

Light glinted off his bright scales.

Did he have a rider? It was hard to tell. I swallowed, finding patience hard as I waited. 

Was this friend or foe? Was he here to destroy us or to help us? 

I hefted the Dragon Staff and prepared myself. If it was an enemy, I would just have to fight to protect Olfijum as best as I could.

Even if it meant giving my life for a dragon who seemed annoyed that I even existed.
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Chapter Four 
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“SAMRIN!” I SCREAMED the minute I could tell who was on that dragon. “Over here! Over here!”

Do you mind? Your voice is shrill.

I ignored Olfijum. Hope – strong and full of relief – filled me. He was alive! And if he was alive, maybe Heron was, too! 

I stood on tiptoes trying to see if he was on Tharrac’s back. I scanned the air all around him for Nasataa. Were they with him? Were they okay?

I told you they were taken by enemies. Do you really think that old dragon and his little human could get them back on their own?

I rounded on him.

“Olfijum,” I said, lowering my face until I was nose-to-nose with him. “I’ve had just about enough of your grumbling and your negative attitude. So, you don’t like me? Who cares? Get over yourself! I’m going to find a way to save Heron and Nasataa. You don’t have to help if you don’t want to. There’s nothing holding you here and if you hate us all so much, then you can just go!”

I straightened, crossing my arms and trying not to look over my shoulder again at Samrin. I couldn’t wait for him to arrive! But I had to deal with this first. I could hardly save my friends if one of my allies hated me so much he was willing to sabotage my efforts. Did he hate me that much? I tried to push down the sadness and rejection that thought sparked in me.

He sighed – a long, dragony sigh. 

I don’t hate you so much. I just don’t like you.

“But can you put that aside and work with me?” I asked. “Heron and Nasataa need us.”

He didn’t answer, just giving me a long look. There was a thump as Tharrac landed on the hard sand behind us and I spun with a sigh of relief. 

“Samrin!”

“Seleska!” He seemed pleased to see me despite worry lines on his face. He was coated with dust, swaying slightly in the saddle. “You found the key.”

I nodded. “But while I was finding it, I lost something much more precious.”

“The dragonlet,” he agreed. “I gave chase, but there were too many of them. They fought us off – not hard enough to injure us badly, but enough to keep us away. I think they feared drawing the notice of Aswaram Tagnis.”

Tharrac shuffled over to stand by the small fire, setting his head on his paws before closing his eyes.

“Who?”

“The Dragoon assigned to lead them.”

“He didn’t see you trying to get to them?” I was surprised by this. How would they hide a battle?

“He was out in front with a pair of the Red dragons – Manticores perhaps. The ones who had attacked us held back – far enough back that there was no way he could have known they were fighting me.”

“But he knew they were fighting someone,” I said grimly.  

Samrin shook his head. “He was ordered not to stop them unless he could prove they were hurting citizens of the Dominion. He couldn’t have seen enough to know that.”

“So he won’t help,” I sighed. But then a thought occurred to me. “But they also won’t be able to kill Heron or Nasataa – not with him there with them, right? How long will he be with them?” I glanced at Olfijum who was watching us with interested eyes. “How long will you be with us?”

My voice quavered on the word ‘us’. Maybe Olfijum wasn’t planning on staying with me.

Of course, I am. I will see Heron safe again. After a moment he added. And I wouldn’t leave you stranded here.

“To the border of Ko’Torenth,” Samrin said. “I was ordered to take you that far.”

He sounded exhausted. 

“How far is that from here?” I asked. 

“Three days flight. Two if we did not stop to rest.”

I felt hope rising in me.

“But both the dragons are exhausted,” Samrin said with a grimace. “And I can barely stand. We flew too long and hard and we must rest. Will you stand guard for us, Seleska?”

“Of course,” I said, but my heart was sinking.

We were a full day behind them and that left only two days until they would reach the border of Ko’Torenth. If they got there before we found them, they could suck Nasataa and Heron’s souls out and put them in rocks. And if that happened, I would never forgive myself.

I chewed my lip, trying to think, as the others settled back down to sleep and I stood guard. Worry filled me and it got no better as the hours passed. The rock in my own belly flared hot as I took out the map and letter trying to make sense of it again. The parts I could read seemed like instructions to find something, but they didn’t make any sense. They were in a code of some kind, I thought – a poetry code not entirely unlike the prophecies. But with the spots of them missing and the text already hard to understand, it left me frustrated. I was no further to understanding that map than I had been when I started. 

Spots on the map were marked by tiny red arrows. Some pointing up, others left, or right or down. You would think that the maker of a map would use all the same symbol to symbolize something. One of the spots was on the mainland not far from here, but you’d have to know the area very well to find it. The arrow pointing to the spot was nearly the size of the dots marking cities. 

Useless.

One of the arrows held my attention for a long time, but it wasn’t until a bird called and I looked up into the sky that I realized why it held me. When I blinked into the open sky the afterimage of the red arrow went white over my vision for a flash of a second. It was an arrow pointing up. And it looked just like the key I’d seen.

Was it possible that this map had anything to do with the keys?
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Chapter Five  
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“WE’RE CLOSE NOW,” SAMRIN said quietly. We’d woken up on the beach and set out the same day, barely stopping for more than the time it took to buy food from the small farms along the way or fill our waterskins at lakes and creeks along our path. I’d grown used to the dark green landscape of the Dominion, though it felt wrong to be so far from the sea. Miles upon miles had passed under us, all the same by day or by night. Trees. Mountains. Plains of wildflowers. Trees. Mountains. Plains. 

It was beautiful, but it wasn’t home. I missed swaying palms and roaring surf.

Something loomed in the bright gold of the dawn – something I’d never seen before. 

“What is that?” I asked.

“Woelran. A sky city,” Samrin said grimly. 

I’d heard of the legendary Dominion sky cities, of course, but I’d never seen one. The massive city sat in tiers on the top of a wide platform, held up by a single central pillar of what looked like massive metal cables. 

“It’s held up by skysteel and magic,” he said.

“It’s huge,” I said, awe filling my voice. We’d been flying for two days but Samrin had avoided cities or populated places and Olfijum and me had followed his lead. “Like nothing I’ve seen before.”

I glanced back to be sure Olfijum was still behind us. 

Yeah, yeah, I’m still here.

He sounded cranky. He didn’t like that Samrin had ordered me off his back at our last stop, stating that the younger dragon was flagging under the added burden of my weight. I would have thought he would be relieved not to be carrying me anymore.

If I’m going to spend all my time worrying about Heron, it helps to have someone else nearby worrying, too. Misery loves company.

And I was still worried, despite my awe.

A flight of birds kicked up from the city, but otherwise, it was perfectly still.

In front of me, Samrin shuddered.

“What’s wrong with it?” I asked quietly, suddenly feeling the need to whisper.

Something is wrong.

“Woelran fell during the Golem Wars,” he said quietly. “It’s uninhabited now. A ghost city.”

It was my turn to shudder. “What happened to all the people?”

Something very wrong! Olfijum sounded panicked. I glanced back at him and then to the city. I couldn’t see anything.

“Dead. Their souls sucked away,” Samrin said grimly. If it hadn’t been for the Ko – ”

The rest of his words were lost to me as Olfijum shrieked in my ear.

GET OUT OF HERE!

“Olfijum is upset,” I said grabbing Samrin around the waist as I leaned forward. My heart was in my throat. What had he seen?

Olfijum soared over us, his belly almost scraping Samrin’s head as he plunged forward.

“But I don’t see anything,” Samrin said. Confusion painted his face. 

“What does Tharrac say about it?” I asked, forgetting that he couldn’t hear his dragon. Silvers didn’t speak to people. 

“What?”

He smells it, too! 

As if spurred by Olfijum’s words, Tharrac leapt forward with him. 

Samrin bit off a fast curse. “What’s going on, boy? Here now, settle down hmm?”

He was pulling at the reins, trying to slow him.

But now I could see what Olfijum was talking about and the scream bubbled up from my lips before I could stop it.

“Look!” I screamed, pointing. “They aren’t birds!”

Or at least, they weren’t all birds.

Three huge shapes sped toward us, but they didn’t move like natural-born creatures, didn’t flap their wings, and their eyes were only glowing points of light as they swooped toward us.

“Flying golems!” Samrin said and there was dread in his voice. “I heard about these. They fought in the golem wars. But usually, they had Magikas on their backs to guide them.”

He was twisting as he spoke and then he pointed a little off to the west. 

“There!” 

A fourth golem rocketed toward the others, but this one had the figure of a human on its sleek back.

“How do you kill them?” I asked.

He shook his head like he didn’t know.

“How were they killed in the Golem Wars?” My voice rose up an octave with fear.

He was still shaking his head when Tharrac pulled to a sudden stop, his wings cupping behind him to leave him upright in the air for as long as it took to pull in a breath, before he twisted in a way that seemed almost painful to me, spinning in the air before flapping hard to keep his place.

My eyes grew huge faster than my scream could catch up with them. 

One of the golems should have smashed into us. Tharrac turned us right into it so that I could see every horrifying detail of the golem barreling toward us. Calmly, he snatched it from the air with his paws. The weight of it pulled us downward and he fought it as it tried to break his grasp. With a snarl, he bit, shredding its shell and tossing it to the earth.

My heart was in my throat. My hands held the saddle in a death grip. I felt like I’d been dropped and caught and then dropped again.

“Nice work, Tharrac!” Samrin praised.

Duck.

“Move!” I screamed even before I looked up to see Olfijum dropping a second mangled golem right above us. 

Tharrac shuddered forward and then his big wings caught the air and we made a long swoop down, looping back up again at a greater speed than I could imagine. 

The third golem was shooting straight for Olfijum, and I squinted as the fourth sped toward him, too. The man on his back was dressed in a Bubbler mask and robes. No point in hiding who you were in the middle of an ambush, I supposed. But what did Bubblers have to do with golems?

My belly burned hot, screaming at me to do something and then before I could think to respond my hand was pulling the Dragon Staff free of its place in Tharrac’s saddle and raising it of its own accord. Whatever traces of Octon had been in that stone must have realized what I needed to do before I did. 

I was grateful for that. 

And my gratitude was just in time.

The Bubbler raised a rod and I expected bubbles to pour out of it – but not this rod! A blast like lightning shot from the end of the rod straight toward us. Tharrac flinched at the same moment that the blast hit the Dragon Staff. I clenched my teeth, bracing myself against the pain that was sure to come, but no pain hit me, no powerful force knocked the staff from my hand. The lightning was reflected somehow off the end of the staff, shooting backward and striking the metal flying golem under the Bubbler. 

He screamed raggedly as the golem fell from the sky like a chunk of metal – which was all it was now.

I opened my mouth to yell, but Olfijum was already there, plucking the Bubbler from the back of his dead mount. He shook the man like a mouse in the claws of a hawk.

“What’s he doing?” I gasped.

“Rod,” Samrin choked out. “I’ve never seen the like.”

As if to punctuate his words, the rod flew out of the Bubbler’s hands and Olfijum swooped upward with as little difficulty as he would have had if he didn’t have a struggling Bubbler in his claws. It was probably too much to hope that was Atura.

“We must be close if they are setting traps,” Samrin said grimly. 

“What should we do with the Bubbler?” I asked. 

Samrin said nothing.

From high above, a scream started. 

The Bubbler plunged past us, clawing at the air, his screams a ragged punctuation to the howling of the wind in my ears. I gasped, my heart in my throat, and looked up. Had Olfijum slipped?

The triumphant look in his dragon eyes told me he had not.

“Samrin!” I called desperately. “Catch him! Samrin!”

We didn’t stray from Tharrac’s course.

“Samrin!”

My gaze followed the falling man. I didn’t want to look. I couldn’t look away.

Horror filled me when he struck a jutting rock below, smashing on it so that his blood slicked the stones.

I swayed in the saddle my head suddenly light. And then it was all I could do not to coat Tharrac in my vomit as I leaned over his side and lost everything I’d eaten in the last day.

“Why?” I gasped when I was done. Samrin handed me a waterskin casually and I paused to rinse my mouth. “Why did you let him fall to his death?”

“He planned to kill us. Your compassion is wasted on him.” Samrin’s voice was hard as flint.

“He might have had information we could use!” But I knew that wasn’t why I was so horrified. It was his senseless death that left me shaking even now.

“If we weren’t on the right track, he wouldn’t have been planted here to ambush us,” Samrin said sensibly. “We’ll just keep on this way. We’re nearly to the border with Ko’Torenth.”

I felt tears brimming in my eyes. The Bubblers were no friends of mine – not at all. And yet. They were still human. And human beings shouldn’t be treated as if they were disposable. As if you could just throw them away. I fought against my speeding breath. I needed to calm down or I was going to lose it.

I did what I had to do. Olfijum didn’t sound any more friendly than he had last time he spoke to me.

Sure. Because it was so much work to carry him in his claws.

He would have killed you with that rod.

No, he wouldn’t. I wasn’t dead, was I? The Staff had turned his attack.

He would have eventually.

He’d already shaken the rod away from his hands before he let him go!

The best enemy is a dead enemy.

But I didn’t believe him. I reached in my belt pouch, tears spilling from my eyes as I thought about Jeriath. He’d been a friend and then an enemy and then a friend again.

The best enemies weren’t dead enemies. The best enemies weren’t enemies anymore because they’d become your friends.

I don’t see it that way.

TRY! I shouted with my thoughts. Just try.
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Chapter Six
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I’D BEEN TOO UPSET to talk to any of them after that. Upset at their callousness. Upset at how Olfijum winked at me when he flew by. Upset that our enemies felt the very same way and that they had Heron and Nasataa in their grip.

I chewed my lip as we flew and worried as my belly burned inside me. 

“Seleska,” Samrin said very formally after my breathing calmed down.

“Yes?” I tried to keep the bite out of my words. I was too worried to keep my tone calm.

“We are getting close to the border with Ko’Torenth.”

“Yes.” I tried not to let anxiety fill me too far. Once we arrived there, he would have to leave us – his quest complete – and it would just be Olfijum and me. And we weren’t getting along very well.

I can do what I have to do for Heron and Nasataa. Even put up with you.

Olfijum was the worst. But yes, I could put up with him, too. If I had to.

Ha! See? We aren’t so different.

Except that I was nice and he was not! I tried!

I’m trying.

I didn’t believe him.

“I am loathe to leave you,” Samrin said eventually.

“But?” I asked, waiting for him to complete the thought.

“No, that is all. I am loathe to leave you with your companions taken and your hopes dashed. And you have the key.”

“Yes, I have the key,” I agreed, confused by where he was going with this. Did he want to take the key? Well, he couldn’t. It was inside of me. Maybe that was why whoever hid it planned it that way. Once you had it, it was yours.

“You are clearly pure in heart or you would not have received the key. And the Captain believed your story about the Manticores. And I believe it, too. Tharrac and I fought them.” He paused. “I do not think he will consider it a betrayal if I continue on with you.”

I gasped. “Continue?”

I sounded like an idiot, but I couldn’t help it. I never expected him to keep on helping me!

“The Dominion has close ties with Ko’Torenth thanks to the efforts of Hubric Duneshifter.”

“Hubric?” I wasn’t helping my case. I sounded like I’d been hit over the head, but I was so surprised that I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.

“He mentored the Ko’roi – the king of Ko’Torenth, I suppose you could call him.”

I gasped. “Is there anyone important that Hubric didn’t mentor?”

“Jalla,” he said with a twist of his mouth. “The Winged Prince of Baojang. If Hubric had mentored her, then maybe she wouldn’t be so ... Jalla. I can tell the Dominar is not fond of her.”

Interesting. “I thought you said ‘Prince’ but then you said ‘her.’ Is Jalla a prince or a princess?”

He snorted. “She calls herself a prince. I’m not in a position to ask her why.”

“Maybe I will when I meet her,” I said speculatively. I was curious about that. 

Samrin sounded like he was choking. It was a long beat before he got over it and spoke again. “Let’s save your friends first.”

I could tell when we finally crossed the border into Ko’Torenth, because Samrin tensed up, worry all over his face. 

“It’s the right thing to do,” I heard him mutter.

“Thank you,” I said, laying a hand on his shoulder. I could tell it was hard for him, though and he was quiet as the days passed one after another. 

We traveled through the day and slept at night as the forest faded into desert sands. I worried constantly. We’d seen no sign of people since the trap at Woelran – other than a small caravan that sold us food and claimed to know nothing about Atura and her Manticores.

I’d almost given up hope when at dusk, on the fourth day, Samrin gasped. 

“There!” he pointed to a flat hill ahead of us. Smoke curled up into the air and I could almost make out figures gathered around it. Could he be sure?

It’s them. But they are on guard, the Manticores and Bubblers are wary. Oh! I see Heron. He is in a cage. So is Nasataa. But different cages.

I couldn’t see at all. I looked frantically toward the mass of dark figures, trying to stand in the stirrups to look better, but it was no use. Not only were my eyes not good enough, but Tharrac was also diving into the sand dunes to hide us from prying eyes. 

Can’t let them see us. We need the element of surprise.

I hoped he was right, and that they were really there.

Do you doubt these eyes?

When it came to something this important, I doubted everything!

Patience, Trouble Girl. Soon we will have our revenge!

But it wasn’t revenge I sought as I waited in the sand dunes with my belly in knots. It was hope. I desperately needed Nasataa and Heron to be okay. I needed to believe that I could set them free. I needed to believe that we could really defeat a dozen Manticores to free them. 

I needed hope. And I was having trouble finding it.
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Chapter Seven
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“WE CAN’T ATTACK THEM head-on,” Samrin whispered after we’d taken a moment to water the dragons and drink from our water skins. “We already know that doesn’t work. That means our only chance here is to sneak in and try to snatch them before the Manticores or their humans notice us. I’ll go for Heron – he’s in the biggest cage. You get Nasataa. Do you think Olfijum can carry his cage?”

Olfijum rolled an eye.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Samrin said. He frowned at Olfijum. “Do you think he’ll carry you again? I understand carrying you on the way to find his rider, but it’s hard to be in the middle of a bond like that. He won’t want you on his back the moment he sees his true rider.”

“He doesn’t want me on his back right now,” I said wryly. “But if he wants Heron free, he’ll stick to the plan.”

Another eye roll.

You know I want him free.

And he knew he’d have to stick to the plan. Samrin was right. Surprise and a sneak attack were our only options. I gripped the Dragon Staff tightly in my hand. I was tired – bone tired. I swayed a little just standing there. But we were all tired. None of us had slept more than two hours together since we left the island. We’d been doing everything we could to catch up to Atura and her people and now that we had caught up, our bodies and minds were paying in exhaustion.

“Don’t fall over on me,” Samrin said with a smile. “We made it. Now we have to do what we came for.”

I nodded. “Let’s go. We can do this!”

We were all nodding now, even the dragons. We were one in purpose. We could do this!

I mounted Olfijum quietly, strapping in and checking the Dragon Staff.

You won’t have to do much. I’ll be doing all the work.

He sounded even more confident than I was.

I sure am! Let’s get this done!

We were in the air before I’d realized we’d even kicked off, skimming along the sand so close to the ground that I thought Olfijum’s scales might be getting worn down. His dragon laugh echoed through my mind. I glanced over at Samrin to see he was keeping pace with us on Tharrac, flying just as low in the rising moonlight – so low that Tharrac seemed to have no shadow under him.

We skimmed along the ground so quickly that my hair whipped out behind me like a long flag. I felt exhilarated, anticipation filling me up to the brim. We could do this! We were going to grab our friends in a flash and then I’d get to see Heron again and hug Nasataa and all would be right in the end.

Yes!

And for once Olfijum and I were thinking the same way, both of our spirits soaring with our bodies. 

We’ve got this!

We climbed the hill, flying up the slope of it and hugging it like I was going to hug Nasataa when we got him free. 

I could feel my heart pounding in my ribs. I was so excited. I could barely think, barely focus. I couldn’t wait to see them again!

Me, too!

I grinned as our shared anticipation seemed to dance from mind to mind. Maybe this was what it was like for Heron to ride Olfijum all the time. 

Like this, but a hundred times better!

Maybe this was why they were so attached to each other.

We curved over the peak of the hill to where it flattened out and were immediately in their camp, already soaring inches over the head of a sleeping Manticore. They must have dropped their pretense when they left their Dominion escort at the border.

I gasped as Olfijum leapt just a little higher in time to clear the Manticore’s mane. I thought I could almost feel a hair brush my foot. I gritted my teeth together, not focused on his sleeping form, but focused on what was coming up.

The Manticores stood or slept in a ring around the hill and inside their ring were the campfires of the Bubblers but there were no tents. I hated those creatures with their ragged feathers and lion manes. You’d think they would look beautiful, but they were just stinking and patchy and their almost-human faces made their sneers of disgust so much worse.

I found the twisted doorway sitting at the center of their camp confusing. What was that thing? Had they dragged it out here? Bubblers stood in front of it, carrying items in their hands – bundles, tents, baskets. Where were they going?

Four of them had the cage bearing Nasataa slung on two poles they carried on their shoulders balanced two people to a pole. They stood just outside the doorway on one side. Beside the doorway, a larger cage held Heron, but the door was open, and a Bubbler held a rope that tied Heron’s hands as he led him out of the cage.

Were they being moved?

There was no sign of Atura.

I’d taken it all in during the time it took to take a single breath. I felt confusion washing over me, but there was no time to think more. In that second, a roar from behind us erupted. The alarm was being sounded.

I spun to look behind me. The Manticore we’d passed over was already on his feet leaping toward us while the rest of his ring jumped to the alert. 

Olfijum sprang forward just as quickly. He as fast. Faster than the Manticores, as if his young muscles could do what theirs could not.

He leapt toward Nasataa. If he was as fast as I thought he was, we might still get to Nasataa before the Manticores could get us. 

We dove toward the Bubblers. The first ones scattered, screaming. A basket dropped, rice hitting the ground with so much force that it sprayed over the crimson-clad Bubblers as they parted before us. Nasataa’s bearers froze in place, their mouths open. We were getting closer! I could see his little face!

“Nasataa!” I called.

The Bubblers holding his cage turned as one toward the empty doorway. Silly. What would that do? It would only delay us by a second as we chased them through it.

But as the first pair of Bubblers in front of his cage ran into the doorway, I gasped. It was like they had disappeared. The moment they were through, they just weren’t there anymore. 

The cage wasn’t stopping. It was still going through on their momentum. 

And as I watched, Nasataa disappeared from sight.

“No!” I shrieked. 

The last pair of Bubblers holding his cage on a pole disappeared after him.

Olfijum wasn’t slowing and my brow furrowed in determined agreement as I realized what he was planning to do. We would go through the doorway, too.

The Bubbler beside the doorway was screaming, his hands pounding wildly at the frame of the door while two other Bubblers jammed their rods against the frame, letting lightning loose on the doorway. 

When had all their rods started doing that? That was just like the rod of the one who had ambushed us!

I didn’t have time to be shocked about that, either. We were almost there.

Olfijum extended his feet as he dove into the doorway and I held my breath waiting to disappear.

We slid through the frame as Olfijum tucked his wings at the last second, landing on the ground of the other side of the doorframe.

I looked around as he skidded through the dust.

There was no cage. No Nasataa. No bearers with poles. 

We were just on the other side of the empty doorframe, with the Bubblers and Manticores closing in.

My cry of despair was joined with a snarl of frustration from Olfijum.

We’d lost Nasataa. He’d disappeared into a place I didn’t know, and I had no way to follow him.

Panic swept over me like a crashing wave.
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Chapter Eight
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I WOULD HAVE SLUMPED in despair right then, but my eyes flickered immediately toward where Heron was being dragged across the sand. He looked confused as his captors pulled on his ropes.

No wonder. 

We’d come out of nowhere. Maybe he didn’t even realize yet who we were.

We could still save him.

As if realizing that at the same moment I was, Olfijum spun, jumping back through the doorway. Our stunned enemies were shaking themselves, picking themselves up from the sand, regrouping. In a moment, they would reorganize again.

I heard a howl and a snarl from across the hill. Where were Tharrac and Samrin? A cluster of Manticores over there were distracted by something but there was no sign of our allies.

Overwhelmed. There are too many of them!

I’d never heard Olfijum panicked before. I felt my heart speed up even more, my breath coming in quick gasps as my eyes tried to find them again. Had Samrin taken all the attention away from us as we tried to get Nasataa? Would he survive this?

They’ve done something to Heron!

That snapped me back to where we were. Olfijum leapt a final time landing right beside Heron. He was already flaming the Bubblers holding my best friend’s rope.

Grab him! Help him! He’s not listening to me!

I reached out over his back as he shuffled closer to Heron.

“Heron!” I cried, reaching for him. He looked up at me with a stunned look, as if he didn’t know who I was. “Heron, come on!”

A little closer! 

Olfijum shuffled again. I shoved the Dragon Staff into the strap of my saddle, wrapped my arms around a stunned Heron in the fiercest bear-hug I could and tugged.

He was too heavy for me to lift, too heavy to tug very far, but I pulled as hard as I could and Olfijum shoved his body under him so that he was slung over the saddle in front of me.

“Oh, Heron, I’m so glad you’re safe!” I gasped, fumbling for my belt knife to cut his hands free.

Leave them.

But he was way more help if he was untied! Maybe he could get seated correctly and help us fight.

Get your staff ready.

I bit my lip, fighting with myself. I should cut Heron free. I should listen to Olfijum. I should ...

With a frustrated curse, I shoved the knife away and I grabbed the staff. 

Good. Focus. We’ll try to dive into that mass of Manticores to distract them so you can grab Samrin, too.

His mental voice sounded raw, pained, almost panicked. 

Grab Samrin? Wouldn’t Tharrac fly him out?

Concentrate! Use the staff to deflect any magic! Come on, Trouble Girl, this is on us now!

He was already diving head-first toward them. I focused.

One of the Manticores turned, snarling and sending a blast toward us, but it was easy to turn aside. I was so grateful to have Heron back and lying across Olfijum’s back that I easily turned the blast back on the Manticore.

He crumpled to the ground.

But as he crumpled, I caught a glance behind him, and my belly rolled.

Don’t get sick. We don’t have time for that.

Olfijum’s mental tone was harsh as he let loose a stream of fire at the closest Manticore.

But he was already too late. I’d seen it in that glimpse. My belly flipped again, and my eyes shied away from what was behind the Manticores. I’d never gaze on Tharrac’s lovely silver scales again. Never see them gleam in the sun. Never be grateful for his steady devotion to Samrin. 

Despite their almost-human faces, they were eating him like sharks feeding on their prey – ripping off huge mouthfuls from his bones all at once, bite, bite, bite. 

I barely heard Samrin’s scream as Olfijum blasted fire at the nearest Manticore, but my heart screamed with him. What had we done? We should have thought this through better before we came!

It was a good plan, Olfijum said in my mind, but I heard the ache in his voice, the horror and pain at seeing the older dragon being ripped apart. It was my pain. My terror. 

Another scream and this one ended in a gurgling sound. I felt the bile rising almost as fast as the sobs. The nearest Manticore had turned to fight us, but the others were still feasting on their victims. 

I raised the Dragon Staff, trying to help, but with no magic involved, there was nothing I could do. 

A sob ripped through me at the same time that Olfijum lunged. The Manticore’s jaws snapped just inches from my face and I froze, the scream stuck in my throat as his rancid breath washed over me. Olfijum twisted in the air, rising up like a shark himself, and crushing the Manticore’s throat in his deadly jaws. 

The Manticore yelped, went slack, and fell, blood pouring from his throat and mouth.

But as he fell, I saw over his head the bloody ruin of the Silver dragon who had once been my friend – and half of the Dragon Rider who had generously crossed the border to help us to safety. His eyes were glazed over in death, looking up to the sky where he and his dragon should still be flying.

Loss sawed through me, ripping my heart to pieces. My hands shook so hard I could barely hold Heron in place, and my vision was lost in a flood of tears.

Too late, I thought dully. Too late.

Too late Olfijum echoed.

We needed to get out of here. Before Olfijum was next. I felt torn at the thought. I should be with Nasataa. I should find some way through the door. 

But there was no way right now. And there was no point getting the young Purple killed, too.

No point in Trouble Girl dying, too.

His thoughts seemed to reflect my own. He leapt up so quickly that the Manticore lunging at us passed under his feet. And then he was fighting hard to gain height, a strange sound ripping from his mouth as he flew.

It wasn’t until we were high, high above the horror that I realized that ripping sound was his sobs, echoing my own.
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Chapter Nine
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WE BOTH CRIED FOR WHAT felt like hours, though it was not. It was strange to realize that we were both perfectly aligned in what we felt and hoped and feared. Strange when we had been hostile to each other only hours ago.

I regret that. I regret everything.

So did I.

“Heron?” I asked gently, finally composing myself enough to cut his bonds and help him to sit up on Olfijum’s back. “Heron?”

There was no response. I turned his face to look at me and he startled as if he wasn’t expecting my touch.

“Oh, Heron! I was so worried about you,” I said, wrapping him in a huge hug. 

He flinched and I froze before pulling carefully back. His expression was of complete confusion. 

What was he thinking? Why was he looking at me like that? Like I was a stranger?

A fresh sob tore through Olfijum’s lips. Was he hurt?

No more than you are.

I wasn’t hurt ... except for my emotions about Heron. Which was silly. Of course he was stiff and cold. He was probably traumatized. Maybe they’d tortured him. He just needed space and love.

“It will be okay, Heron,” I said gently. “You’re safe now. They can’t hurt you.”

He’s not physically hurt. 

Then why was he acting so strangely?

I frowned at the same time that Heron did.

“Who are you?” he asked gently. “You’re very beautiful, but I don’t believe we’ve met.”

I gasped.

Gone. It’s all gone. They stole his memories.

My heart was already trembling with fear, but those words shattered it, broke it to a thousand tiny pieces. I choked on a sob, reining it in with my last shreds of composure.

We’ve lost him. Both of us have lost him.

And yet again Olfijum and I were mourning our friend together – aligned in heartbreak.

“I’m Seleska,” I said gently. “I’m your best friend.”

And lover.

But there was no point adding that, was there?

“Atura is my best friend,” he said confidently.

Oh, had I thought my heart had broken before? What a joke. The pain I felt now made that pain feel like a soft caress. Underneath us, Olfijum howled in pain, like a lone wolf in a dark forest. And I wished I could howl with him – howl until there was no Seleska anymore.

“Are you tired?” I asked, trying to keep my voice gentle.

“Very,” he said dully.

“Then why don’t you sleep. Maybe everything will make more sense in the morning.”

He nodded, but he looked confused as he leaned forward over Olfijum’s neck and fell asleep.

What were we going to do? 

I let my thoughts flow to Olfijum but though he opened up his own grieving mind to me, neither of us had any idea what to do next.

He flew through the night, too troubled to stop for a rest and I flew with him and together we mourned our friends, dead and lost. And I didn’t know which hurt worse – Samrin and Tharrac’s gruesome deaths or Heron’s death of personhood. No, I did know, but it felt terrible to admit – even to myself – that Heron’s loss of memory was worse than seeing Samrin and Tharrac ripped to bloody shreds. And yet ... it was.

At least Samrin and Tharrac had died as heroes, as themselves. Heron’s self was gone forever.
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Chapter Ten
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OLFIJUM AND I FINALLY collapsed of exhaustion around noon the next day. It was hot here in the desert and the sun had been beating down on us for hours. We’d finished crying long before – both cried out and had sunk into a doleful misery that was only amplified because we shared it together. 

Somehow, in the middle of it all, we’d grown used to sharing our thoughts and feelings. It was just easier when they were exactly the same. Easier than bearing our loss alone. I thought that was odd. After all, Olfijum had only known Heron a short time. But his bond seemed to be so strong that he was nearly as broken-hearted as I was.

A series of rocky bluffs decorated this part of the desert and at their base, Olfijum found a cave. He crawled into it and collapsed in the sand. I slid off his back, crawled up to his neck and hugged his big head against me. 

Too tired.

I felt the same way.

Together, we drifted off to sleep.

I awoke to quiet voices speaking a tongue I didn’t know.

They surrounded us, dressed in long vests and voluminous trousers, their faces worried. Their leader, a man with a noble face, was not much older than me, though his good looks were a bit daunting.

“Good morning?” I said, questioningly, hoping someone could speak my language.

“Early evening is more accurate,” the leader said with a small smile. His gorgeous dark eyes were like velvet in the golden light of sunset. “What has brought a Dominion Rider so far from the Dominion?”

I swallowed. I was no Dominion Rider. Did I need to admit that? Probably best to keep it simple.

“We were trying to save a friend. He was captured by enemies. They took him through an empty door, but when we tried to follow, we could not pass.”

I’d thought it would be a simple enough explanation, but his look of startled fear said it was anything but. He barked a quick order to one of the others with him who sprinted away. What had I said that left him so troubled?

“Do you ... do you know about those doors?” I asked hesitantly.

“Doorways,” he acknowledged. “Yes, of course. They lead to the World of Legends – or to other places depending on who is using them and how they are tuned. Tell me, girl, what enemies stole your friend?”

He was wary as he spoke, and I tried to stall him. Would he believe me if I told the truth?

“I’m Seleska,” I said quietly. “Who are you, if I may ask?”

He looked like he was forcing himself to be patient when he answered. His strong accent was mild and it rolled easily from his tongue. 

“I am Bataar Bayanen, son of Mynaar, son of Lataar, Leader of the Kav’ai people. I welcome you with the hospitality of the sand which is open to all who come in peace.”

“Oh,” I said, looking around at the people around him. Those must be Kav’ai. Their faces were grim. 

Behind them, something moved. I gasped. “Is that a big bird? It has a saddle!”

“An oosquer,” Bataar acknowledged. “The mounts of the Kav’ai.”

My eyes grew big. They were like Kav’ai dragons, then.

No. They are not. Only dragons are dragons or even like dragons.

Touchy! 

Okay, maybe they weren’t like dragons, but they were pretty interesting all the same. They looked a little bedraggled and their grey feathers hung limp around their bodies, but their eyes were sharp and alive.

“And now that we are formally introduced, you will answer my question.” Bataar’s words carried authority. 

“They were Manticores and Rock Eaters,” I said, my voice trembling as I spoke. I hadn’t intended that, but just mentioning them brought back flashbacks. Tharrac torn to shreds. Manticores feasting on his remains. Samrin hadn’t even looked human when we left him. Left him! I almost choked again on the thought. “They stole the dragonlet I vowed to protect. The Chosen One of the dragon lands. I must see him safely to the Haroc under the sea, but they are determined to get there first and destroy any hope we have of defeating their Manticore substitute.”

“Bataar?” a quiet voice called from behind him.

He turned, his whole face lighting up, and a girl a few years older than me slipped out from around the entrance of the cave. Her hair was a wild mass of curls and her huge eyes were golden, contrasting beautifully with her very dark skin. She looked small and delicate despite the fact that she was very obviously pregnant. She clasped her hands around her belly with a fond look on her face before she spoke again.

“I have seen ... these visitors,” she said with a faraway look in her eye.

“You wouldn’t be Zin, would you?” I asked warily.

Bataar and the woman I was sure must be Zin both leveled their gazes at me. Bataar’s was wary, Zin’s delighted. 

“How did you know?” she asked. 

Bataar gripped the handle of his sword like he might attack me at a moment’s notice.

I pulled my book from my belt pouch as Bataar angled his body to protect Zin. What did he think I had in here that made him so protective of her? I opened the book and showed it to them.

“Hubric wrote down some prophecies from Zin, the Seer of the Kav’ai.”

Bataar and Zin exchanged a look that seemed like pride mixed with sorrow. 

“You swallowed a stone, didn’t you?” Zin asked, compassion in her eyes.

“Yes,” I said. I wiped a tear away hastily. No need to show them how torn up I was about Hubric. 

“And then you swore to him?”

“Yes.”

“And he gave you the book before he died.”

“Did you really see all of that and prophesy it?” I asked, my eyes big at the thought.

She nodded. At her side, Bataar relaxed a little. 

“That must be very hard,” I said gently. “Seeing things to come and not being able to do anything about it.”

She nodded, her eyes deep with sadness. “And it must have been very hard for you to lose Hubric.”

I nodded, too. It was like we were friends already.

Bataar cleared his throat as if he were interrupting something private. “We should take our guests inside. Feed them, shelter them, give them rest.”

Zin was already shaking her head. “I saw that a Purple dragon would land here with a girl who was determined to save a friend. With her. travels the memory-less. I saw that if she was found by us, we had to take her immediately to the Drazenloft. If we failed to act that same night – if there was any delay – then the Kav’ai will not survive.”

Bataar paled before spinning to bark a series of orders at his men. They went running off in every direction before he finished.

Zin smiled at him, cupping his face with her hand. “And the noble son of sand will lead them, will guide them to the home of fire. He will entrust to them the wings of his heart. And with those wings they will prevail. All this must be done before the third day, or the shadow will fall and night will reign.”

He nodded, his eyes full of fire and determination. “I will take them to the Drazenloft, love. I will do whatever is needed for our people and our children.”

He kissed her then and I looked away. The moment felt too intimate to watch. My eyes drifted to Heron. He must have woken up while we were talking. I watched his eyes drifting around the cave, no recognition in them at all. Pain seared me to the core. He didn’t even realize we were his friends. He didn’t even realize I was precious to him. 

Did that make him less precious to me? Did I only care about him for what he could do for me, for how he could make me feel? Or did I care about him for who he was?

It was a foolish thing to ask. I had Heron carved into my bones – figuratively. I would never let him go without a fight.  Although right now, the hurt of losing my relationship with him was gutting me. I didn’t think I could go on.

“Seleska?” Bataar’s voice made my head snap around again. “We have prepared provisions for you and your friends.” His men strode in from behind him, stuffing food and blankets into Oljijum’s saddlebags. He watched them warily. “We will leave for the Drazenloft immediately.”

“My enemies,” I said hesitantly. “They’ll be looking for a key hidden here. In Ko’Torenth. I need to catch them to get my friend back – Nasataa. He’s a baby dragon. And I need to find the key before they do.”

Bataar nodded as if that was all normal, but his words were firm. “First the Drazenloft. Then we’ll follow your friend. Zin’s visions are never wrong.”

I swallowed. What would they do to Nasataa if we delayed to visit this Drazenloft? But then again – I had no idea where else to find him. Maybe this prophecy could help me find them.

“We must leave immediately,” Bataar prompted. “Can your dragon carry you? I can provide oosquer if he cannot.”

Of course, I can carry you. Besides, I am anxious to see this Drazenloft. Here. So far from the lands of Haz’drazen. It seems impossible.

“A Drazenloft doesn’t have anything to do with ... the Draven ... does it?” I asked.

Zin gasped.

“No,” Bataar said, looking at her worriedly. “It’s a dragon place.” His eyes grew wider as Zin seized his arm, shock all over her face. “What is wrong, Zin?”

Her eyes were glazed over as she clutched at him. “A dark evil. A rot in the world. The Draven come.”

“What are these Draven?” Bataar asked me. 

“Enemies,” I said. My eyes wide as I watched Zin. “Long-time enemies from the other side of the world.”

“When the Manticores feet touch the sands of Kav’ai all Kava’ai trembles. All Ko’Torenth shakes,” Zin intoned. “When the soul-stealers pluck at memory, all the land cries in pain. Look to the door to the future, the door of the past, the fruit of the fight. Look to the wanderer found in the sand to open the doors at last.”

Then she blinked and her eyes returned to normal. 

“Zin?” Bataar asked in a strangled voice. 

“You must hurry, husband!” she said in a horrified whisper. “I will gather the people into the mountains. We will prepare together. Warn my sister and the Ko’roi. War comes to our land. A dark magic. A desperate evil.” Her eyes turned to me. “If this girl does not succeed quickly, all will be lost. And we won’t even remember what we had.”

“Won’t remember?” Bataar looked confused. Behind him, one of the oosquer crowed impatiently. His warriors were already mounted and ready, a single oosquer left unoccupied. 

“They stole his memory,” Zin said, pointing a trembling hand at Heron. “Sucked it from his mind. They carry it with them.”

With them? Did that mean that there was some kind of hope of getting it back?

“Have the Magikas returned? The golems?” Bataar demanded.

“Worse,” she breathed. “Worse. And they will steal the memories from all of us if she is not fast. If she does not open the Haroc with the keys.” She stood on tiptoes and kissed him. “Hurry!”

And that was all I needed to hear. I hurried to Olfijum and mounted him, helping a bewildered Heron up behind me and strapping him in place.

“If they can steal your memories,” I whispered to him, “then we can steal them back, okay? Don’t give up.”

But the blank look he gave me told me that my words were more for myself than for him.   
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Chapter Eleven
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I DIDN’T LIKE THE OOSQUER, I decided when we had been traveling for a few hours. They didn’t feel right to me. Olfijum felt the same way – or maybe I felt this way because Olfijum did. We were beginning to mirror each other a bit too closely as we clung together in a mix of hope and despair.

“Are you thirsty?” I asked Heron gently as we flew. 

“Thank you,” he said, taking the flask from me and drinking. He still had enough of a memory to do things like that. 

“Do you remember your name?” I asked.

“Name?” he sounded far away.

“You’re Heron,” I said. Ignoring Olfijum whose mind was drifting into thoughts about the Dazenloft we were going to. He seemed very suspicious of it, as if the idea was too good to be true. 

“Are you important to me?” he asked me.

I tried to smile, but I could feel that my smile was hollow as the sting of his words set in. “I’m Seleska, and yes – you used to think I was important to you.”

“I can’t remember,” he said, confusion on his face. 

I blinked back angry tears.

“This is Olfijum,” I said, patting the dragon’s neck. “He’s a friend of yours, too.”

Heron. Olfijum was letting me hear him speak to Heron.

Heron flinched at his mental voice.

“That hurts,” he said faintly. 

“It didn’t hurt before,” I said but I couldn’t help feeling even worse when he put his hand to his head and closed his eyes. He couldn’t even speak with Olfijum? What had they done to my Heron?

His huge frame was hunched over itself, making him appear smaller and his movements which had always been confident before were hesitant and weak now. It felt like caring for a child – a stranger’s child whose behavior was mystifying.

“Your parents,” I said gently, “are Alin and Rasia in the Havenwind Isles. Do you remember them?”

He paused a long time. “No.”

I offered him an inviting smile. “And you are a blacksmith. You can see how things work at a glance. You have an amazing talent.”

After a while, he said, “I don’t remember.”

There had to be some way to caress his memories back to the surface. They had to be hidden in there somewhere. Maybe if I did something that shocked him?

I leaned in close to him, to where I could smell his familiar scent. It smelled like home. I smiled shyly, keeping his gaze held in mine and leaning just a little closer. 

“Maybe this will remind you,” I whispered, leaning toward him for a kiss. 

He ducked back so quickly that he almost fell from the saddle. “Ummm.”

“Sorry,” I muttered, my cheeks heating.

I wanted to curse. I wanted to rip Atura to shreds and dance on her grave. I wanted to burn the whole world with fire.

Good thing you aren’t the fire-breather then, hmmm?

But Olfijum was just as furious as I was. I could feel it in his thoughts. And worse, I had a terrible sinking feeling that if they could do this to Heron, then they were doing to Nasataa, too. I was going to lose everyone I cared about.

I’m still here. I’ll fight with you to the end.

Thanks, Olfijum.

After a moment, he added, It was a good try. Thank you.

I was still mourning in my heart when the clouds parted and something huge rose in the distance. It was like a tall, steep mountain, but it had a strange shape to it – almost as if it had been made rather than wearing into place over thousands of years like mountains did. It reminded me of a termite mound. 

Very flattering.

What? 

Why would Olfijum take that observation so personally? From the sides of the mound, platforms had been built. They dotted the entire outside of it, stairways and bridges linking them one to the other and from inside the mound, a light glowed. In the darkness, lit only by the moon, it gave the mound a surreal look.

“We’ve made good time,” Bataar called from his oosquer. “A few more hours and we will be there. Remain steadfast!”

Was he saying that mound was our destination? The Drazenloft?

I can hardly believe it! A drazenloft so far north! Who would have thought?

What is it?

When a dragon decides to settle down and make more dragons, a group of males supports her in her decision. She has but one mate, but many eggs. The others who support her, agree to help raise her dragonlets. Each one adopts a dragonlet – or more than one! – to raise until the dragonlet reaches maturity. Together, they build a structure of earth and begin the process of laying and raising scores of eggs. It is a labor that will take their whole lives – a gift to all dragonkind. It is, in fact, the very beginning of a dragon city. What you see in the distance is a very new drazenloft. In time, many more mountains will form and beautiful structures will be melted into the rock as the city is born. For now, it is enough that a female and her mate and their circle of friends begin the process of hatching eggs and raising dragonlets. I have never seen such a thing outside the Lands of Haz’drazen – and even there a new drazenloft is a very rare thing.

And why, I wondered, was that our destination?

I will listen and see if I can discover the reason.

The drazenloft looked nothing like the glorious cities in the Lands of Haz’drazen, but if he was correct about it only being the beginning, then what we were seeing was like seeing a tent before a city was built. And when you considered that, this mound was very impressive.

I watched as it slowly drew closer and I hoped beyond hope that we would find what we needed there.
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Chapter Twelve
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WE STOPPED FOR WATER when the drazenloft was so close that I thought it would barely be another hour before we arrived. A tiny creek ran through a canyon in the desert and the oosquer squabbled over positions next to it, as if it were not miles long. 

They were not very much like dragons after all.

The sun was up, but I shivered at the chill of the morning. My underwater suit wasn’t made for the changes of cold and warmth in the desert.

Bataar strode over to us. “I have been thinking about the prophecy. Zin declared I must share my wings with you.”

I looked over at his oosquer. The strange bird had an oddly tattered look to it.

“I don’t think she meant the bird,” he said with a smile. I grinned back, glad that he was joking about it. I didn’t think we wanted to deal with one of those creatures. They seemed delicate and not nearly as intelligent as dragons.

You could be describing humans with that comment.

“You love her a lot, don’t you?” I said with a wistful look at Heron. He was filling water skins with a faraway look in his eye.

“She is the light of my life,” Bataar said seriously. “The sun of my sky, the water of my desert – ”

“How nice,” I interrupted. It was just painful to hear him going on like that. For starters, no one talked like that in usual conversation. Most people would find that level of drama embarrassing. But worse – he really meant it.

And I hadn’t realized that Heron was all those things to me until he was gone. I glanced at him. It was worse that he was still here, living, existing, here all the time but not my Heron anymore. Every expression on his face broke me.

“That’s what I was meaning to tell you,” Bataar said. “She said I had to share my wings with you. I’ve thought about it for hours. She is my wings. My love for her makes my heart soar.”

“Is that why you have a bird tattooed on your arm?” I asked, pointing to it. I wanted to talk about anything else. Anything other than his overwhelming love for his wife. It hurt too much.

“No, that was because I was marked as a Ko Bearer before the Ko’roi came and took the World of Legends as his own.” He paused. “But still, my love for Zin is what gives me wings. I think that it might be important for you to hear that. She is often absent from me in mind,” he glanced at Heron by the water. “Her prophecies are at times overwhelming and the visions she sees can steal her from me for days or weeks at a time. But she is always my Zin. I always find a way back to her.”

I nodded. Maybe he was right. Maybe my Heron was under there somewhere.

“Thank you, Bataar,” I said with a half-smile.

He smiled back. “One other thing. Try not to take the Ko’roi too seriously. He is a great hero to us. But he takes some getting used to.”

“Sure,” I agreed, a stab of worry shooting through me. How bad was this Ko’roi that Bataar felt the need to mention this?

“Nobility is seen in actions,” Bataar said seriously. “Even if it does not show in manners or attitude.”

“O – kay,” I said slowly.

“You will understand,” he said with a smile. “Let’s finish this journey. Zin will be happy that we made such good time. Perhaps with the help of the Ko’roi, we will find this friend of yours and this key before the three days are up.”

There was so much hope in his voice and again, I felt a stab of worry tinged with despair. What if I couldn’t do all that in three days? His whole world would be plunged in darkness if Zin’s prophecies were true. And then he’d be just like me with the person he loved and his baby in trouble and maybe lost forever.

“Also,” he said, “I see you are shivering. There are cloaks and light clothing in the saddlebags, packed by my people. You could put them over that ... suit?”

I laughed awkwardly. “It’s a good idea.”

I found the clothing in Olfijum’s saddlebags, pulling them on over the swimming clothes I was wearing and helped Heron dress in the same clothing. He seemed indifferent ... as always.

“Ready to leave?” Bataar called. He and the others were mounted on their oosquer again.

I coughed uncomfortably as I fastened Heron’s cloak. He didn’t even look at me, as if I was nothing but a fly buzzing around his head. 

“Yes, let’s go.”

There was no point waiting here. Nothing was going to change that way.

We were in the air again in no time, a silent Heron strapped in behind me, before Olfijum spoke again.

I can hear their voices. So many of them! It feels good after so long with humans.

There are dragons ahead? 

Yes! A pack of Green males with their female. She has a kind heart – Saboraak, the compassionate. And there are many dragonlets! I can’t wait to see them.

Well, at least he was in a good mood. For the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel the same way he did. To me, life was spiraling lower and lower and nothing I tried seemed to be able to fix it.
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Chapter Thirteen 
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I DIDN’T KNOW WHAT I had expected, but it wasn’t this. For starters, the mound was much more majestic seen up close. It was so much bigger than I’d thought from far away. Each entrance was lined with pillars and arches so that the platforms were delicate flowers of stone and what I’d thought of as caves were open doors to gorgeous, polished stone rooms. Now that we were getting closer, they shone like polished gems, making me want to peek inside at the beauty.

You should give dragons more credit. You’d expect beauty from a human city, but it’s a surprise from a dragon one?

But this was only the beginnings of a dragon city!

Doesn’t mean we don’t try!

He was taking this very personally.

I’ve found friends.

That stung just a little. I’d begun to rely on him to be my friend.

I felt a burst of affection in our mental link followed by a surge of sadness.

I won’t leave you, Trouble Girl. We’ll find a way to heal Heron or help him start over.

Gratitude filled me.

After meeting Bataar, I had expected some kind of formality. He was so formal in how he moved and spoke.

But before we arrived at the drazenloft, a group of Green Dragons poured out of the mound like a pack of dogs, leaping and spinning, flipping and whirling in the air. They circled us, excitement filling every movement they made, and around them, tiny baby dragons in every color imaginable – except for Blue –  dove and swooped with them. My heart tugged inside me. They reminded me too strongly of Nasataa. My sweet baby dragon was out there somewhere, a captive of enemies. I had to get to him somehow!

My heart lurched and I was so distracted for a moment that I didn’t notice how silent Olfijum was.

Busy explaining everything.

That made sense. 

We landed on one of the platforms behind Bataar’s oosquer. There were already people gathered – a woman who looked identical to Zin but without the faraway look in her eye or the pregnant belly and a man who was dressed in Dragon Rider leathers. The look in his eye was sharp and decisive. Perhaps this was the Ko’roi.

Bataar was speaking almost before he could dismount.

“I greet you, Zyla Winespring on behalf of the Kav’ai people and ask – ”

Bataar’s words were cut off as a small girl came running out from the doorway and leapt into his arms.

“Daddy! You’re back! How is Mommy? Is the baby born?”

He smiled down at her. “Greetings Xoi. I am pleased to see you again, daughter.”

She rolled her eyes. “The baby?”

“The baby is not yet born, daughter, though I will need to bring you home with me after I speak to your aunt and uncle.” He looked up at the woman he’d called Zyla. “Is the Ko’roi here, honored sister? I must speak to him – or rather, this young woman must speak to him.”

That meant the tall Dragon Rider was not this Ko’roi.

That is Nostar. He is the rider to Saboraak’s mate, Tachril. 

I slid down from Olfijum’s back bringing the Dragon Staff with me and whispered to Heron, “Stay with Olfijum. He will make sure you are safe.”

He nodded, but no emotion touched his face. I tried not to sigh, but the sound escaped my lips anyway. Was there no hope for him?

I shook my head and put on my most charming smile as I turned to see Zyla speaking to Bataar.

“Oh, he’s around here somewhere. I’m sure we can find him for you – or for her.” Her eyebrow rose at the sight of me and her tone turned a little acid. “You sure she needs to speak to him?”

“It is of most desperate importance,” Bataar agreed.

She turned, but she didn’t even need to take a step. The man who hurried out, fussing with his coat cuffs was not as good-looking as Bataar – though a strange, almost magical golden crown seemed to be tattooed on his forehead, stretching down over his temples to the sides of his face. He had none of that desert charm and formal elegance – but he strode into the room with a kind of energy that was magnetic and when he looked my way the cheeky grin he shot me made me blush. No wonder this Zyla was protective of her man. I would be, too! 

I glanced sadly back at Heron. My best friend didn’t even look interested, never mind jealous. I suppressed another sigh. 

“Get back, Yaweanl!” the Ko’roi said, swatting at a half-grown Red dragon who nipped at his heels. “You can’t see we have company? Or are you just making a nuisance of yourself?” 

A white dragonlet barely bigger than Nasataa had been when he first crawled out of the egg, fluttered up from behind the door and landed on the Ko’roi’s shoulder flaming into the air wildly.

“If that’s my hair I smell burning,” the man said with a dramatic scowl. “Someone will pay! I don’t know how I got roped into nannying you all but it’s no job for me! It would take the patience of a hero to put up with all of you. And now what trouble have you brought to our door, Bataar? Oh, stop looking like someone just killed your grandmother! Look, your daughter is safe. Your kingdom thrives – and mine does, too. All reasons to be happy, right?”

He put an arm around Zyla and her possessive smile widened. She adjusted how she was standing so I could see the knives strapped around her legs and waist. There were a lot of them. But as the Ko’roi moved, I realized he had even more up his coat sleeves and in every conceivable place a knife could be worn. Undressing probably took more than an hour just to shed all the knives. I blushed at the thought and Zyla’s eyes narrowed as if she could read my thoughts. She couldn’t, could she?

“Honored Ko’roi,” Bataar began. 

“You can call me, Tor, Bataar,” the Ko’roi said wryly. “Or is my name too difficult to pronounce?”

“Zin, the Seer of Kav’ai has seen a vision and made a prophecy,” Bataar continued, manfully ignoring the Ko’roi’s rolling eyes.

“My sister-in-law?” Tor – the Ko’roi – asked dryly. The tattooed crown sparked a little as he shook his head. “What did she say?”

Bataar quoted word for word and my mouth dropped open. We’d both only heard that once – and he remembered it perfectly?

“When the Manticores feet touch the sands of Kav’ai all Kava’ai trembles. All Ko’Torenth shakes. When the soul-stealers pluck at memory, all the land cries in pain. Look to the door to the future, the door of the past, the fruit of the fight. Look to the wanderer found in the sand to open the doors at last.

And the noble son of sand will lead them, will guide them to the home of fire. He will entrust to them the wings of his heart. And with those wings they will see the treasure of the sands. All this must be done before the third day, or the shadow will fall, and night will reign.”

Tor winked at me while he was talking, and I had to admit that I found his roguish cynicism a lot more appealing than Bataar’s formal dramatics – though that crown tattoo still distracted me. Bataar’s utter devotion to his wife was appealing, but I suspected that Zyla had more fun with the man she’d chosen. She was still looking daggers at me, so I smoothed my expression carefully.

“Well the first part is clearly talking about the Doors of Heaven, but what about these Manticores?” Tor asked at the same time that a tremor began in the earth below us. I gasped. The last time I’d felt that had been when the Manticores invaded the Lands of Haz’drazen.

“Kav’ai trembles!” Bataar exclaimed, lifting his little daughter up into his arms as he looked around himself wildly. “Ko’Torenth shakes.”

I gasped at his words. Was the prophecy already coming true? We were supposed to have three days! What happened to those three days?

“Inside!” Tor demanded. He was the first to act, pulling Zyla inside behind him and motioning for all of us to follow. 

In the distance, the sky darkened and a heavy black shadow from the clouds above rolled over the drazenloft so quickly that it almost felt as if Bataar wasn’t being dramatic at all – only realistic.
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Chapter Fourteen
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“HOW MANY DAYS DID YOU say?” Tor asked lightly as we all – dragons, oosquer, humans, and dragonlets crammed into the wide-open room. Something about the way the marble floors and walls were polished suggested to me that they were polished from constant use more than for any other reason. In the center of the open room was a fire in a huge brazier and stone benches surrounded it with big gaps in between – big enough, I realized, for dragons to lounge easily in between. A long-suffering looking white dragon lay next to the brazier while a half-a-dozen dragonlets bounced up and down on him. 

Her. Olfijum corrected me. 

Before my eyes, she turned from White to Purple and met his eyes, dragonlets tumbling off her neck like puppies from their mother as she lifted her head to see him.

He ambled over easily, Heron still on his back. Heron was watching everything with wide eyes and a frown. Well, at least maybe he’d remember this. We had to start making some of those memories again somehow.

“Three days, honored Ko’roi,” Bataar said again. His formality was softened a little by the sight of his daughter burying her dark curly head into his chest as if he could make the shaking go away single-handedly. I felt another burst of pain. How many times had Heron held me like that?

Enough, Seleska! There was no one to be tough for me anymore. I needed to be tough for him instead!

I swallowed that down and focused on what was being said. The ground still trembled beneath us, but the structure of the drazenloft seemed unaffected.

“Three days to do what?” Tor’s voice seemed tense. The winking and charm were on the back shelf now. Beside him, his wife – that’s what she was, right? – stood with the expression of a hunting hawk on her face. 

“She says she must find a key in these lands,” Bataar said. “And rescue a dragonlet that was taken from her.”

“My rival is looking for the key, too,” I added.

“Rival?” Tor lifted an eyebrow.

“Atura. She’s a Rock Eater princess. And she commands a wing of Manticores and carries a baby Manticore with her. She disguises them as dragons and her Bubbler allies as Dragon Riders.”

“I don’t like that,” the tall Dragon Rider – Nostar – said with a frown. I had forgotten all about him after Tor appeared on the scene. He hovered close to Zyla, worry in his eyes. “Manticores – well, who would have thought such creatures were real! But they have no call disguising themselves as dragons. This troubles me.”

“Agreed, Nostar,” Tor said. He turned to me. “We’ll help you find this key and get your dragonlet back.” He looked around him at the chaos in the room as a second dragonlet landed on his other shoulder and burped loudly. Rolling his eyes, he said, “Though why you’d want him back, beats me. Enjoy the peace while you can.”

“He doesn’t mean it,” Zyla said at the look of loss on my face. 

I shook my head. “Of course not.”

“He never means those things.”

“And I suppose,” Tor continued without acknowledging what we were saying. “You’ll need a hero to accompany you on this dangerous quest.”

“If you mean you, you can think again,” Zyla said moving her fists to her hips. The drazenloft shook again. 

“I’m no hero,” Tor said defensively, throwing his hands up as he smirked at her. 

“Mmm hmm,” she sounded unconvinced, but the ground shook again, making all of us stumble as we tried to regain our balance.

“Incoming!” Nostar shouted and I gasped as the dragons in the room sprang into action, forming some sort of battle-like formation with the dragonlets and humans inside the ring. Nostar was on the back of a big Green dragon before I could even consider what I should be doing, but I saw no threat through the window, only a lone Purple dragon flying toward us at top speed. 

The dragons backed away enough to leave a long section inside the door clear. 

Just in time. 

The dragons soared through the arched doorway, nearly hitting the pillars with its wings before skidding along the marble floor. It hadn’t even stopped before its rider leapt off, landing in front of Tor and falling to one knee in a single motion. She was breathless, her cheeks flushed and eyes bright.

“Ko’roi,” she said, saluting fist to heart. “The ground opened up beneath Ko’Loska and creatures we do not know are pouring out. The army is organizing the defense. The dragons are ready. We await your orders, Ko’roi. Ko’Torenth is under attack.”

Around me, the hisses of indrawn breath filled the room. 
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Chapter Fifteen  
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IT WAS ONLY A MOMENT before they were all scrambling into action as if they already knew what to do, though that didn’t stop the Ko’roi from barking out orders. He had such an air of authority about him that I doubted he really needed to bark. Anyone would listen to him no matter what tone he used.

“Zyla, Nostar, I’m leaving you here with Saboraak to defend the drazenloft – if it comes to that,” he shot Zyla a worried look despite the confidence of his voice. That crown on his forehead was starting to make a lot of sense now. “Bataar, you’ll be needed with your people. Prepare for the worst. If they can come through the earth to get to us, then your safe places are not safe enough. We will fight them to the last drop of blood in Ko’Torenth, but that may not be enough to save you.”

He cleared his throat.

“Danix,” he said to the Dragon Rider who was still kneeling in a salute. “You will fly me to Ko’Loska to face the enemy.”

She seemed to glow at his words.

“You know I have to leave you, Saboraak,” Tor said with a wry grin for the dragon in the center of the room. “Without you, this drazenloft can’t exist.” His face turned stern and he shook a finger at her. “But I expect you to mourn me if I die, understood?”

Was that a joke? There was a long pause as if he were listening to her before he gave her an affectionate smile and turned to me. 

“You, Seleska, have arrived at an inopportune time. Fortunately for you,” he winked. “Or unfortunately, as the case may be, what you seek – a Door of Heavens – is accessed through Ko’Loska. You can come with Danix and me to retrieve it. Ready to leave?”

“Yes?” I didn’t mean to make it sound like a question, but it was the first time anyone had asked me if I wanted to fly into a war and my belly flipped and flopped over the idea a lot more than I’d expected.

“Then mount up.” He was already turning to kiss Zyla – a kiss that lasted for as long as it took me to find Olfijum, mount him, and slip the Dragon Staff into a strap on the saddle.

“Ready for another adventure?” I asked him grimly.

Sure. Why not? It wasn’t like I was enjoying my life as a dragon anyway. Does it feel to you like every place we know is under attack?

It did feel that way. And maybe it was true. The Troglodyte had said that the Draven had been waiting centuries to take over the world. All that planning had to go into something, right? Perhaps this was that something – all-out, world-wide war.

I swallowed down a bubble of fear. All I could do was hope we found the keys in time to stop it. And that I’d find Nasataa in Ko’Loska, at the heart of a battle. I felt sweat forming on my brow just at the thought of it.

It wasn’t right for him to be on his own without me!

“You look worried,” Heron said and I gasped. 

Had he ... did he ...? No. His face just wore a curious and slightly concerned look. 

“We have to fly to Ko’Loska” I said evenly. It felt like talking to a stranger. “Nasataa and Atura might be there.”

His eyes lit up. “Atura?”

“Don’t be so excited,” I muttered.

“Atura is going to fix everything.” He sounded so confident.

I hated him for saying that. And I hated that it broke me – that it smashed my heart like an egg.

Do you think she really has his memories in one of those stones like she put Hubric’s soul in a rock?

If she did – had she swallowed it? Did she know me now the same way that the love of my life had? I shuddered.

“Atura,” I said, turning to the blank-Heron looking at me. “Stole everything you love from you. She stole your very self.”

He looked back at me blankly and I bit back a curse. I would get him back somehow!

“Here,” I said, reaching into the saddlebags and offering him some of the food. “You look hungry, you should eat.”

It killed me to see him like this. I wanted to claw out Atura’s eyes. I wanted Olfijum to flame her into a cinder.

Just get me to her and I’ll make all your dreams come true.

I couldn’t even laugh. I was just so choked up.

“I don’t understand why you want me with you,” the blank-Heron said to me, his manly face creased with confusion.

I made my eyes big and my tone appealing. One last try. 

“Because I love you, okay? And you used to love me.”

He shook his head and I turned around so he wouldn’t see my eyes welling up. Atura must have known what she was doing when she took Heron’s memories. She must have known how much it would cut me. Bataar and his stupid wings couldn’t save me because I couldn’t rely on Heron ever again. And I didn’t have faith that he would remember me someday or that I could win back his trust. Mostly because I didn’t know how or why he’d ever picked me in the first place, but also because he was clearly infatuated with Atura. He was hers now. She’d seen to that.

We’ll claw her eyes out together, Olfijum assured me.

But it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

Agreed.

The ache filled me as I watched the Ko’roi saying goodbye to his family – both human family and dragon family. It ached so much stronger and more painfully in the presence of all this love. Every hug – even when formal Bataar reached out for a hug – filled me with poisonous grief. It ripped at my heart a piece at a time. 

So much for carefree Seleska. This adventure had first made me anxious and then left me bereft. By the time it was done, there would be nothing left of me.

Olfijum leapt into the air, following the other Purple dragon carrying the Ko’roi and Dragon Rider.

Cavivio.

We soared out into the desert morning, the hot sun on our backs, burning and oppressive, but the sun couldn’t come close to the desolation that beat down on me. Not even close.
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Chapter Sixteen
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WE HAD BARELY FLOWN an hour – had it even been that long? – when Cavivio dove toward a ragged range of desert mountains. They looked more like piles of tumbled stone than mountains – like overly large sandcastles made by an inattentive toddler. But Cavivio’s movements were too focused to be random. 

He claims there is a shortcut. It’s how his rider and he got here so quickly from Ko’Loska. 

A short cut? Not the warrens again, I hoped. 

Olfijum and I shuddered in unison. I would have thought he would have gone back to talking to Heron instead of me now that we had him back.

Do we have him back? He doesn’t know me any more than he knows you. He’s not himself. 

I would do anything to change that.

So would I. Anything.

But I was glad to still have his friendship. I didn’t know what I would do without it.

One of those empty doorframes was nestled into the rubble of the mountainside. It looked so innocent sitting there. But there was nothing innocent about those things. 

Cavivio landed in front of it and Olfijum landed beside him, but inside me, anger burned.

“These things are evil,” I said the moment Olfijum’s feet hit the rock. “We shouldn’t be near it.”

“It’s a Doorway of the Heavens,” Tor said calmly. “And since it’s here, we’ll use it.”

“Will it work, honored Ko’roi?” Danix asked. “I was forced to use it to bring you the message. With magic returning to Ko’torenth so very slowly, will it work to take us back?”

Tor was shaking his head. “I don’t know. But I do know one thing.” He turned to me. “You want to find that key, right?”

“Yes,” I said. But I wanted to find Nasataa and Heron’s memories more. Could they really be hidden in a rod or rock somewhere?

“Then you’ll need to be marked by ko.”

“What?”

He smiled. In the bright sunlight, the crown-like golden tattoo around his head and the side of his face looked like he’d been kissed by the heavens. 

“A marking like this crown,” he said, pointing to it. “But the Ko marks only show in the moonlight.”

“Will that open the Door of the Heavens to her, honored Ko’roi?” Danix asked. 

“It will now,” Tor said with a smile. He looked to me again. “Anyone can enter the Door of Heavens from one side and it will lead you to another doorway. This one leads to the top tier of Ko’Loska. But, if you go through the other side, it can take a person to the World of Legends. At one time, anyone with ko could enter the World of Legends. That ended when I was marked as Ko’roi, but as magic is returning to the world and as I rebuild the World of Legends slowly, it is possible again for those with Ko to enter. We will need to get you some.”

“I saw another door like this, honored – ”

“Not you, too,” he interrupted. 

“What?”

“I have begged the Dragon Riders to stop calling me ‘honored Ko’roi’ all the time. It makes me sound ancient.” He gave Danix a sharp look. “Don’t tell me you’re going to do it, too.”

“What else should I call you?”

“Tor.”

“Okay, Tor,” his name felt strange all by itself like that. He felt like someone who ought to have an important title. I saw where the Dragon Riders were coming from. “I saw another door like this. They dragged my baby dragon through it, but when I tried to follow, it led to nowhere.”

He nodded with understanding. “They shut it somehow.”

“They’re shutting doorways?” Danix seemed shocked.

“That alone is a crime,” Tor agreed. “But if they can shut the doorways, it’s possible that they also were able to give themselves Ko and enter the World of Legends.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“It means this will be harder than we thought.” He frowned. “But we’ll just have to take the gamble.”

“Ready?”

“For what?” I couldn’t help the anxiety in my voice. Why did he just jump so quickly into everything?

“We’ll go through the door to Ko’Loska. Then you’ll put your hands on the frame and hope it has enough magic left to give you ko so you can step through the other side of the door and enter the World of Legends.”

“Does it mark everyone?” I asked.

“Only the ones it hates,” he said wryly. “Come on, time is wasting.”

“Then why not do it here, on this doorway?”

He grinned, “Because Danix and I have to get to Ko’Loska. So, we’ll use the magic for that first and if there’s enough left over, we’ll use it to give you ko after that.”

“Oh.” It was nakedly serving his own agenda, but I had the feeling that Tor was an essentially honest person under all that charm. He didn’t mind acknowledging that his priorities were different from mine.

Cavivio stepped forward into the doorway and Olfijum followed right on his tale. Even knowing what was supposed to happen, I still gasped when Cavivio and his riders disappeared into the doorway. We were next and I braced myself, ready for anything, but all I felt was a brief flash of pain and coldness and then we were on the other side.

It was a good thing that I wasn’t afraid of heights.

We emerged on the top of a roof, on top of a mountain in front of an empty doorframe identical to the one we’d just left. In the light swirling snow, everything seemed surreal. Frigid air hit me like a punch to the gut, but so much worse than the cold was the smoke spiraling upward and the screams from below.

I leapt from Olfijum’s back, ran to the edge of the parapet, and looked down. An entire city was built layer upon layer, level upon level, up the side of this mountain, but at the base of the mountain, a wide glowing red fissure pulsed as strange figures seemed to ooze out of it like puss. What in the –

“Seleska!” Tor shouted to me. “We don’t have time for sight-seeing! Get over here!”

I ran to where he was, and his fierce eyes brought me back to the task at hand. The key. I had to get it. He was the one to fight the battle here. 

“Put your hands here, and here,” he said, pointing to two leaves carved into the doorframe. I hadn’t even realized they were there. “Are you a gambler?”

“I don’t think so,” I said, a little stunned by the haste.

“Well, let’s hope you can learn to be.”

I put my hands where he told me to, and a pain shot through them like grabbing a hot poker before it had cooled. I gasped, releasing the doorway, and looked down at my hands. They seemed fine.

Behind me, Cavivio stamped impatiently.

“Did it – ”

“No time to check,” he said, grabbing me by the arm and practically flinging me toward Olfijum. “If you want your friends to come, you’ll have to go through together – but remember if they go in, they might face danger.”

“Worse than this war?” I asked, pointing toward the spirals of smoke. Somewhere in the distance, a loud horn sounded, like a warning to the people inhabiting Ko’Loska.

“Maybe,” he said seriously. “Ready to take a gamble?”

I nodded, stunned by the swiftness of all of this.

“Then go,” he said as he leapt back onto Cavivio’s back. “And remember, ‘Only the strong in courage a mark will find.’ Be strong and courageous, don’t let terror overcome you. And look for the mark! I have a nation to save – again.”

And then Cavivio was leaping up into the air and I was clearing my throat nervously. 

“Okay,” I said to Olfijum and Heron. “If you don’t want to go in with me, then you’d better wait here.”

I’m coming. Olfijum said.

I looked back at Heron. He was watching me speculatively. 

“Are you a princess or something?” he asked. 

“Why do you ask?” I hedged. 

He shook his head like he was confused. “You just seem to be ... royal.”

“Do you want to come with us through the doorway?” I asked gently. 

He nodded. “Atura is in there.”

“How do you know?” I asked. 

“She had me swallow a stone. And the stone lets me know where she is and lets her know where I am.”

He seemed so peaceful about that, like it was no big deal that he was now Atura’s property. I swallowed down bile. 

“Was it a person’s soul?” I asked harshly. 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. But I dream of fire.”

That answer was way too creepy for me, so I just swallowed down the butterflies in my belly and faced forward again. It was time to take that gamble.

“Let’s go,” I said aloud.
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Chapter Seventeen 
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WE STEPPED THROUGH the doorway, a wave of cold rushing through me, and stepped into a world like none other I’d ever seen. The sky was a thick velvety purple and the ground was black as night where the doorway stood beside us. There was light, but it didn’t come from any source I could see, it just lit the place in a dull, twilight hue.

We stood on what seemed to be an island connected to other islands all around us by bridges or steps, but the islands hung in the air in unnatural ways, trailing hanging plants or even plunging waterfalls, but not suspended in anything – not floating in water or hanging by cables or supported by a structure below. One island just floated near another – above or below or to the side seemed to make no difference at all. My stomach lurched at the thought that the island we stood on was likely equally unsupported.

No wonder Tor had called his place magic!

“Atura,” Heron breathed reverently, and my blood began to boil as the rock in my belly grew hot.

“There you are,” a voice like a bell said. 

I looked up and to the side a little squinting to see Atura on an island about four above where we were. It was hard to make out more than her silhouette looking down at us and the wings and tails of Manticores nearby. 

“I’ve been waiting for you. If you hadn’t arrived soon, I would have had to torture the little dragon to find you.”

I gasped, hope and fear springing up in equal measures. I felt hope at the fact that Nasataa must still be alive and fear about what she must have done to him.

“Why wait for me?” I asked boldly. “Why not just get the key and go? I thought this was a race.”

“So it is!” She called down with a tinkling laugh. “But whoever designed this little artificial world knew to hide the key well. To access it, two people must race.”

“And you didn’t race one of your Bubblers?”

She laughed again. “Trust me, I tried that, but you have to race an opponent – a human opponent, so not the dragonlet – and this rock-splitting thing can tell if they aren’t really your adversary. I don’t have time to torture one of my own for long enough to truly make him my adversary, so your arrival is timely.”

I felt ill at her words. 

“Do you want to wait here?” I whispered to Heron and Olfijum.

No.

Olfijum was kicking off before I realized it, gliding up through the islands like a fish through water. Oddly, this strange floating world made me think of an underwater home. I glanced back at Heron, but his eyes danced with excitement. Great. Just great.

As we leveled off at the island above, the Manticores there hissed and snapped.

“Enough! Back!” Atura commanded and they cleared enough space for Olfijum to land. 

The atmosphere was tense around Atura but Tor had told me I needed to be brave. Did he know this was where I would be going?

Yes.

How would he know that?

He built this place. And many other places contained within. It’s his job – or one of them. Cavivio told me all about it. The Ko’roi rules Ko’Torenth but he also rules the World of Legends – the place where their dead go and where the living are tested. The testing ground is supposed to be an ancient forest of trees with long-dead heroes conducting the tests, but Tor burned the place to the ground.

I gasped.

Apparently, he had to. Anyway, it takes time to grow a forest and gather heroes – even if they’re all spirits – so this is a temporary solution and we’ll have to make do with any spirits nearby.

So, this was a poor girl’s version of the World of Legends?

In essence, yes.

I was flattered.

“Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to join me?” Atura asked, gesturing to a huge metal scale with a basket-like seat on each end. 

“What is that?” I breathed. 

“The competition. It will weigh us one against the other. I suspect you’ll be a little light if they’re comparing our talent, accomplishments ... or even just our common sense.”

“I guess I should have eaten more cake,” I said dryly, but Atura didn’t laugh.

“You take the test, or the baby dragon dies,” she said, motioning to the Bubblers.

“Nasataa!” I gasped as they brought out his cage.

Sela! I missed you!

He was alive! I blinked back tears of relief.

I stepped toward the cage, but something drove into my jaw, forcing me to stop. It was a rod held in Atura’s hand – a red stone rod the length of my forearm.

“Stay right there,” she warned.

Was Nasataa okay?

I’m cramped and hungry. But otherwise, I’m fine. 

He could speak in full sentences now! I’d missed his first ones!

They did something to Heron.

I knew that. Hang in there, Nasataa! I will free you somehow.

I will keep an eye out for an opening, Olfijum said to me.

“We need to have a little talk, Seleska,” Atura said mildly, but I didn’t like the gleam in her eye.

“What do you want to talk about?” I asked.

“About whether we’re going to kill your friends right now or whether you’re going to give me what I want.”
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Chapter Eighteen
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“YOU KNOW THAT YOU’RE the villain in this story, right?” I said through clenched teeth.

“Only to you,” Atura said mildly. “In my story, I am the sole pillar of honor – the brave princess willing to take any chance, to risk any harm, to destroy any enemy for the sake of my people and our honored allies, the Dravens and Manticores. You only think I’m the villain because you stand with those who will lose this fight. You stand for weakness, loss of magic, waste, and prejudice. We stand for strength and community, for magic and power.”

“Community? Don’t make me laugh!”

“Did you learn nothing in our lands? Each person serves the whole. Each person gives of their dreams and labor to the Saaasallla and the Saaasallla gives back safety, security and wholeness. No person is complete outside the community. It is your fierce independence that has ruined you and all the people connected to the dragons. It is my willingness to serve that has kept me whole and favored.”

“And your diet of human souls?”

She smiled wickedly. “That’s just a bonus.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Atura,” Heron sighed from behind me as my face grew hot with embarrassment for him.

Atura smiled widely. “I will attend to you soon, Heron. Have patience.”Her words were fond for him but she swiveled back to me as her expression hardened. “I want competition. This device will not work for me alone.”

“What good will it do you?” I asked sharply. “You don’t even have the other key.”

She laughed, taking the red rod from under my chin and tapping her temple with it. “Oh, but I do.”

Did she mean that after the Bubbler died in the pool, she’d gone in herself and succeeded? Was that even possible?

“And if I compete with you, then you’ll let my friends go?” I asked sharply.

She laughed again. Yeah, I was a riot. She pulled a glowing stone out of her pocket and bounced it up and down on her hand. It glowed red, drawing the eye. Who had she trapped in there?

“Not at all. But I’ll let one of them go. And I’ll let you pick which one. How’s that?”

I gasped. There was no way I could pick. She smirked as I thought, bouncing the rock again on her palm and catching it with hands so fast I could barely keep up, like she was playing a game with both it and me.

You’ll pick the baby. And I will fight for Heron.

Olfijum was being too noble. Fighting to the death was not his responsibility. 

I think that you and I both embraced death days ago. We’re only just realizing it now.

And once again, we were of one accord. But I hated to just concede.

“You’ll have to throw in that red rock,” I said, pointing to the rock she was playing with. Maybe I could save one more soul if I won. Just one. And I didn’t even know whose it was, but wasn’t every soul precious?

She laughed again, this time, with a wry twist to her mouth. “I think I like the irony of that. To give you the prison to hold onto when you don’t even know what dwells within. And if you swallowed it, it would kill you – ah, that irony is pure gold.” She was silent a moment, seeming to almost gloat in her choice. “So, let it be done. We will compete. And if you win, you may save the life of one friend and keep the rock. And if you lose, everyone dies.”

I felt a chill as she took a step back, gesturing to the basket seats. “Shall we?”
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I SAT DOWN IN THE BASKET – though it wasn’t exactly a basket, almost more like a birdcage missing the door but so tightly woven of metal strands that it easily held my weight. I let my legs dangle out the side of it. I’d brought the Dragon Staff with me, though I wasn’t sure what I expected to do with it.

“Ready?” one of the Bubblers asked. 

They’d formed a ring around the huge scales, the Manticores a bit further out. It was surreal – as if I were dreaming all this. This couldn’t be real, could it?

I could see Nasataa’s cage from where I sat, and Olfijum edging just a little closer to it every time no one was looking. Heron was still in his saddle, but the way he leaned his whole body toward Atura made my skin crawl and my belly ache. He broke my heart with every breath.

“Ready!” Atura agreed and the Bubbler lifted the bar that held the scale still. 

Everything froze around me, as if time was standing still and a spectral figure emerged from thin air. 

I gasped. 

He only had half a face. The rest was just missing. So was half his body and one of his arms. The edges of him that still existed were ragged and dark, as if he was a scrap of paper left over from a fire.

“I am Gautm of the Goat Water Tribe, returned to the World of Legends by the Ko’roi to serve as tester of the people.”

“Are you okay?” I asked, my eyes huge at the sight of his burned body. His only clothing was a pair of loose pants – or what had once been a pair of loose pants. Now there was only half of an orange waistband wrapped many times around his waist and shreds of white cloth that covered one leg to the knee. The other leg did not require clothing since it wasn’t there at all.

“There is no pain for the dead,” he said calmly. “But the last two to be tested burned our world to ash and I alone of the ancestors has returned to test the faithful.”

“Get on with your test, old man,” Atura said sharply. “We didn’t come here for reminisces.”

Gautm frowned but he continued. “This test revives your ghosts. It tests your courage. It delves your soul – ”

“Do you have the key?” Atura interrupted again. What had her so agitated?

And then, suddenly, another flickering figure appeared beside her.

“Hubric!” I said, the joy in my voice temporarily driving my fear away. “You’re here!”

“Sort of,” he said, but though he was a specter, his smile was real. 

“Of course, he’s here, Atura said acidly. “How else would I have the knowledge to open the World of Legends or even find this door.”

“Humility, Atura, will take you much further in life,” Hubric scolded.

“Didn’t you see me swallow the stone?” Atura asked me. 

“Of course,” I agreed. 

“And a haughty spirit will bring destruction,” Hubric said.

“He’s useful, but extremely irritating. Try listening to this man in your head lecturing you half the time!”

Interesting. What would it do to someone like Atura to have Hubric lecturing her in her mind?

I missed Hubric. But it was strange that he was here. Perhaps, like Gautm said, we brought our own ghosts. I looked around for mine and saw a silent Octon glaring at Atura. I almost jumped.

“Octon!” I gasped. 

He simply nodded. “Keep an eye on the enemy.”

“Shall we return to the task at hand?” Gautm asked mildly. I gave him my best smile. Anyone who was irritated with Atura was an instant friend of mine.

“The scale operates very simply. Your ghosts will come to you and judge you. You must bear their judgment. If you leave the scale before the key is given, you forfeit your chance to win. If you ask to stop, then you forfeit the right. If you kill or harm the other test-taker, then you forfeit. If you crack under the pressure, you forfeit. Whoever endures will receive the key.”

Well, that seemed simple enough. 

“Do both parties understand?”

We nodded.

“What about the people we brought with us?” Atura asked. “Why are they frozen?”

“They are only frozen to you,” Gautm. “Time works differently here. Your test will take but seconds in their world.”

My eyes went large. So, there would be no help or hindrance from outside the test. I wet my lips nervously and braced for the test and my eyes wandered to Heron. Bataar said my love for him would give me wings. But did it even exist now that he no longer did?

Yes, I realized. It did. And it always would, whether he ever remembered me or not. I let myself smile, drawing in the last memory I had of his willing embrace. I would be courageous. I would be strong. And I would save Nasataa and keep Heron close for as long as it took to heal him.

“I want – ” Atura began, but this time Gautm cut her off.

“The test begins now.”
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AROUND ME, THE WORLD seemed to fade away. If Atura was saying anything, I couldn’t hear it. If Hubric or Gautm or anyone else was still there, I couldn’t see them. It was as if the door on the basket had closed even though my legs were still hanging out of it. I braced for what was to come. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be worse than Heron’s loss or Hubric’s.

Octon appeared as if out of clouds of black smoke. He smiled at me.

“I guess I’m the first ghost to haunt you, Seleska.” He placed a hand on the basket. “After all, I died because of you. If you hadn’t landed on my doorstep, Atura wouldn’t have hunted me down and killed me.”

“I’m so sorry!” I said. “I never meant that to happen.”

And now I realized what this test was. Every person whose life ended because of me would come to weigh me in this basket, to put on me the weight of what I’d done to them. And I deserved all of it. I tried to look at Heron through the fog and remember what Bataar said. He’d said that Heron would be my wings – and then he’d talked about love, and yes my love for him made me strong, but maybe I should actually be thinking about his advice to me – that I shouldn’t be trying to do it all on my own. That I should look to others.

“And you swallowed my stone,” Octon said seriously. I felt my basket pulled down just a little. 

“Sorry,” I whispered, covering my face with my hands. I didn’t think Octon was going to be a help to me, but maybe I could have the courage to bear the shame of what had happened to him.

“But I don’t actually blame you, though I am your ghost.”

“You don’t?” I braved a look through my fingers to see him smiling slightly. “I’d rather fight alongside you – even as a ghost than fight on the side of the daughter of the Saaasalla.I’m not here to cast blame. I’m here to forgive.”

And these were my wings – the advice of Heron – the support of someone else.

“Thank you, Octon,” I said, truly touched.

“I would fight alongside you, too,” a second voice rang out. 

“Vyvera!” I gasped. “Damokas!” 

They joined Octon at my basket. Vyvera looked proud.

“You don’t have many ghosts to face, Seleska,” she said as a pair of Bubblers took one glance at my basket and shook their heads. They disappeared again into the smoke. 

“Did I kill them?” I asked, worriedly.

“They blame Atura for her orders, not you,” Octon explained. 

“I blame her, too!” Samrin said with a hearty laugh as he joined us and now I was crying as two dragons – one bright and Silver and the other gnarled and Purple came out of the smoke.

“Samrin!” I said, choking on his name. “Tharrac! Kyrowat! I never wanted you to die. You gave so much for us.”

“And I’d do it again,” Samrin said and his smile was so genuine – all of their smiles were – that I felt a deep weight growing in my chest. It grounded me, made me stable, filled me up.

A huge shape moved through the smoke and now I really did choke on a sob as the big head leaned down close, closing his eyes as he breathed me in.

Ramariri!

Seleska. You have made me so proud.

If I could have heard any voice say that, it would have been his. 

But before I could compose myself to speak, they were already drawing back into the smoke again.

“Where are you going?” I gasped. 

“We came to help you, not to haunt you. Most of us must cast our blame at the feet of Atura. We had but a moment to tell you how proud we were,” Vyvera said with a smile.

And to offer you our forviveness, Kyrowat added. There is power in forgiveness. A power we are giving to you. 

And then they were gone, disappearing into the smoke.

I expected a bright burst of sparks or a flash of light, but instead, the dark fog simply blew away in a gust of wind and I saw Gautm crooking a finger at me. 

In front of my eyes, in the last of the trailing mist, a sentence written in black smoke was already blowing away along with a smoke arrow pointing right.

Courage in the face of death and before those whose deaths you have wrought: this is the key.

I blinked and a blinding pain filled my mind and then all traces of the message were gone.

Was it really so simple? It had hardly been a test at all. But maybe that was because my friends had carried the burden. Forgiveness was no easy task. I knew that. And all of them had forgiven me freely. My grief had been less with Olfijum sharing it with me. Maybe my trials were lessened by the help of my dead come to support me one more time. Lessened by the power of their forgiveness.

I left the basket, and as I stood, I looked over at Atura’s basket.

Spirits were packed four or five deep around Atura, their eyes harsh and angry in the twilight of this world. I could not hear their accusations, but I saw their mouths moving, saw Atura shrinking into the basket, looking smaller and smaller.

I slid between the spirits, leaning down to snatch the glowing rock from where it had landed at her feet. When this was over, I wanted her to remember her deal – and I doubted she would. Maybe I could use this as a bargaining chip.

I turned to join Gautm, slipping between the ghosts that haunted Atura.

“Your courage has been tested and the key awarded,” Gautm intoned as I approached him. His face looked concerned despite his congratulatory words. “But hurry, child. The test is designed so that anyone with sufficient courage may pass the test. Just because your rival’s ghosts are more demanding, does not mean that she will fail.”

And then he disappeared, and so did the ghosts and it was just me in the middle of a bunch of shocked Bubblers and Manticores.

Grab Nasataa! I screamed in my mind, but Olfijum was already barreling toward me as if he’d already guessed what I was going to ask. 

I saw a scream form on Heron’s lips as I sprinted forward and leapt in front of him onto Olfijum’s back. 

Olfijum spun while I still had nothing more than a single foot in the stirrup and one hand on the saddle. He leapt in the air, wings catching the wind at the same moment that the first Manticore roared.

Olfijum twisted, reaching outward as his claws caught Nasataa’s cage and he flapped his wings hard, climbing for all he was worth. 

Around us, the Manticores rose with us, snapping at Olfijum’s feet and Nastaa’s cage. 

“Atura!” Heron called. “Atura! Please don’t let them take me!”

“Quiet,” I demanded, throwing my leg over the saddle finally. My hands were too full with the red glowing rock and the Dragon Staff in them.

“ATURA!” he called louder. 

All my disappointment and frustration came bubbling up to the surface. If he couldn’t be my friend, my lover, my sweet Heron, could he at least not ruin everything?

I just needed him to stop calling her. I just needed him to stop being this non-Heron!

He opened his mouth to call again and in a fit of pique I slapped my hand over it.

But I’d forgotten I had the stone in my hand. 

My eyes widened at the same time his did – at the same time that I saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed.

“Ooops,” I said.

***
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READ MORE OF SELESKA’S story in Dragon Tide: Rock Eater.

You may also enjoy these series by the same author: 

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

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

Bridge of Legends: He has just five nights to save his sister. She has just five nights to stop him. But if one of them wins, the other one dies.
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USA TODAY BESTSELLING author, Sarah K. L. Wilson loves spinning a yarn and if it paints a magical new world, twists something old into something reborn, or makes your heart pound with excitement ... all the better! Sarah hails from the rocky Canadian Shield in Northern Ontario -
learning patience and tenacity from the long months of icy cold - where she lives with her husband and two small boys. You might find her building fires in her woodstove and wishing she had a dragon handy to light them for her
Sarah would like to thank Harold Trammel and Eugenia Kollia for their incredible work in beta reading and proofreading this book. Without their big hearts and passion for stories, this book would not be the same. 

www.sarahklwilson.com
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