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Chapter One
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Did you get the key? Nasataa asked in my mind.

Yes, I had. Two keys down, three to go. But this key wouldn’t be worth anything if we couldn’t fly out of the World of Legends. I let go of Heron’s mouth, shocked at what I’d just done. I hadn’t realized that the glowing red rock was still in my hand when I clapped it over his mouth to silence him. 

He looked stunned – and no wonder considering that he’d just swallowed the tide-cursed thing! But he wasn’t choking. He was still alive. That had to count for something.

This was all spiraling out of control. What had I done?

I can’t see the door.

Wind flapped my hair in a flurry as Olfijum flew around one of the hanging islands, gliding toward where the doorway had been when we arrived. He was right. 

He rose up in the air over the island, trying to get a better look, just like I was. My gaze skittered over the huge scales where Atura was still being weighed, over the Manticores almost on our heels, over the strange islands and bridges. But there was no sign of the doorway at all. How did you get out of this place?

My heart was already racing and a burning sensation began behind my eyes. I just needed a minute to think about this – just a spark of inspiration. How did you find a doorway if it wasn’t where you left it?

My arms itched and I thought about the Ko that Tor had given me. They granted access to this world. Did they also grant exit from it?

I closed my eyes and concentrated on them and felt a pull upward.

“I think it’s higher up!” I called.

I feel that tug in your brain. Let me try to follow it.

I glanced backward and gasped. The nearest Manticore was only a dragon-length behind us. When we got to the doorway, there wouldn’t be time to fuss with it. We’d just have to fly through it and hope it was open. 

“Hurry!” I said, feeling the thud of my heart as it raced in my chest. I needed to calm it down before it exploded.

“These islands are the strangest I’ve ever seen,” Heron said, an odd tone to his voice.

I ignored him. I didn’t have enough mental space to deal with his memory loss and this situation at the same time. I could mourn over the fact that he’d pled for Atura when all this was over.

There! I see it!

I swallowed, heart in my throat. Could we reach it in time?

Olfijum surged forward, flapping his wings so powerfully that I could sense he was putting everything into this flight.

Don’t you think it’s weird that the door has moved?

What wasn’t weird about this whole journey? Whose big idea was this quest anyway? Oh, we’ll make a special magic place and then we’ll hide keys everywhere and test the people who have to go find them. But, our tests won’t be that great. Any awful person will be able to slip through them.

Sarcasm aside, I think Atura is cheating.

Well, the tests weren’t very good if you could cheat at them.

How do you know they aren’t good? Maybe they give her false keys?

I hadn’t thought of that. 

The door was just ahead of us now and we’d gained on the Manticore. He had paused to look backward at something happening at the scale. Good. We could use a few extra seconds.

Here we go!

We plunged through the doorway and I inhaled a deep breath of relief. It had felt like I was being slowly cooked back there, dropped in a pot that was coming to a boil. And now we were free of it.

I felt the familiar feeling of ice and pain and then it was gone, and we shot out into a different world – our own world.

“What is this place?” Heron asked in wonder, as if we hadn’t just been in this world of ice and snow an hour ago.

“Ko’Loska in Ko’Torenth,” I said absently, but my mind was somewhere else. Something wasn’t right.

How long had we been in that doorway? It couldn’t have been more than an hour at the most, could it? But it looked like a lot longer here. 

Fires ravaged the vertical city, climbing up the sides of it like red vines. Clouds of smoke filled the air, obscuring my vision and choking me. But that wasn’t the worst of it. It was only decoration compared to the rest. 

This city was built as if someone had purposely made it vulnerable to Manticore attack. It was built against the mountain in tiers and each tier had a road of sorts on the outside and buildings on the inside, built into the mountain. Each road and building was built literally on top of the next so that the city was more built in layers than anything else. 

It would have been spectacular and beautiful under normal circumstances. Under these circumstances, it was horribly vulnerable. No one could escape without exposing themselves to the Manticores flying from level to level and our enemy was taking advantage of the situation. Manticores flung people from the streets and buildings, plucking them from the ground and tossing them out over the huge drop like bears picking through an anthill.

I shuddered as the screams finally made sense to me and the horror of the scene below washed over me. What would you do if you were a mother down there with children? If you hid, the flames would take you. If you ran, the Manticores would fling you to your death. 

This wasn’t right!

The Ko’roi is fighting it.

Why were they doing this? This attack – this horrific act – wasn’t necessary. They didn’t need to destroy these people! 

We need to get Nasataa out of the cage or he will be vulnerable to attacks. 

Yes, yes of course.

We can’t fight them on our own. None of us are warriors and I am overloaded. Let the Ko’roi do what he can.

At least Olfijum was keeping his head. He set the cage down on the rampart surrounding the doorway. It was the same place we’d first arrived at in Ko’Loska. 

“We don’t have tools to open that cage,” Heron said.

“Don’t pretend to be on our side now, Heron,” I snapped. 

He flinched like I’d slapped him.

I hated that I’d made him flinch, but I was out of patience. There were so many dying below because of Atura’s allies. And Heron wanted to be with her and be her loyal dog. Maybe that wasn’t his choice, but I just didn’t have patience for his puppy-dog love for her. And I didn’t know what he’d swallowed. Maybe it would make him more her pet than ever.

The cage won’t be a problem, Olfijum said. He was holding back because they threatened worse things if he escaped and watched him constantly. He didn’t know where we were or how to find us, but he knew we could find him.

I knew, Nasataa added and I felt a burst of warmth at the sound of his little voice. 

As soon as he said that, Nasataa flamed hard, melting the metal bars. Olfijum leaned forward and ripped the top off of the cage with a squeal of metal.

Nasataa fluttered out of the cage, stretching his wings experimentally.

“I thought I was on your side,” Heron said and it sounded almost like an apology, but he seemed confused as if he wasn’t sure of his own words.

There was a growl like a lion behind us and Olfijum leapt into the air before I could scream. The first Manticore ripped through the doorway behind us, jaws slathering as he snapped them at Olfijum’s tail.
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Chapter Two
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I tried to keep an eye on my baby dragon as we climbed up above the city, but it was hard in the chaos of the smoke and Olfijum’s maneuvers to avoid spouts of flame and stinging sparks. Was he okay?

I’m okay.

Was he close?

I’m right behind Olfijum’s right wing, Nasataa said.

Olfijum cut in. Stop worrying about him. He’s close. Worry about the rest of this mess. What should we do? Where should we go? We didn’t plan past getting that key.

I glanced back. The Manticore chasing us had stopped, waiting at the doorway for the rest of his friends to come through. We had a moment to figure this out. But only a moment.

Olfijum sounded anxious and I could see why. What I’d thought was a single-sided slaughter below wasn’t quite that – dragons dove in groups down into the fray, ripping and rending Manticores whenever they came across them. As I watched, a group of five red dragons soared toward where a Manticore was snatching civilians from one of the walkways on the side of the mountain.

The first Red dragon grabbed the Manticore’s tail, wrenching him backward and shaking like a dog. The second swooped in to pin a wing before he could fight back and then the third was there, seizing the Manticore’s throat in iron jaws.

They half tugged, half flew his struggling body out away from the city, finally letting it loose as its struggle began to calm He fell past the city to the chasm in the earth below. 

It was effective and terrifying, but it had also taken three dragons to handle that Manticore while the other two snatched up as many civilians as they could, overloading their dragons until they were heavy in the air. The other three joined them as a ragged guard, keeping aggressors off their friends as they attempted to carry those they’d saved out of the city. 

A pair of Manticores were already dashing toward them. If it had taken three dragons to kill one Manticore, what were they going to do when they had to defend from two?

Sweat formed on my brow – and that was only one tiny thing I’d seen. It was as small in the scale of what was happening as a single ant trying to flee an anthill. 

Around us, it was repeated a hundred times. Dragons fighting to save civilians. Oosquer even flying in awkward groups as their riders unleashed arrows on the Manticore fighters. 

People fled homes and the city, though I couldn’t tell where they were going. There was too much smoke, too much chaos, too many screams.

They’re funneling refugees to the west of the city, trying to drop them off in a place at least a little safer. Tor commanded all dragons visiting the city to help. His own armies fight the Draven below.

I couldn’t even see down that far. There was too much smoke. Too much fire.

Be glad you don’t. They are being destroyed handily. And if you get too close, you can’t hear what’s happening.

Did he mean that it was just too chaotic? I shuddered.

That’s just what the dragons are saying – that you can’t hear if you get too close.

Was the place they were bringing the refugees fortified? How would they be kept safe after they were taken from here?

I don’t know. Tor assigned a group of oosquer to guard them – but the oosquer left those already saved to help ferry people out of the city. It’s not good, Seleska. The Red dragons tell me the city is lost. That those fighting are giving their lives in hope that some of the innocent will escape – but there isn’t much hope. He doesn’t expect he will live out the day.

There was agony in Olfijum’s thoughts. What would it be like to share the mind of someone who knew they would be dead in just a few hours?

It is painful, indeed. But there is so much honor in his sacrifice. And I will sacrifice, too – by getting all of you to safety.

What could we do to help? There had to be something! There had to be some way we could fight, too!

If they had magic, they might be able to fight off the Draven, but their magic is gone. If they had more dragons – maybe then. But there won’t be any help.

How did he know? I couldn’t stop crying. I had just seen an old woman shaken from a walkway she seemed to almost leap at the last moment before falling to where she clung to a tuft of turf on the side of the mountain. Could we at least save her?

We can’t save everyone. Olfijum said, but he dropped in the air, angling toward where the woman clung to the grass. He was going to try. There is a purple dragon here from the Dominion. He came with a message for the Ko’roi from the Dominion. The others passed the message on to me – we dragons keep few secrets from each other. The message is as follows:

Haz’drazen has fallen. Taoslil leads the dragons. They are overrun and those who live have fled to the Dominion. The Dominion is under assault on every side. Two skycities have been lost already, with three more in danger of being lost before this message reaches you. We fight a war on every side. Send help if you can.

But there was no help to send. There was no one to go.

I felt my heart plummeting with his as Olfijum leveled off beside the woman hanging from the tuft of grass. 

“Grab my hand,” I said, offering it to her but my voice was dull and lifeless. I’d lost hope. If the Dominion had fallen, and Haz’drazen was dead, what hope was left for any of us? Ko’Torenth was falling before my eyes and they had no allies left to lend them aid.

The old woman reached out, but she couldn’t quite reach my hand. I stretched, but her hand slipped on the tuft. My heart froze. I couldn’t reach her. I couldn’t –

Strong arms, longer than mine, reached from behind me and caught her, dragging her up aboard Olfijum.

“Are you hurt?” Heron asked gravely, sounding so much like himself that it cut me to the quick.

“I’m not hurt,” the woman said. She had a satchel slung over her shoulder and she clung to it as Heron fitted the belts around her and settled her in the saddle behind him. Maybe he wasn’t on our side, but at least he’d snapped out of whatever trance had left him useless and confused for so long.

What do we do? Olfijum asked.

What do we do? Nasataa echoed. 

And my heart ached and ripped because I had no answer.
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Chapter Three

[image: image]


“When they roll over the mountains in fire and death, when they crush the rocks with their dark tide, when Ko’Torenth screams and Kav’ai wails, then look to the keys and to the Chosen One, look to the salvation of your souls,” the old woman said, her voice eerie.

“What good will the keys do when everyone is dead?” I muttered. This was not helping me with my decision.

The old woman tugged on my sleeve and I saw her leaning forward past Heron to speak to me. “Thanks for saving me, girl dear. You don’t look like a normal Purple Dragon Rider. They dress in leather. You have one of their scarves, but this dragon seems young and you all seem just a wee bit ... unofficial.”

“You‘re worried about unofficial in the middle of a battle?”

We have to make a decision fast. Atura is through the doorway. She and her wing of Manticores will be coming for us. I can’t carry any more people and I can’t fight with three on my back – or at least not well. And none of you have projectile weapons. I don’t think we can stay here, but we need to make a decision about which way to go.

“I’m not worried, girl dear. I’m trying to help. Judging by your testy tone, I’d say you’re talking to that dragon. Don’t give me that look! I know that secret already. I’m an old woman. Older than I look. It’s the magic that keeps these old bones from falling apart. But no, I need to focus. You’re both talking about where to go next. You need to go west. Flee this city.”

“There has to be some way to help,” I said. The manticores fighting below us hadn’t noticed us up here yet, but they would soon. Olfijum was right that we had to go, that we had no other option, but that didn’t mean I didn’t feel torn by guilt.

“You’re just one girl. And this dragon is overloaded. You need to flee to the north and you need to go fast.”

“The refugees are fleeing to the west.” I felt indecision filling me.

This old human is more than she seems. And there’s something more you should know.

What?

“That’s the best way by foot and if you don’t know what I know,” the old woman was saying. “But we can get you there faster if we go north.”

“The doorways are all closed,” I said. That had to be her great idea – using a doorway like we had to get her. “They used too much magic and they need to wait for it to restore itself. That’s what the Ko’roi said would happen at least.”

She nodded serenely. 

I can sense Heron’s mind again. His memories aren’t back but he seems different. I think ... I think her hold on him is gone.

That would be a relief if it was true.

And it would mean that she couldn’t track him.

“Am I right,” the old lady asked. “In assuming that you have the key from Ko’Torenth already? And with this dragon in tow, you must have already visited the Dominion.”

I gasped. And she met my wide eyes with shrewd eyes of her own. 

“I thought so. Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’ve been a student of the prophecies for five times as long as you’ve been alive. That’s the good part about being old. You’ve had time to accumulate things. Old scraps of information. And sometimes they fit together in interesting ways. But there’s no time for that. I’ll tell you all of it on the way. For now, you need to trust me and flee to the north.”

What did Olfijum think?

“Don’t worry,” the old woman said. “I’m happy to wait while you ask the dragon.”

My mouth fell open.

Don’t let her see that she’s surprised you. She’ll only get worse. And yes, I think if she knows who you are and about the keys, then we should probably listen. What else would we do?

That was a good point. But didn’t it just seem a little coincidental that we found her right when we needed her?

Did you see her flung off the walkway? It almost seemed as if she jumped. As if she meant to hang from that turf.

“Do the prophecies say anything about old ladies being rescued from a clump of grass on the side of a mountain?” I asked her, eyes narrowing. 

Her withered cheeks grew pink.

“Oh, that.”

“Well?”

“The Key Weaver is saved as the black tide rolls over the north, saved when she hangs from a clump of redweed over the lost city, saved by the ones she will save and chosen by the ones chosen.” She looked just a little chagrined when she said, “It was worth the risk, the hope that I could help with all this knowledge. I don’t think there’s anyone who knows more about the keys than I do.”

I don’t like coincidences. Crafty plans, on the other hand, are just my style.

“Fine,” I said. “We’ll head north. And on the way, you’re going to tell me everything.”

“That will take almost eighty years,” the woman protested.

“Let’s start with your name. That shouldn’t take all that long,” I said flippantly, but I was being flippant to try to avoid the wrenching feeling of being able to flee a battle where so many others were losing their lives. It felt wrong not to help, felt wrong not to fight, felt wring not to die with them.

But does it feel wrong that Nasataa will not die with them? Olfijum asked.

No, that part, at least, felt right.

Then it’s a plan. Let’s get that little dragon where he needs to be.
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It was shocking to me that no one followed us. Olfijum flew up, up, up gaining height over the battle and not a single dragon or Manticore followed. It shouldn’t have been so easy. I ached at the thought of that. Surely, we needed to spill some blood, too. When so many were suffering, so many were dying, it didn’t feel right to be flying away. We should be flying toward the danger. 

And how would you protect Nasataa if you did that?

And that was exactly right. Because I wouldn’t be able to protect him and chase after that, too.

You can’t do everything. 

And that meant that I shouldn’t ache over things I couldn’t change – but didn’t that ache make me more human? What was being human if it wasn’t aching over the pain of others, wishing you could help even when you had nothing to give, offering them your hopes when that was all you could offer.

“I’m Bareena La’fami,” the old woman said eventually as the battle drifted away from our sight and Olfijum settled into the air stream high above the clouds.

“I’m Seleska,” I said. “The baby dragon is Nasataa and the Purple is Olfijum and you are right, I am not his rider.”

“And I’m Heron,” Heron offered. and I felt my eyes go large. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

He sounded so much like his old self that my heart ached like a wound reopening.

I told you. No memories, but no more ties to her.

“You said you are an expert on the prophecies?” I prompted Bareena.

“And an expert of magic and the histories of Everturn.”

“Everturn? What is that?” Heron asked.

Bareena smiled smugly, “It’s the world we live in, dear boy. Everturn. And ancient place full of ancient secrets. The Troglodytes and Draven, for instance. Did you get a good look at the Draven? No? Horrible creatures – and once you see them you are guaranteed to die – or so they say. They do things to the senses ...

“But, like the Troglodytes, they are ancient creatures of the deeps. They live so far under the ground that you’d think nothing could survive. The Troglodyte’s homes are strange burrows carved over centuries. The Troglodytes feast on a mold that grows in those burrows. A ... secretion of the earth, you might say. It gives them the magic they offer to the dragons and to their humans. A magic from the bones of the earth itself – some say it’s left over from when the earth was born – just a fragment of the magic that had been needed to form all of Everturn at the dawn of time.”

“And the Draven?” I asked, suddenly curious.

“The Draven eat something else and get their magic also from what they eat.”

“Another kind of mold?” Heron asked. He might not remember anything, but he was quickly resuming his old, intelligent self.

“If only,” Bareena said. “They eat Troglodyes, stealing their young by burrowing up under them.”

I shivered.

“Oh yes, girl dear, it’s as bad as that. And that is where life force magic first originated. For the Draven were the first to discover that magic can be stolen as well as given and while the Troglodytes waited with arms open and mouths wide for the generosity of Everturn to provide for their needs, the Draven were hard at work learning how to suck that same gift out of the Troglodytes. And over the millennia, both ancient underground races have become very good at their different types of magic. It was in these days, before the creation of dragons and Manticores that the Troglodytes first feared what might happen, were the Draven to destroy all the earth. They traveled up to a fissure in the earth where the warmth of the inner world escaped into a great rift in the sea above. And it was there that they built the Haroc.”

“Where?” I gasped. 

Bareena shrugged. “I do not know that. If I could walk under water, trust me, I would have gone looking for it, but no mere human could ever find it. No, but they built it. A throne of sorts, perhaps, but also a key in itself. A key that can tap into the power at the very center of the earth. A key that can tap the magic that fed the Troglodytes, that created the glowing mold they feast on, that eventually created the dragons.”

“And humans?” Heron asked. 

Bareena shook her head. “We are not creations of either of them. And where we come from has not been my area of study. I have focused my life exclusively on the prophecies and on this.

“If the Troglodytes had this Haroc then why is there a battle at all?” I asked. “Can’t they stop the Draven?”

“Ah,” Bareena said with a smile. “You are no fool, girl dear, a pleasing thing in an ally. The Troglodytes feared opening the full force of the earth. They feared that if it were opened, then all the magic that governed the shifting of rock plates, the dance of iron drawing iron, the rhythm of the tides, and many more mysteries set by the magic of the center of the earth – that these things could be destroyed. And so, they used the Haroc as a defense, to keep the core safe and untouched. But as the Draven grew more powerful, they found themselves vulnerable. They are a peaceful race. And not equipped for physical battle. And so, they accessed the Haroc and used it to create for themselves protectors.”

“Dragons?” I breathed. And I could feel Olfijum and Nasataa listening closely, hanging on her words.

“Yes,” she said with a smile. “Dragons. Just two, at first, but soon they multiplied, and they were true defenders of the Troglodytes and warriors of good.”

I felt Olfijum puff up at the thought. Of course, we are great. I don’t need an old human woman to tell me that.   

“But the Draven grew frustrated. Their food source was becoming harder to touch. Their power was waning. So, they attacked and stole as much magic as they could, eating both Troglodytes and dragons indiscriminately. And from their flesh and bones, they stole the power of their victims and used it to create their own servants – creatures as twisted and single-minded as they could devise. Manticores.” 

I shivered. “And the Haroc?”

“The Troglodytes realized their problem first. Whatever magic they used, could be stolen. The more they received, the more the Draven could take. So, they filled the Haroc as full as they could and then they sealed the Haroc – locked it – and placed keys all over this side of the world. And they set up tests – ways to be sure that the keys only got into the right hands. And for a time, this was enough. The dragons and the Manticores battled and Haz’drazen fled those lands and made a long slow journey through the lands of men where she and her kind were hunted and attacked daily. But she set her home in the volcano lands. And she made an ally of Haz and his Dominion. And for a while, all seemed well.”

I swallowed, looking at the mountains below us. Snow capped them and my light cloak was not keeping me warm enough in this frosty weather. Was Nasataa okay?

I am warm enough. I am a dragon, he said proudly. I could see him puffing out his chest from where he followed us.

I’ll move lower. Perhaps it will be warmer farther down, Olfijum offered. I forget how delicate humans are and I’m distracted by Bareena’s story.

“But the Draven,” Bareena continued, “were not satisfied. They sent constant threats – enemies and conspiracies – at Haz’drazen and her allies so they could never rest and rebuild the dragon dominance. And they destroyed so many of the dragons on the other side of the world that travelers from there claim they are rare now, hiding in caves and crags of the mountains, and rarely showing themselves. More than that, the Draven began to find men to serve them. Humans with twisted hearts and a love for power. Humans willing to do anything to find the power they sought. They gave these humans their secret – the secret of life force magic – the ability to suck the soul out of a person and use it as fuel for magic the same way that the Draven consumed the life of the Troglodytes to survive.”

“The Rock Eaters,” I breathed. “They kill thousands of their own to do that, and they’ve been doing it to others now, too.”

“Yes,” Bareena said. “The Saaasallla was an early adopter of the practice. Not the current Saaasallla, of course, but the one who came before his father. The Rock Eaters have made an art of this evil. And an art of breeding just the right number of humans so that they can cull their own population frequently to keep their magic ever-flowing.”

I shivered and the stone in my belly burned with the truth of her words. Octon’s soul resonated to the horror we all shared at what had been done to his people for so long. 

“Worse,” Bareena continued. “The practice spread. Here in my beloved land of Ko’Torenth a man named Apeq A’kona rose up and with help from Dominion allies applied a variation of life force magic to suck the souls out of people and dragons and use them to power rods and golems.”

That sounds awfully familiar.

“What stopped him?” I asked. And what had animated the ones we encountered? 

“Not a what, but a who – the Ko’roi. He was our unexpected hero. He has the ability to suck these souls back and return them to the World of Legends. From there, they can go on to the Lands of the Dead.”

“Could he return all souls like that?” I asked hopefully. If I’d known that, I would have asked him to help me with the rock in my belly and to help Heron with the rock I’d accidentally fed him.

“I do not know,” Bareena said. “Perhaps. The Ko’roi is surprisingly adept. It is possible, but he has his own responsibilities to deal with now. As does the Dominar in the Dominion. In her lands, the trouble came from the Dusk Covenant. There, the Troglodytes gifted their human allies with Truth magic. All Troglodyte gifts are like that – truth, gratitude, forgiveness. These things are more powerful than you can imagine.”

It was a nice sentiment. And I knew that gratitude fueled my Dragon Staff, but what were truth and forgiveness next to thousands of stolen souls?

“I can see by your face that you discount the power of these things. I will try to convince you of their power – but not yet. We are nearly at our destination. I found this by accident once and I knew immediately that it was the place the prophecy spoke of. Have you read this one? Last hope after all falls, the small one blue and bright, But only if he finds the pool with matching light. Sounds like your dragon. Doesn’t it? And there aren’t many lit pools out there.”

She might be surprised if she knew how many I’d already seen.

“Can you get the Purple dragon to angle down into the center of the ring of mountain peaks? The ones that look like a crown?”

I heard her, Olfijum muttered. No need to treat me like a mindless horse.

He was already dropping altitude, streaking toward the crown of rapped mountaintops. 

“When we get to the center, you’ll see the pool.”

“There isn’t a key there, is there?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, there is not. The places where the keys are hidden are somewhat mysterious, though there are rumors that the Dusk Covenant made a map of every site.”  

I reached into my belt pouch and carefully pulled out the map that had belonged to Jeriath. 

“A map like this?” I asked Bareena, handing her the map.

This time, it was her turn to have her jaw drop open.

“Where did you get this?” she asked. 

“I helped a dying man,” I said. “A traitor, but even traitors don’t deserve to die like he was.”

Bareena smiled. “And you said you didn’t believe that forgiveness was powerful. And yet, it gave us this map.”
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Chapter Five
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Bareena was still studying the map as Olfijum circled the pool in the center of the mountains. It was a brilliant blue, almost as blue as the little dragon following behind us. But I could see why it made such an impression on Bareena. I’d seen lakes and rivers from the air before and sometimes they had a blue look, but usually, they were grey or green. This one was so bright, so blue that it couldn’t just be the water making it that bright. Around it, huge chunks of rocks lay scattered as if thrown around the pool at random and nothing grew – not grass or trees or even thorny bushes. 

It felt ... otherworldly. As if we had accidentally stepped into a story.

When doesn’t it seem like we’ve stepped into a story?

Olfijum had a point.

Are we going into the pool, Seleska? Nasataa sounded incredibly eager. It had been a while since he’d been in the water and I felt the twang of homesickness in his mental voice. 

We’d probably have to. So far, all the underwater portals had been underwater. I laughed at my own thoughts. I’d have to check Olfijum’s saddlebags to see if Heron’s breathing patches were still in there. We might need them for him and Bareena.

Inconveniently, they won’t fit me. I’m starting to resent that.

Sorry, Olfijum.

We landed beside the pool as a cold breeze blasted the rocky plateau. It froze me to the core, blasting through my cloak and clothing. Maybe getting underwater wasn’t the worst idea. At least it would protect us from the blast. 

I’m not cold at all, Nasataa said as he leaned against Olfijum.

I reached down to caress his head and frowned. Could dragons run a fever?

We don’t really get too hot – ever, Olfijum said.

And yet, Nasataa felt hotter than he usually did. I tried not to let that worry me too much. Even if he was running one, he could fight it off, right?

Bareena sled down from Olfijum’s back first, her face still buried in the map.

“It’s clear. These are the sites of the keys. I’m certain of it. But there are more sites listed here than keys. How many keys have you found so far?”

“Just two,” I said.

“And how many were you told to look for?”

“Three.”

“Hmmm. Well, there are five marked here if I’m reading this correctly. And two of them make no sense at all.” 

She had tottered over to stand beside Nasataa who yawned dramatically. He didn’t care about maps. But it struck me for the first time that he was larger than her. His head level with her grey-haired one. Wow. He was growing so quickly! Even with Vyvera and Hubric’s warnings, I hadn’t realized it before. 

He wasn’t really a baby anymore.

“Do you think the map marks other things, too?” I asked, looking in the saddlebags for the breathing patches and pulling two of them out with a satisfied smile. Perfect!

Heron slid from Olfijum’s back carefully and offered me a hand down.

“Oh, thank you.” 

That was surprising. He hadn’t been in his right mind for so long that I had started to discount him. A gesture like that ... well, it made a difference.

“You mattered to me, didn’t you?” he asked quietly as I slid down from Olfijum’s back, a small smile on his lips. 

I landed on the ground so close to him that our bodies almost touched, and a little thrill shot through me.

“Do you ... remember that?” I asked shyly, afraid to hope.

“No,” he said with a frown and the way he frowned made his lovely face look so sad. “But I do remember other things. I think. Unless I’m imagining it.”

“What do you remember?” I asked gently.

He laughed as if laughing at himself and then rubbed the top of his head with his hand – that thing he always did when he was nervous or uncomfortable. I hadn’t seen him do it in so long. I held my breath, waiting for the answer.

“I don’t know,” he said after a moment, shaking his head ruefully. “I just remember everything being greener.” 

I tried not to let the disappointment in my heart flicker in my eyes. Instead, I gave him my best encouraging smile. 

“I’m sure your memories will come back!” I said, but I didn’t believe any of it. 

And part of me wondered if we should leave him somewhere the first time we came to a safe place. 

Not here, obviously. Not somewhere war-torn, but Baojang might be peaceful and if it is, then maybe we should find him a safe place to wait until our journey is over. Right now, even with his mind gone and his attachment to Atura dissolved – maybe? – he still has no memories. He can’t help us, and he can only get hurt along the way. 

I gasped at Olfijum’s analysis. 

It’s not that I don’t care about him. I do. But why get him killed when he can’t defend himself? It might be kinder to spare his life by leaving him somewhere peaceful.

Did he really think we were all going to die, then?

I think it is a distinct possibility.

And ... he was okay with that?

I have decided to go with you and Nasataa for as long as I can help, no matter what happens. But I don’t want to see Heron die. Especially if he is not in his right mind. 

If I was being honest, neither did I. I took the dragon staff from Olfijum’s saddle and shot Heron a last look. 

It felt empty to love someone who didn’t know you anymore. It felt hollow. And I didn’t know what to do with that, because I knew that if our positions were reversed, he would have held me in those huge arms and protected me and kept me safe forever, even if I never again acknowledged him. He would have done better by me than I was doing by him. Protecting the ones he loved had always come easily to him. He was a natural.

But would he take me into danger, knowing I was helpless? Would he have chosen to leave me somewhere to keep me safe?

“You look sad,” he whispered, his dark eyes clouding with mirrored sadness. “Have I made you sad? I don’t think that I want to make you sad, Seleska.”

I tried to smile as I gently laid a hand on his arm. “Don’t blame yourself, Heron. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

A throat cleared and I turned to look at Bareena.

“Is this why it’s taking you so long to find the keys even with a map? Have you two been mooning over each other this whole time?” She shook her head as if she was disappointed. “Well, come over here and look at what I’ve found before this map gets wet again.” 
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Bareena pointed to the map. See? There’s a mark here near this island in the Dominion. Is this one you visited in the Dominion? The place where you found the key there?”

I nodded. 

“Did you notice an arrow pointing up by any chance?”

I gasped. I hadn’t noticed that before.

“That’s the arrow I saw when I received the key.”

“And it points north on the map. Toward the key in Ko’Torenth.”

“Ummm, maybe?” I said. Wasn’t that kind of jumping to conclusions?

“And did you see another arrow when you received the next key – the one in the World of Legends? Maybe an arrow pointing right? Like the one on this map?”

I stared at the map as the memory flickered through my mind. I had seen an arrow pointing right – in the smoke with the words. Hmmm.

“Yes,” I agreed.

“On the map, it points to Baojang,” Bareena said with satisfaction. “Which means that if we go there next, we have a chance of finding the next key and the next arrow.”

“Can’t you just tell by looking at the map?” Heron asked, hesitantly. He never would have been hesitant before. He’d lost his confidence.

“There are two spots located on the map in Baojang,” Bareena said calmly. “See? Here and here. And each of them is marked by an arrow pointing a different way. One points further east. The other points south. We need to know which one points to the key.”

I swallowed, but this was good information. If she was right about this, it would help us find our way to the next key. And if this had belonged to the Dusk Covenant – our enemies – then Atura probably already knew all of this.

“That’s very good, Bareena,” I said. “Thank you.”

She smiled and folded the map up before handing it back to me with a wistful air. “Don’t lose it. I’m sure there’s more to be mined from it. But it belongs with you and not with these old hands. Now, what are we waiting for? Let’s see if you can do something with this pool.”

I cleared my throat, suddenly nervous.

“I’ll be back in a moment,” I said. 

I thought about stripping off my outer clothing, but if she was right and we all had to go into the pool, everything was going to end up wet anyway. That had been fine back in the islands of my home, but here where the weather was gusty and cold it was a lot less comfortable. 

I stepped into the water, wincing as the cold leaked into my boots and crawled up my leg. Another step and it was almost to my waist. I shivered. The drop-off was steep. One more step and I was in over my head, breathing in my first breath of water.

I was never going to get over how amazing that was – that I could breathe both water and air. I felt a smile tickling my lips at the thought and I drew in a huge breath to savor the freshness of the mountain pool. It was an even brighter blue under the surface than it had been above it and as I gazed down into the depths, the brightness increased. Something down there was glowing. 

Excited, I swam down toward it at the same moment that something plunged into the water beside me. I spun in a jumpy reaction, but it was only Nasataa, giving me a dragony smile as he plunged deeper into the water. I was stunned by how big he had grown. Hadn’t he been riding on my shoulders just a short time ago? And now his head was up to my chest. It wouldn’t be long until he was as big as Olfijum.

I’m going to end up waaaay bigger than him! He said jubilantly into my mind.

What makes you think that?

Have you seen Blue dragons? They’re ten times the size of those Purple ones.

I froze. He was right! He was going to be massive. No wonder he was growing so fast!

Shaking my head, I followed him down into the depths. At the bottom of the pool, there was a portal, just like the ones we’d seen in the ocean floor. How incredibly odd. A rim of rock was set around it, inscribed with glowing symbols – symbols I still couldn’t discern although now that I was looking for it, I saw that some of them looked like the stylized arrows of the keys. 

Interesting. 

I found my bearings and then looked. Was there one that pointed east? I thought this one might. Carefully, I depressed that rune. The portal seemed to glow brighter – though it may have been my imagination. I gave it a good look – it would be just big enough for Olfijum to swim through. But could he hold his breath long enough to get to it? I thought so. It wasn’t nearly as long of a swim as even the first half of his swim in the warrens – but we didn’t know where it might end up. It could take us to the bottom of the ocean. He’d have a difficult decision to make.

No, it’s not difficult.

He said that now, but he might feel differently if he died as a result of this. He’d been saying that they should leave Heron somewhere safe. Maybe I should leave them both here. They could find a safe place together.

Not going to happen.

He was just being stubborn. 

Tell me you don’t need me.

I ...

Yeah, that’s what I thought.
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I broke the surface of the water and swam back up to them. 

“Okay,” I said, “We can try this. I think you’ll need to be touching Nasataa or me when we go through the portal. And Heron and Bareena will need to wear breathing patches. Don’t take them off until you’re sure you won’t need them anymore.”

I showed them how to attach the patches and then they joined me in the pool.

“Don’t be afraid,” I said, looking at Heron’s troubled eyes. I’d forgotten that with his memory gone, he would have no idea what we were doing. “This patch will help you breathe underwater. It’s a great adventure!”

I reached out and took his hand, pulling him after me into the water. 

Okay, here goes nothing. 

Bareena’s eyes were wide as we plunged toward the portal, and I had the feeling that she was as excited by this adventure as I was the first time. Maybe, if I was lucky, I’d be like her when I was old, still out looking for adventures long past the time people thought I would be doing that.

I smiled at the thought and pulled Heron after me. This was going to work. Underwater stuff was my kind of thing. I felt safe under here. 

I didn’t feel any anxiety until Olfijum dove through the water streaking toward us. 

Oh yes – we were on a time limit – for him. 

Lead the way, Nasataa.

My young dragon swam toward the portal and I followed, with Bareena and Heron right behind me. I held Heron’s hand and the dragon staff and he held Bareena’s hand – it was just a hunch, but I thought everyone would need to be touching either Nasataa or me to go through.

Nasataa plunged through the portal with Olfijum clutching his tail between gentle teeth and I felt my heart in my throat as I watched them go. The other side had to be safe – right?

Olfijum’s tail had barely cleared the portal – both of them disappearing into the light – when I darted after them, pulling the others with me. The light embraced us, and I felt a tug as if I was being pulled down a steep chute and then as I dropped in a burst of bubbles, I was spat out into new water. 

The yellowish murky water smelled of something acerbic. I ignored it, dropping Heron’s hand as I spun, frantically looking for the dragons. 

There! 

Above me, I saw them kicking toward a light source. The surface, I thought. Wherever we’d landed, this water source was deep. I could barely see that light. I just hoped beyond hope that Olfijum could get to air in time. 

Anxiously, I grabbed Heron’s hand again and began to kick up to the surface with him and Bareena. 

The water felt strange around me. Almost as if the world was shaking, but that didn’t make sense. I must just still be disoriented from the journey through the portal. 

It was, indeed, a long way up. But dragons were big, right? And with his wings to help propel him through the water, Olfijum should be faster than I was. He should be up to the surface by now. It would be fast enough. I just needed to believe that. 

There he was!

I angled us to the side to break the surface beside him, but the rock was narrowing here. I kicked through the narrow gap, surfacing in a crack of water about as wide as my body with a rocky roof just over my head. I could leave the pool here, but it would be a tight fit for Heron. Quickly, I crawled out of the opening as I coughed, choking on air as usual. Behind me, I already heard the others surfacing. I crawled out from under the rock ledge. We were in a narrow crevice of yellowish rock, wreathed in shadow. Above me, the sun looked bright, but here in the crevice where it was dark and deep, not a plant bloomed nearby. There was nothing here but rock and dust. 

I heard a skittering sound and thought it was a mouse or snake but then the earth began to ripple under my feet, and I realized the skittering sound was loose pebbles falling into the crevice.

My heart in my throat, I hurried over to the thicker end of the pool. We needed to get out of here before these rock walls collapsed on top of us!

Nasataa stood on the edge of the pool, dancing frantically from foot to foot while Olfijum struggled in the mouth of the pool. At least he wasn’t drowning. His head was above the water and he looked like he could breathe.

I can breathe, but that doesn’t mean anything right now.

Why not? I was afraid to even ask.

I’m stuck. 

How stuck? I studied the pool here. Like the end we’d come up in, this one was sheltered by a low ceiling of rock that hid the pool, but there should just be enough room for a dragon Olfijum’s size to crawl out. Maybe one of his wings was stuck ...

I think it’s the saddle.

Okay. We could fix that. I’d just jump back in and free the saddle. 

I think I’m wedged too hard.

There had to be a way.

The ground shook again, and I began to run, stumbling as the ground rolled beneath my feet like water. There would be a way.

“What’s happening?” Heron asked as I passed him, leaping toward the little cavern and rolling under the ceiling to get to the narrow entrance to the pool. I still held the staff. I laid it on the ground in front of the pool. 

“Hold onto that for me. I need to free Olfijum. He’s stuck.”

“We’ll hold onto it,” Bareena assured me as she straightened on the other side of the cavern roof. “But you’d better hurry!”

I nodded briskly and ducked under the surface of the water, sputtering on my first breath of water. I had thought it would be a simple enough matter, but as I swam toward Olfijum I realized it would be more complex than I thought. He writhed against the grip of the rock, his tail and wings thrashing in the water. It was all I could do to duck under one wing, but I couldn’t see the pack. 

I swam closer in, catching a swipe from one of the claws on his wing. Could he not relax for just a second?

Sorry.

There it was! I swam in closer still, grabbing the saddle with both hands and heaving.

Nothing.

I felt for the buckles and made sure they were undone and tried again. It was wedged with him. Maybe if he eased backward a bit ...

I can’t.

I tried again, placing my feet on the rock for leverage and pulling with all my might.

Nothing. I was going to have to cut it off. And then what would we do? It had all our water and a little food – if that was still good. And blankets. And everything.

Or I could just die wedged in this rock.

Frustrated, I pulled out my belt knife and began to saw at the straps holding the saddle to him, releasing them one by one until they were all severed. I cut off the saddlebags, trying to hold them with my feet, but one fell, drifting down to the bottom of the pool.

Frustration throbbed through me.

Imagine how I feel!

But it was no use. 

He was still stuck, stuck, stuck.

I pulled at the saddle with every ‘stuck’ that I thought, but it was no good. I put the knife away, abandoning the last saddlebag to fall from my feet and braced myself for a final tug with both hands on the saddle. 

The earth rippled around us just as I heaved. Something slipped. 

I heaved harder as the earth rippled again and then something hit me – a wing, I thought – and I went tumbling away through the water. 

Pain bloomed in my head and everything went black.
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“Seleska?” Someone was saying my name so softly, so tentatively that I didn’t recognize it at first. I must be dreaming. The world swam around me, shaking and rolling. “Hang in there. I’ve got you.”

“We don’t dare dive in there to get them. And if we wait here, the rocks will tumble down on us. We’ll just have to leave them,” another voice was saying. But none of it made any sense at all to me. “Here, put her on the dragon’s back. Don’t moan at me, you big purple oaf! Those are only scrapes. They’ll be healed by tomorrow.”

There was a scuffling sound and it felt like I was being carried in strong, warm arms. I snuggled into the warmth. It was clearly a dream – but I wanted to keep on dreaming it forever. 

“It’s okay,” a deep voice crooned to me. And then there was singing. A low, gentle song that reminded me of the lullabies of my island home. 

The world shook again, and something crashed nearby with a scattering sound like stones being thrown against rock. 

“I don’t care how you get her on his back, just do it quickly! No, you have to ride with her. There’s no way to tie her on. Would you look at her head? It’s streaming blood and there’s nothing to do for it. Ugh.” There was a pause and some whispering. “No, no, I’ll ride the Blue one. Don’t look at me like that, you Blue demon. I know you’re plenty big enough to carry me. Don’t even try that helpless act.”

And then there was a sense of weightlessness as we lifted in the air, but the warmth and safety of those arms never left me. I sank into them and lost consciousness again.

This time when I awoke, it was dark except for a flickering fire.

“I can hear you breathing over there,” Bareena’s voice whispered. If that was a whisper, then I was a Blue dragon. It was ridiculously loud, cutting through the night like a sword. 

I was warm, still, leaning against something firm but comfortable. There was weight over my waist and around my arms. I squirmed a little and someone snorted.

Was I in Heron’s arms?

“He insisted on holding you. Didn’t believe me when I said you’d survive. In fairness, you were bleeding a lot, but that kind of thing comes with a head wound. I told him so. He just kept saying, ‘I know she matters to me.’ Tell me straight up, girl, is he an idiot? If he is, you should be kinder to him. Don’t drag him around through this kind of danger.”

Her words echoed my own thoughts so closely that I felt my face go hot. 

“I think I object to the term, ‘idiot,’” I said frostily. Patterns glowed silver on my arms in the faint light of the moon – a wreath of leaves and flowers of some kind. Were these the Ko the Ko’roi had given me? They were kind of beautiful.

Bareena snorted. 

“If you mean, does it seem like his brain has been a bit foggy and he seems lost, well yes. His memories were stolen.”

“And now they’re coming back,” Bareena stated.

“I don’t think so. I think he is just getting his regular mind back. The memories may never return.”

“Then why not set him free?”

I’d thought that. I’d been wrong.

“Because he’s still my Heron and I can’t let him go.”

“Not even if it’s better for him?”

I leaned into the heavy rise and fall of his chest. It was shocking how comforting that felt. 

“It’s not better for him to be away from me. Because no one can love him like I do.”

She snorted. “You have a fine way of showing it. You’ve barely looked at him or exchanged five words in the time I’ve known you. If you’re so fond of the boy, then maybe you should try showing him that.”

“I did!” I protested. “It didn’t matter.”

“Try harder. Skies and stars, girl! If I could have my Ervan back from the dead there’s not a price I wouldn’t pay to be with him, not an obstacle that could come that I wouldn’t vault over.”

Under us, the ground shook again.

“Do you know what that is?” I asked.

“Nothing good,” she replied. 

But she didn’t sound defeated, she sounded determined. And that helped because I was determined, too. I wasn’t going to let an earthquake stop us. Or – my thoughts stuttered over the word – the Draven. They’d caused quakes when they came from under the ground in Ko’Torenth. Could these quakes be from them, too?

“Do you know where we are?” I asked.

“On the ground above that crevice we surfaced in. There’s some kind of battle going on just over the ridge. Started a few hours ago. We were too busy trying to keep you alive to worry about figuring out our location and the battle is far enough away that it shouldn’t get this far while we rest. I’ll keep watch while you rest, and we can figure out the rest tomorrow morning. Now, try to sleep. It’s been a long day.”
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This time when I awoke, it was to a pain in my neck. I reached for it, trying to shove it away, but the thing pressing on my throat would not move. 

My eyes shot open. A dark figure blocked out the light of the rising sun in the distance. Behind the figure, mist burned off the desert ground in little trails, and a line of horses stood with silent riders. 

“What have we here?” a heavily accented voice asked. “Visitors from the Dominion?”

“No,” I gasped. There was a strange sound like metal being sharpened or a fire being lit with a flint, but I couldn’t turn at all to look.

“Arriving in our moment of weakness?” A woman with long flowing hair and bright eyes was staring into mine with more intensity than the sun.

“No!” From this angle, I couldn’t even see if Bareena or Heron were okay. I couldn’t feel his warmth anymore.

“Arriving with our enemies?” There were voices far in the background – calling? Yelling?

“That’s not –”

The butt of the sword – I thought that might be what I was looking at – jammed harder into my throat and I gasped at the pain of it. 

“You think that because you are a young girl you will be spared? And the old woman, too? You are wrong. We in Baojang are not weak like Dominion women. We do not spare our women from the difficulties of life.”

“You have me all wrong, I –” Again, the sword handle was jammed into my throat. 

“Today, the evil darkness of the enemy floods up into Baojang like a flesh-eating swarm. And we will exterminate this swarm to the last insect. And today, we find these strangers so close to the battle that they could be a part of it.”

“Please,” I gasped. But now I realized what I was hearing – the sounds of men fighting and blades clashing together. And under it all, the ground still shook.

“Please what?”

“Please spare us. We fight against the Draven and their Manticore servants.”

“You are not much of a fighter,” the woman enunciated every word as she leaned back from me, tossing her long black curls over her shoulder. Her clothing – what I could see of it – was white and filmy but over the white clothing was chainmail and armor – greaves and a cuirass, a breastplate that was definitely made for a woman’s shape, and chainmail wherever the plate didn’t cover.

“And you are,” I agreed. The butt of the sword pulled back a little. 

“I am Kavva, daughter of the Bone Prince and leader of his third spear. I and my spear – these warriors with me – will kill as many as we can today as we die. We will not spill our own blood without taking three times the toll from our enemies.”

As if she’d said something positive, the warriors behind her cheered. 

“Is that a joke?” I asked.

But now she was the one who laughed. “Oh, this one is funny. It is a shame we will have to kill her.”

I struggled away enough to look around for the dragons. It was one thing to pin a single human, another thing to stop dragons from fighting.

Olfijum and Nasataa stood side by side, surrounded by a ring of creatures so strange that I didn’t know what to call them. 

Sentries.

I’d wanted adventure, but I’d never guessed that anything like this existed in the world! 

I swallowed down bile as the first Sentry came into focus. Nothing should look like this. 

The men and women in the ring around the dragons sat astride horrifyingly huge eyeballs – one single one under each of them. Billowing behind the eyeball, and on either side – like the frill of a gold dragon – were hundreds of scintillating hair-thin tentacles with barbed hooks on the ends of them. Lightning flashed in tiny bursts from the tips of the tentacles, like the edges of a storm. And a buzzing almost-sound just outside my hearing set my teeth on edge. 

Well, they looked spooky, but what could they really do to a dragon? Other than maybe wrapping their tentacles around them and using the lightning to freeze them into immobility, they seemed impractical.

Yes. That’s what they do. Their mouths are hidden on the backside under all the tentacles. They have an acid in them that dissolves their prey.

I didn’t need to know that. Gross.

Slowly.

I really, really didn’t need to know that. They were like exterior stomachs. Like flying bellies. 

I’ll tell them you said so.

They could talk?

No, but it will make a nice speech for my famous last words.

“Look,” I said with my best smile. “There’s been some kind of misunderstanding. Let’s talk this through. We can’t escape with so many eyes on us.”

Ha ha.

Kavva showed her teeth in a way that might have been a smile on anyone else. “Ha! See? You are truly a funny one. But I have no time to make you my pet.”

“None of us wants that,” I agreed. “Besides, you already have plenty of eyes to feed. Why don’t you just let us get on with what we’re here for, and you can get on with what you’re here for – dying and spilling blood and all that.”

“Look,” Kavva said, reaching down and grabbing my hair. 

She pulled me to my feet and jerked me roughly around to look where she was facing. Clouds of smoke, spiraling with interwoven flames, rose into the sky in the distance. Across the sand, I saw hundreds of small figures charging into what looked like a mass of black. They disappeared when they hit it, like they had never existed. It took me a moment to realize that had been a line of horses just like these ones with Kavva. A second line charged forward and I shut my eyes so I would have to see them be absorbed by those horrific black blobs.

“What are those?” I gasped in horror.

“Draven,” Kavva said. “Now, do I have your attention?”
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“And those are what you’re going to go and fight?” I gasped in horror.

“You see the necessity,” Kavva said sternly. “We must not allow these aberrations anywhere near our women and children.”

“Aren’t you a woman?” Bareena asked from where she was being held at spear-point.

Kavva sniffed. “I am a war leader. My warriors and I go to die this day.”

She sounded so proud of the fact, like she was conferring an honor on them.

“But how will you stop ... that?” I asked, my absolute loss for ideas clear in my voice. “And why can we barely hear an entire war so close to here? We slept right through it!”

Bareena looked embarrassed. She must have nodded off while she was keeping watch.

“They block the senses. First, sound. Then, when you get closer, sight. They steal your senses before they steal your life, but we will not let them win without a battle.”

I didn’t care about her sword anymore. My eyes were fixed on the Draven. These were our enemies? No one could beat an enemy like that. No warrior or dragon could get close enough to destroy them without losing sight and hearing. And we had no magic because they’d taken it all. 

Fear and despair coursed through me, mixing in equal measures. 

All was lost. I could see that now, lost and lost and lost.

Bareena was speaking in the background, but I barely heard her as my heart plummeted.

“By the agreement made by our human ancestors in the age before this, I call on you, war leader,” she said. Around me, our guards froze, their faces surprised. I had no room for surprise under the tide of my black despair. “By the agreement forged in blood and paid in pain, I call on you. By our pact of blood, when one comes to seek the keys of the Haroc, all must honor the request, no matter who asks, no matter when they ask. The way to the key must be shown and the test offered.”

Kavva gritted her teeth together so loud that I could hear them.

“Are you claiming your right to search for the Key of the Ancients right now, old woman? In the moment of our battle? In the moment of our death?” she sounded frustrated. She wanted to die?

She is not motivated like you are. Love means little to her, but honor is everything. Death for her family and tribe is of the greatest honor. You are keeping her from the desperate want of her heart with this request. Olfijum explained. His mental voice sounded sleepy. I don’t like admitting it, but I was dead asleep, too. We shouldn’t have left an old woman to stand watch. But it was easy to accept her offer and sink into sleep.

I wasn’t the one requesting that Kavva leave her personal war with the Draven.

Well, you kind of are.

“I am not claiming my right,” Bareena said clearly. The shoulders of our guards sagged in relief. “I claim it for Seleska, Guardian of Nasataa.”

My eyes felt like they’d opened so far that my eyeballs might fall out.

“What?” I gasped aloud.

“You are asking by the vow of blood?” Kavva asked, looking now at me. 

“Yes?” I wasn’t sure if I was asking or answering.

“The vow which may not be broken?”

I nodded, but I had no idea what she was talking about. She was just so intense and aggressive. I had never met another woman like her before.

Kavva cursed. “The Winged Prince will want to be informed of this. Bravetta, ride out at once with this message, ‘To the Winged Prince, Jalla, this message is from your war leader Kavva, daughter of the Bone Prince. I am hereby charged by the vows and blood of our people to abandon my sworn death and lead them to the Key of Ancients. I will leave my horse under the command of another, riding only the Sentries needed to achieve our goal. There will be no delays. There will be no quarter given. Honor to the blood of our people.’”

One of the men guarding us stepped back from Bareena with a quick, jerky bow and then ran as if his life depended on it toward the horses, leapt on one like he was in a race, and galloped off into the distance. 

I was so stunned, I couldn’t form words. What was happening? How had Bareena known to do this?

Well, she did mention that she’d been studying this all her life.  

“Abdel, take the horse and half the Sentries with you,” Kavva continued, addressing a new warrior. “You will regroup with the spears of the Crimson Prince and follow his orders. It will be as if I have died to you.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” I started.

“Would you take even that honor from me?” Kavva demanded angrily.

“No,” I stammered. “Of course not.”

She frowned, but she seemed mollified. “Mount your dragons and prepare to fly. We will lead you to the test and administer it in the fashion handed down from our fathers, fathers, fathers for this day.”

I nodded, my eyes still wide. Who would have thought they would take this so seriously?

But they all have. Didn’t you notice? The Dominar left a refugee crisis and the beginning of a war to deal with us personally. The Ko’roi used the last of the magic available to him to open the test for us and he escorted us himself. You say that Taoslil, the Prince of Dragons, took a personal interest. Now, this war leader drops the most significant event of her life to guide us. This is bigger than we are, and somehow everyone else seems to know it.

He was right.

I’m often right.

I just hoped I could pass this test, too. Sweat was already forming on the back of my neck as I climbed up onto his back with Heron and watched the warriors of Baojang disperse, all but Kavva and two others, mounted on two Sentries. Her face was grim as if this was her death, rather than what lay in that black mass in the distance.

I will carry Bareena, Nasataa said. I want to help, but I don’t think I can carry you yet. 

He sure was growing up quickly! And that worried me, too. What a way to grow up! 
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Chapter Eleven

[image: image]


As soon as we were in the air, Heron folded me into his strong arms. I felt like he was trying to help, to somehow keep me safe, though he didn’t understand why.

“Is this uncomfortable?” he asked after a moment.

My eyes still lingered on the battle in the distance. The silence of it was eerie and awful. As if it wasn’t real at all. And yet, I could see humans and horses and Sentries being swallowed up by those horrific black blobs. I felt the horror of it to the core of my bones. I flinched from the fury and loss. Warriors streamed toward the battle from every direction. It was those forces, I realized, that I had heard before. It was the hooves of their horses, the calls of their warriors. 

So many people rushing to their own death, trying to defend families and friends with their deaths – and to no avail. We needed more than this.

“It’s ... it’s ...” I started to cry, but I didn’t pull away. Instead, I sank into Heron’s arms. Who cared if he’d forgotten me? Who cared if he had lost a big chunk of himself and that made him unfamiliar now? I needed someone to help me in the middle of this black despair and I’d gladly take his offered embrace.

“I know,” he whispered. “So many of them. It’s awful. Hold on to me. I’ll keep you safe.”

I looked up at him, surprised that he sounded so much like himself.

He smiled at me – that warm, sweet smile I loved so much.

“I remembered that part,” he said softly. “The part where I want you safe more than anything. I can’t remember why or how. I just remember that if I lose you, I lose everything.”

He said it like a prayer, like a vow stronger than the one taking Kavva to her death. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to tell him I loved him. But I didn’t want to push him when he wasn’t ready for that.

Instead, I returned his smile with a broken one of my own and let myself cry in his arms as we flew. The whole world was overrun. And it was falling apart. And there didn’t seem to be any hope anymore. 

But there was one thing I had the ability to change.

I could forgive Heron for his betrayal when he called to Atura instead of me. It hadn’t really been his fault, but I’d been holding it against him. I let it go. 

I let all my disappointment go. 

It was just him and me and Olfijum and Nasataa and Bareena. And we would do what we could. I forgave all the past. All the hurts. All the resentments. What was the point of holding onto anything in the face of this madness? 

Oh, except for Atura.

I didn’t forgive her and her Bubblers. 

I planned to beat them in this race. I planned to take every key and get Nasataa to the Haroc in time. And I planned to pour every bit of myself into that. Because if there was no other hope left, then we needed to do the one little thing we could do and just hope that somehow, someone greater than us was handling all the rest.

And if they weren’t, well at least we’d done what we could. No one could fault us for that.

The path had been set for us long in advance. The destination chosen. It was just up to us to walk in that path now.

I pulled out my little book from my pocket and opened it up and read the words of the prophecies as Heron hummed a lullaby in my ear – an island lullaby our mothers used to sing to us. 

“For there is life in forgiveness and in the healing of the soul there is peace. In the giving of the heart comes a gift greater than that given, a treasure granted that overshadows sacrifice,” I read.

Nice thoughts, Olfijum offered. But I don’t think we’ll be finding peace or forgiveness anywhere. On the other hand, we were given a gift.

What gift?

That pool led us very close to the next test and key. If I’m right, it’s just up ahead. Not very far from the scene of an all-out war. Hopefully, you will get the key quickly so we can be gone from here before that war spreads. I do not relish the idea of being consumed by a black darkness. Oh, and I should mention something – I felt a flicker in Heron’s mind a moment ago – as if he really does remember some things from the past and part of him is almost willing to let me speak to him again.

I shivered, trying not to hope too much when it might just devastate me later and straining my eyes to see what Olfijum was looking at, but it was still too far away for human eyes.

An hour later, it was more obvious. A single stone tower soared up in the middle of the landscape. At the top of the tower was a small platform – maybe big enough for everyone with us but not many more – and a strange contraption I did not recognize.

I think that is the test.

Like a Blacksmith’s puzzle? 

I don’t know. But there is a round box inside – like something you might keep gems in. And I suspect that your key lies within. 

The Sentry that Kavva rode dove close to Olfijum who shied away, forcing Kavva to call to us.

“The Kah’deem lies ahead!”

I nodded. And she called again.

“Who are those people? Friends?”

I looked past the Kah’deem. I’d been so obsessed with our destination that I hadn’t realized there were figures in the distance, flying toward this Kah’deem from another direction.

I shook my head. I had no idea who they were, and to be honest, I didn’t even know where I was in Baojang or what direction that was. 

West. They come from the west.

Who else would be looking for the Kah’deem?

One guess. And if you don’t guess Atura, I’m packing up and leaving.
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Chapter Twelve
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“We need to hurry,” I said, leaping from Heron’s arms and Olfijum’s back the moment the dragon’s feet hit the platform. My desperate despair was driving me in a way hope never had. It was more potent, more overwhelming than any feeling I’d ever felt before.

I was supposed to save them all. And unless I was very fast, I wasn’t going to have anything else left to save when this was over.

I thought Nasataa was the one meant to save them all.

Same thing.

No, it’s not.

I can help, Nasataa’s little voice said proudly.  Look! I’ve been carrying Bareena on my own.

I hadn’t been giving him enough attention, had I? He was the one who was the center of all of this, not me. 

I hurried over to him and hugged his neck. He was getting so big! And did he feel even hotter?

He’s fine. Not sick, Olfijum weighed in. A fever can’t hurt someone who breathes fire. 

He put his head up on my shoulder and I whispered to him, “You’ve done a great job! A really, really great job. But please let me protect you just a little longer. Until you’re a little bigger. Let me take this one last test for you.”

Nasataa snorted over my shoulder.

This is your part. My part comes later. Right?

Yes, that was right. I stroked his head gently and then turned to the contraption in the center of the platform – the Kah’deem that Kavva had been talking about.

It was a strange device that seemed to be formed of a dark metal. Handles lined with spikes just above my waist-level stood out like spokes from a wheel around a center cage of interwoven, twisted metal in layers like an onion. In the center of the metal was the sphere that Olfijum had called a box. And on the top of the cage was a decoration that looked like a key. A key with an arrow pointing down. If the key inside the Kah’deem had an arrow that pointed down, too, that would tell us south. I knew enough to watch for that now.

“Here she comes,” Bareena said to me, her eyes glowing. “Whatever happens in that test, don’t give up! We need you. But fast. Do well.”

The Sentries landed on the platform and Kavva looked serious as she strode over to us, her sword drawn again.

She raised her voice as if she was speaking to a crowd and not just the few of us gathered here. 

“We have gathered here under the burning eye of the sun and in the presence of all who could be quickly gathered, to witness the trial and winnowing of Seleska, Seeker of the Key. We will witness this day and give true testimony to any who asks of what we have seen here. Are we agreed?”

“Yes!” her followers cried from their Sentries.

“Yes,” Heron and Bareena said a second later.

Kavva looked pleased. Behind her, the force bearing Atura toward the test grew larger. Had she found more Manticores? This group seemed to be almost double the size of the Manticore group she had led before. Had she recruited more along the way somehow?

“What our ancestors set in motion, let no man or woman interfere with. The Kah’deem shall test each heart and mind. It shall plumb you to the core. Only the one who opens the Kah’deem will claim the Key of the Ancients. Do the participants accept these terms?” Kavva intoned.

“Yes,” I said, surprised that she was sticking to some kind of script in the middle of a war. This was urgent!

Don’t mistake urgent for important, Olfijum reminded me.

“And if the women here fall today, their blood is on their own heads, for they chose this test. Are all agreed?”

“There’s only one of me,” I said, cautiously. Was someone else planning to challenge me for his? Was Kavva that one?

“Your challenger is late,” Kavva said, pointing toward the group of Manticores flying toward us. “But late doesn’t mean disqualified. If he or she arrives and wishes to fight, she shall join you in the test.”

“Then we need to hurry,” I said. Those ancestors had done everything they could to keep this test open for anyone to participate, but they sure hadn’t made things easy for the ones who were on their side.

“Are you agreed?” Kavva pressed.

“Yes,” I said.

“Then let us begin.” She led me to the Kah’deem and pointed at the handles covered in small spikes. “You must choose a handle and grip it. You will hold on throughout the duration of the test. If you break the hold, you will lose the chance to get the key. If you break an opponent’s hold or cause it to be broken, you will forfeit. Agreed?”

I nodded. 

“Then let us begin.”

I grabbed the handle, wincing as the spikes bit into the flesh of my hand and then Kavva wrapped her grip around mine and squeezed. My blood spattered on the stone platform beneath my feet.

I cried out and Heron took a step toward me but Kavva held up a hand. “This is her test alone. None shall aid or hinder here. Remember honor.”

And then her grip was gone, and she was drawing back. Nothing seemed to be happening. Maybe the test was broken. It had stood here in the elements for years and years. Perhaps, it simply wasn’t working anymore. That could happen, right? Maybe there was some other way to open the Kah’deem and get the key. 

I glanced at the others, but they were all staring at me with wide eyes. That didn’t make sense. I turned back toward the Kah’deem, worry creasing my forehead. What wasn’t I seeing here?

And then something shot through me and I saw a bright white light and everything else faded away.
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Chapter Thirteen 
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I was clinging to the back of a dragon, barely hanging on. Beneath me, what was left of the city burned. 

“All of them ... gone,” the Dragon Rider in front of me said in horror. 

He bled from a dozen different places – minor wounds, but still enough to make him slump in the saddle. There were stragglers ahead of us, dragons and oosquer in twos and threes, fleeing with or without injured and dying riders. The mounts looked no better than their riders. One of the oosquer was streaming blood, his keening cries as awful as a human sob. 

I didn’t dare look down. I didn’t want to think about who might be on the ground. 

“They’ve almost caught us,” the Dragon Rider said. “Should we turn now and give those fleeing a little more time, or should we try to outrun them, every man for himself?”

Why was he asking me?

I glanced back at the ranks of Manticores forming behind us. Warriors clad in flowing red robes were mounted on them, rods in their hands. We’d seen what those rods could do in the battle just hours ago. We’d watched our friends and allies shredded, their memories plucked straight from their minds and as they stumbled around, confused, they were torn apart by the Manticores and then absorbed by those horrific black blobs. And that was before the silence. The awful, stunning silence and the periods of blindness. It hardly felt real. If the Drazenloft still held – if we could warn them there in time ...

Wait, that wasn’t my memory ... was it? I thought I was somewhere else. Somewhere far from here. I shook my head in confusion, looking down at my hands. Manly hands. Hands with wide palms. 

I blinked. Why was I staring at my hands? 

“Ko’roi?” the Rider asked a second time.

“Sorry?” I asked, shaking my head. It must be the blood loss. 

“Should we turn and defend or scatter, Ko’roi?”

I was in Tor’s body, remembering his memories! Somehow this ... machine ... had taken it over! And now it was up to me to make this key decision. But I was no military leader! 

I had a sudden feeling that my answer would make a difference not only for Tor and Ko’Torenth but also for the test back at the Kah’deem. I swallowed. What would Tor want? What would he say?

He would want to protect the Drazenloft. And, so did I.

“We need to risk it. If we scatter, they’ll pick us off one by one. If we stand together, the others who are fleeing might make it to the Drazenloft in time to warn them.”

Pain shot through me, so powerful that I couldn’t see, couldn’t think, couldn’t even scream. There was a flash and I was back on the platform, gripping the iron handle. I sucked in a gasp of breath. The pain was dulled. Still there. Not gone. But not as sharp, either.

On the other side of the Kah’deem another woman whimpered in pain and the drip, drip of her blood hitting the stones made me wet my lips in nervousness. My own palm screamed in pain.

I mustn’t let go.

How long had I been gone? Long enough for Atura to arrive and begin the test. Behind her, the Manticores and her Bubblers were arranged in a half-circle. What decisions was she making in that test? Were they decisions that would hurt my people as surely as mine would hurt hers?

I was there with you. It was the right choice. A Drazenloft should be protected at all costs, Olfijum said in my mind.

Be strong, Sela! 

I hoped Nasataa hadn’t been there, too. That had been too much for a young dragon. Too much violence. Too much tragedy. It was too much for me.

I was there. I’m proud of you.

It made me anxious that they were with me. What if I did something that they didn’t approve of? Worse- what if Atura and her people hurt them while I was gone?

They won’t. The test won’t work if Kavva shuts it off and she made it clear that she would if there was violence before it was complete.

But how –  

No time for that. I think this test should open up the Kah’deem, Olfijum said. 

That was the plan, alright.

And I think you did something right back there. Which means that maybe you can open it just a little.

And how would I do that?

Kavva is watching you intently. Her hand keeps flinching like she’s trying to subconsciously twist something. Try twisting that handle.

I tried. The spikes ground into my hand and as I gasped from the pain, something clicked, and a second layer of the cage opened up like a clock-work onion. 

Yes!

I tried again but it wouldn’t budge. 

My victory was short-lived.

This time, when the world shifted, I was almost expecting it.
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Chapter Fourteen
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My head ached. A heavy weight on it pushed it down, shoving into my neck and shoulders. I was a mass of pain from my head down to my aching, agonized leg. I tried to shift to ease the pain in my leg, but it didn’t move when I asked it to. Confused, I tried to look down, but something was in my way. I reached up to feel it with my hands.

A mask.

I was in the Dominar’s body, wasn’t I? No one else wore a mask like this one.

“Dominar,” the words were torn with pain and worry. “You must sleep. You can’t watch the battle all the time. Without sleep, you’ll fall.”

We were up on a rampart somewhere high and I was seated in a dragon saddle. Ah. Raolcan. I’d liked him.

What are you doing here?

I gasped. He heard me!

What are you doing in the Dominar’s mind?

I tried to think of a picture of the Ka’deem and of the test so far.

Ah. She took that test. You’d better choose correctly! I will not see my spider harmed by you.

Spider? That was a weird nickname.

I looked at what they were watching – a line of black moving across the landscape in silence. I glanced behind me at the skycity whose walls I was sitting on. Was it evacuated yet?

Obviously. The Dominar would never let her people stay in harm’s way. 

But what was she doing up on this wall?

She will not rest. She will not leave. 

Well, that was silly. She needed her rest. Maybe this was my decision. To save her from herself ... or not. 

There was a burst of movement out at the lines of the rolling black wave. The Dominion should be attacking.

She can’t both lead an attack and rest at the same time. 

I swayed in the saddle, exhaustion wavering my strength.

“You’re right,” I said aloud in her authoritative voice. “I must rest. Please, take over, Captain.”

What was his name again? Leng? He gave me a strange look at the title Captain, but he saluted heart-to-fist and seemed pleased by my decision.

Pain and light filled me, and the battlefield was gone with it.

I blinked as pain filled me – blinding, crushing pain – almost worse than the pain I’d felt in the Dominar’s body. My knees buckled, but I held onto the handle. 

You pay in pain.

Did I ever. 

I twisted the handle, feeling my hand shred under the spikes and another layer of the woven metal carapace opened up. There were still more layers, though. 

Tears slipped from my eyes and I moaned with the agony of it. I wanted to scream. Wanted to let it all out. But I was worried about Nasataa and my friends. If they came to help me, they might suffer, too.

Bareena said to tell you that the prophecy says, ‘Only the one who gives it all, can bring the magic with the call.’

Was he saying this wasn’t giving my all? Was he crazy?

Atura cried out, biting her lip. Blood trickled from her lip and something flickered beside her. How strange. What was that?

I opened my mouth, but the light filled my mind, blinding me once again.

I was holding the barbed handle still. That wasn’t right.

I squinted at Atura, but she didn’t look right. Her face was drawn and haggard, but her lips were too full, her messy, wavy hair too blonde, her friends too ... that was me!

I almost dropped the handle in my surprise. I had to hold onto the handle. I had a feeling that the test would consider me choosing to drop her handle ‘interference’ with her test and it would disqualify me.  

“I know you don’t want to listen to me, Atura, but you did ask,” I looked to the side to see the specter of Hubric standing there with crossed arms. He was looking right at me. My heart leapt. Hubric! It was so good to see him again. Why did he look so sour? Oh yeah. He was looking at Atura who had sucked out his soul. “You wanted to know how to defeat your enemies and the answer is still the same. Power comes in knowing the truth and letting the lie burn away. You want to be free? You need to let the lies burn away.”

In every other scenario, it had been up to me to make a decision for the machine to judge. Scatter or attack. Fight or rest. What decision did I need to make here? Was it just a matter of playing fair? Of not dropping the handle?

I could feel Atura’s frustration coursing through my veins. I could feel how much she hated Hubric and his words of wisdom. I could see how her eyes kept tugging at Heron curiously. Why was she curious about him? She hardly seemed to notice me at all. 

“You’ll never see clearly until you forgive them.”

“Forgive who?” I asked, though it came out in Atura’s harsher tone.

“The dragons. You hate them so much. It’s not even logical. You hate them for pushing your people into this alliance. You hate them for reading your mind and guessing your thoughts. You hate them for their power and capability. You hate them because if your father hadn’t been so obsessed with them, then maybe things would have been different. Maybe he wouldn’t have had such a strong opinion about sending you on this race.”

The frustration turned to burning hate. But I couldn’t figure out what decision I needed to make for Atura. There was nothing to decide. 

“Forgive,” Hubric whispered and I wondered what he’d be whispering to me if I was the one he was haunting instead of Atura. Would he be whispering ‘forgive’ to me? “I know how lonely your childhood was – how loveless. Sent away to harsh schools. Valued only for your accomplishments. Made to spy on your teachers and friends and watch them and their families marched away to be killed and thrown in mass graves. And never, never being allowed to mourn for them. I know all of it.”

Atura wanted to hit him – not that you could hit a ghost – but I wanted to hear more.

“If you can learn to forgive, you’ll be able to see the truth of it all again.”

Would he say that to me, too? Was I so blinded by my hatred of Atura and her Bubblers that I wasn’t seeing clearly? Did I need to forgive somehow? Wouldn’t that leave me vulnerable?

I didn’t realize I’d asked him that until he was already responding.

“Not for them. For you. It won’t leave you vulnerable. It will heal you.”

I didn’t think Atura would want to forgive anyone. And I knew I sure didn’t want to forgive her. But when he said it like that, well, I wanted to want it.

But that wasn’t enough, was it? Wanting to want something. Wishing you had the strength to be who you should ... those were just daydreams. I glanced to where Heron was standing behind Seleska, his huge arms crossed over his chest as if he were guarding her back. He flinched every time she did and smiled with her every smile.

I longed for our youth on the Havenwind Isles where it was possible to love others and not hold grudges. Where it was possible to live a whole life without enemies. But what choice did I have here? These people would be my enemies whether I wanted them to be or not. But couldn’t I forgive them inside, even if they were still pursuing me? Could you forgive a person who wasn’t asking for forgiveness? Could I forgive Atura?

I couldn’t say yes. I didn’t want to say yes. I shook Atura’s head no.

“Just think about it,” Hubric said. “Just don’t rule it out.”

The way he was looking at me – at Atura – looking into her eyes, it was almost as if he could tell that I was the one inside her right now.

Fine. I wouldn’t rule it out. For Hubric’s sake.

But that didn’t mean that I didn’t think it was a bad idea.

There was another flash of light and I looked up to see the last layer of the onion opening and the sphere opening with it. 

On the other side of the Kah’deem, Atura looked smaller, somehow.

Her eyes snapped open, too.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Inside the Kah’deem, words glowed in the yellow dust hanging in the air. A downward arrow and the words.

Thus, with a key you are marked, thus with a sign sealed. The Haroc will be opened and the floodgates loosed.

Well, that was ominous.

Atura’s lips moved as she saw the words, too, and then she lunged forward to grab a tiny golden key in the bottom of the sphere. I hadn’t even noticed it there.

I let go of the bloody handle and as her fist tightened over the key, my hand tightened over hers.

We flinched in unison, our breath snatched away in this strange moment of conflict and unity. We hated each other to the core, and yet in this moment, we both wanted the same thing, and our blood mingled together like the waters of a river flowing into the sea.

But I didn’t really believe that this key mattered. It seemed to me like it was more of a token than anything.

It matters. 

I felt a flip in my belly – a painful twisting – and then my hand flipped in a strange motion I didn’t expect and I leaned forward on the ball of my right foot as my right forearm twisted around Atura’s and then pulled her forearm toward me at the same time that my weight pulled back to my left foot and the key wrenched out of her hand and into mine.

Octon. That was his move. His ability.

And it was perfect for this fight.

The entire struggled hadn’t taken more than a moment.

Atura and I were still gasping when I realized that her harsh breathing was the only sound I could hear. Fear shot through me like a bolt of lightning and I spun, my hand spattering blood across the stones. It would have to wait to be bandaged.

I saw Heron first, his face worried, his mouth open. Looked to Nasataa next, but his mouth was open, too, and not a sound came out.

Nasataa? I called. Olfijum?

There was no response. I looked back and forth between them and Heron and then even Bareena’s voices were silent. 

I looked back at Atura and for a moment we were united in a shared horror, her face a mirror of mine, and then all sight was gone, and everything went black.
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Chapter Sixteen
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I was not unconscious. Which might have been the most horrible part of it all. I was not asleep. I was not in some other world. 

I just couldn’t see, couldn’t hear – not even the voices of my dragon friends. 

I could feel. 

And that was almost worse. Something soft, but not furry, or fleshy, or like cloth – but something soft all the same, molded itself around me, lifting me until I was no longer standing, wrapped around me until I couldn’t move my arms or head. And it rolled and shifted under me in an unfamiliar and vaguely horrifying way.

At first, I panicked. I fought. I screamed. I cried. Eventually, I ran out of tears. 

I was thirsty and hungry.

I tried to stay hopeful. I tried to tell myself all the reasons why I shouldn’t panic. But all I could think was that the Draven were the ones who stole sight and hearing and that meant that somehow, I was in their clutches. And so was Nasataa. And so was Olfijum. And so was Heron.

And that made my hope dwindle as the minutes leaked into hours or maybe even days. There was no way to tell how long it had been. My hunger and thirst were constant – suggesting that it was more likely days than hours.

I was beginning to think that things would never change, that I would be stuck in this senseless existence until my body rotted away and I was nothing but bones. I had almost given up, almost lost hope completely when something shifted and there was solid ground under my feet again.

The softness released me, and my legs ached under my weight as if they hadn’t held anything in a long time. I swayed and then crouched down, feeling the ground below me.

Rock. I was standing on rock. 

Tears of relief leaked from my eyes – who would have thought that a hard surface could make me cry? I was just so grateful to feel something – anything – again.

I stayed in my crouch, my palm pressed against the rock floor. I didn’t want to break contact after so many hours of non-feeling.

It was long moments until I could see – and even then, it was barely seeing. I saw only a faint purple light – barely there at all – but as my eyes adjusted to it, I began to see outlines. There was someone else nearby – or the outline of someone else. Someone roughly my size and shape. Bareena? No, taller than that. She also crouched next to the earth, hands pressed to the ground.

Behind her, I heard a trickling sound. Sound was returning.

I gasped and her head popped up. I wished I could see her expression. 

And then she leapt for me, and her shoulder plowed into my stomach before I could even react, propelling me backward, knocking my feet out from under me so that I hit the ground with an agonizing thud.

Blinding pain flashed through my shoulder but far from sparking fear in me, it filled me with gratitude. I could feel something again! I could fight someone again! I could finally take all this pent-up frustration and despair and turn it around on someone else. 

I was almost jubilant as I fought back and the fire burning in my belly told me I wasn’t the only one to be excited by this fight. I threw her off of me with a throw I didn’t even think I knew and popped up into a fighting crouch.

She popped up just as fast and either the faint purple glow was growing in intensity, or my eyes were adjusting to it more, because now I could clearly see her face. Atura. Yes! If I could pummel anyone right now, I would want it to be her.

Come on, Octon! If you’re still in here, help me fight!

I spun into a roundhouse kick and though she blocked it with crossed arms, it sent her backward a few steps. I recovered and moved in a strange half-squat that felt practiced and martial. My belly burned as I turned the sliding squat into a stance that popped up in front of Atura, dodged her punch, grabbing her hand and pulling her over my hip in a very neat throw. 

“A panther three throw?” Atura asked wryly – as if we were playing a game and not deadly enemies. “That’s a staple of the warrior class. It’s so simple they do it in basic training. Do you have anything better?”

“If it’s so simple, why did it work on you?” I asked but my body was already moving in an almost dance-like flow of movements that circled Atura, moving closer and closer to her.

“You’re just lucky that you stole that rock from me. Who would have guessed that you’d have the guts to swallow it? Even a powerful life force manipulator trembles at the thought of eating a soul rock!”

“You ate Hubric’s!” I said, following that up with a flurry of punches. She blocked most of them, but one got through and I heard the oof of her breath as it hit her in the belly. Fury filled me as she landed a blow of her own and pain flared in my side.

“It was my right,” she said through gritted teeth.

“I have a question for you, Atura,” I said as I danced back, breathing hard as I managed the pain in my side. “If you serve these Draven, why are you in this hellhole with me? You’d think that they would let you continue on the quest for the keys if they like you so much.”

She didn’t answer but the fury in her narrowed eyes told me I’d scored a mental blow. She launched herself at me, more angry than skilled in that moment. Octon easily stepped me to the side, kicking out at her leg. She stumbled and fell to the ground, rolling to pop back up, but she was favoring the leg, careful not to put too much weight on it. 

It was really getting brighter in here. Bright enough to see her face easily. Bright enough to see that the trickling water washed over the stones like a thin wedding veil a little behind where Atura had landed.

Bright enough to see exactly where all sight cut off again – a ring of darkness and fuzziness. Draven. 

“I’m surprised that they haven’t eaten us yet, but I’m sure that’s coming,” I spat. “And before that happens, I want to make you pay for what you’ve done.”

She laughed harshly. “And you’re going to do that with a few punches and kicks? You think that is equivalent for destroying and killing everyone you’ve ever cared about? I know you’re from some islands far away. Do you know that the Draven are going there, too? Remember how they poured from the ground in Ko’Torenth as the world shook apart? Remember how you saw them swallow the armies of Baojang? Don’t shake your head at me. I was there. I saw that. And I know you saw it, too. They’re going to do that to your precious islands. To your family.”

Fear shot through me, followed by a fury like nothing I’d felt yet. It was all lost. And the person to blame was right here. Convenient, wasn’t it?

I launched myself at her, and this time I thought it might be me and not Octon, because my dive through the air was clumsy and full of passion. I knocked her to the ground and sat on her, my hands finding her neck and throttling.

She gasped. My attack must have surprised her. Maybe she was expecting something with more finesse. Maybe she was expecting Octon’s skill rather than my pure fury. 

It felt so good to squeeze her neck, to feel it vulnerable beneath my hands. After everything she’d done to me and mine, it felt so good just one time to strike back. It wouldn’t change anything. It wouldn’t save my people or the people of all these other countries. It wouldn’t change a thing and yet I’d never felt so gratified, so fulfilled in all my life. 

I throttled her as hard as I could until her fighting hands began to weaken and her breath came in gasps. I’d never killed anyone with my bare hands before but was it really so bad to kill her? She’d killed so many people. She was key to the destruction of everything I loved – of everyone I loved. 

“Seleska, stop!”

I gasped, looking up at the wavering, glowing specter of Hubric in front of me. Wasn’t the one dying supposed to be the one seeing hallucinations? And yet I was the one seeing him.

“Didn’t you hear me talking to her about forgiveness? I saw you there. I saw you listening.” The accusation was strong in his voice.

He was only my imagination. Did I want to die having done nothing, or did I want to die having at least brought Atura down with me? 

“Can’t you find it in you to forgive?” Hubric said. “To at least forgive enough to spare her life?”

“No!” I screamed at him. “I don’t forgive people who aren’t sorry. And I don’t forgive people who are working against me.”

“There is power in forgiveness,” he said and for a moment, my hands relaxed. Should I be listening to him? But no. He was only a specter. The real Hubric would want her dead, too! “Remember the prophecy! There is life in forgiveness and in the healing of the soul there is peace. In the giving of the heart comes a gift greater than that given, a treasure granted that overshadows sacrifice.”

I squeezed harder until I no longer heard her gasping breaths. “How is there power in letting a killer loose to keep killing?”

“I’m not saying that you shouldn’t stop her, that you shouldn’t win, that you shouldn’t save everyone. I’m just saying that there is another way that doesn’t involve you killing her in cold blood.”

“That’s how she’d kill me!” I spat. “She’d do it in a heartbeat, without flinching!”

He was nodding. “But you wouldn’t.”

“Wouldn’t your precious Dominar kill her enemies? What did she do to the ones who took her Dominion? What about your precious Ko’roi? What did he do?”

“Not this, Seleska. Not this.”

I was crying now. Crying because it felt like I was tearing in two. I wanted this so much. And I knew he was right that this was wrong. 

“What would your parents say? Halana and Renny? What would they want?”

My grip loosened.

“What would Heron say?”

I sobbed.

“What would you want Nasataa to see?”

I choked on another sob as my hands fell away from her neck.

“What kind of person do you want to be, Seleska? What kind of world do you want to make?” But now his voice grew gentle, as if I were a child he was comforting. “You make the world all over again with every decision you make. Every single little choice makes a whole new future. What future are you making right now?”

I stood up violently, stepping back from Atura’s limp body as if she’d burned me. If I didn’t step back, I’d finish the job. I knew that.

“Too weak,” she gasped, but she didn’t move. “Too weak to do what you should have.”

Angry tears slid down my face. I felt no relief in mercy, no comfort in thinking that I’d done the ‘right’ thing, only frustration that I hadn’t ended her.

I ground my teeth and let the tears fall. Maybe there would be some comfort someday. Maybe this would all make sense someday. Right now, it just tasted bitter on my tongue. I hated mercy. I hated forgiveness.

I felt a strange mind touch me. It felt unfamiliar and very, very faint.

We come. Wait with patience.

Who was that? 

Around me, the dark forms that had been still for so long, began to move again. 

I’d lost my chance.

And I wasn’t sure if I was grateful not to have to make that decision again, or if I was disappointed for my loss. Revenge had tasted sweet. Mercy was bitter on my tongue.

And then I forgot all about the fight with Atura. Pain began in the center of my belly. Pain that filled me like water fills a glass. I began to scream and distantly, I realized that Atura was screaming, too.

There was no comfort in that, either.

The world went dark again.

***
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READ MORE OF SELESKA’S story in Dragon Tide: Underworld

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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