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    For Nev and Leif, my adventurers!

      

    


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

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

Keep your tissues handy! It’s a tear-jerker!
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Chapter One
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Behind us, screams and flares of flame still reached us as we left the Lands of Haz’drazen.

“Keep him from squirming!” Hubric called over his shoulder.

Wind tore at my wet clothing, drying the special underwater suit quickly. I clung to Nasataa as Kyrowat flew low over the edges of the ocean where the river tumbled into it, kicking up mud and fish where freshwater met salt.

Jeriath thrashed as Heron tried to keep him pinned in place. 

“Traitors! Traitors!” he muttered.

“We’re hardly the ones who let Manticores into the Lands of Haz’Drazen!” I objected. “If anyone is a traitor, he is for supporting Atura!”

“I think he’s feverish,” Heron said. “His head is hot.”

“Why would he be feverish? I thought he was hit in the head.”

“He was. Look, he’s bleeding!” Heron was dabbing at Jeriath’s head with part of his head covering. The man’s scarf had dropped from his face, but I didn’t know if that ghastly pale green skin was normal for an Ilerioc or a sign of fever taking hold.

“Quiet!” Hubric’s command silenced us. I listened for what was worrying him but all I could hear were Kyrowat’s wings flapping hard in the air and a tiny keening sound from Nasataa. I hugged him closer. He was getting too big for me to hold well, my arms barely wrapped all the way around him anymore.

When had he found the time to grow so much?

Kyrowat ducked behind a large standing rock, landing awkwardly on the sandy beach behind it and we all held our breath waiting for whatever Hubric had heard. Something hit me hard in the back.

Oof! What was that?

I looked behind me to see what had hit me.

Heron had Jeriath in some kind of lock, keeping him pinned under one arm while his hand was pressed tight over the man’s mouth. Oh. He must have hit me as he thrashed. There was something wrong with Jeriath. Something that we’d need to dig into as soon as we dared stop.

His eyes looked wild and glazed at the same time, like he didn’t know where he was.

We didn’t dare to stop yet – not for long.

“Jeriath,” I hissed. “You’re okay. Calm down.”

“Shh,” Heron warned me, looking over his shoulder.

There was the sound of flapping wings and I relaxed for a moment until I heard an order barked sharply. Rock Eaters! I’d heard that language before! 

They were just on the other side of that rock! At least a dozen, maybe more. And the sounds of wings and the crunch of something eating suggested it wasn’t just humans. Were those – those weren’t – Manticores, were they?

But they must be. 

How had all these Rock Eaters and Manticores gotten here? The Troglodyte had opened up a portal to send us through to the dragons. But they couldn’t have all come through that – could they? They had to have had some other way to get here.

Nasataa made a small noise and I petted him gently, trying to keep my shushing sounds as quiet as humanly possible. One dragon with five passengers on his back was no match for however many Manticores were out there.

Speak for yourself.

Oh. He was still talking to me.

Only when you insult me.

Well, it wasn’t insulting to say that a dozen Manticores could take one old dragon, was it?

A dozen? There are thirty out there by my count.

See? Well, then he couldn’t be insulted that I thought he was no match for them. I was just worried about his health.

Uh huh. If you think that’s true then you don’t know much about dragons. You’re going to have to learn fast if you’re going to fight for our side. We are tough! Tough and strong!

Whoa! I wasn’t fighting for anyone. I was just trying to protect Nasataa!

What do you think being his protector means? It means you are the guardian to our Chosen One. Whether you realize it or not, you are fighting on our side!

Oh. Well. I kind of liked that. Seleska, Champion of Dragons!

Don’t get too arrogant. You aren’t actually a dragon, he grumbled.

Maybe not, but I was the closet thing to it while still being human, wasn’t I? I felt pride swell in my breast.  Seleska, Champion of Dragons.

After long minutes, the wings were flapping again, and the voices died away. We didn’t move. Maybe they set a guard to look and see if anyone came running out from behind the rocks after they left. Or maybe Kyrowat was just very tired.

Of course, I’m tired. You try carrying five others and see how you do!

Well, it wouldn’t make me so cranky that was for sure. Maybe we needed to see if any other dragons were willing to help out. We could use a few more to ride.

You think a dragon will just volunteer to carry some of you?

Well, he had, right? So, what was so crazy about seeing if anyone else would help out? They’d probably love the opportunity! We would all be great friends in no time.

There was no answer from Kyrowat. Either my question had him completely stunned, or he was sick of talking to me.

“We need a plan,” Hubric whispered eventually. “There are Manticores everywhere.”

“How could they all have come here?” I asked.

“Treachery. Someone had brought them into the Lands of Haz’Drazen.”

“Who would do that?” I asked.

Heron cleared his throat and when we looked at him he just nodded to Jeriath. “This guy maybe? Why did you save him?”

“Because no one should die like that,” I said at the same time that Hubric spoke. “And he was on my side before Atura came out with those lies about how she was saved by a dragon as a child.”

“We’re keeping him for information,” Heron said. “We need all we can get.”

“We also need another dragon,” I said. “Kyrowat can’t carry all of us all the way to the Dominion.”

Hubric nodded tiredly but before he could speak, voices rang out in the distance again, and once again, we were huddled against the rock waiting as they passed.

After long minutes, the voices faded again.

“We could go into the sea,” I suggested. “That would be safer. And we’re all dressed for it.”

“And it would take far too long,” Hubric said. “You’re in a race, remember? A race where the first stop is in the Dominion.”

“A race that will be over the moment we’re caught,” I whispered. “Unless you know a quicker way to get there.”

“Mmmph,” Hubric grunted. “Maybe. We could try the warrens – if we dare.”

“Warrens?”

“Underground tunnels. They lead to unexpected places. But they’re hard to navigate. Sometimes even impossible. And I don’t know where the entrances to them might be in the Lands of Haz’drazen. If we get through the Dawn’s Gate to the human lands again, we might be able to find one. But by then, we’d be close enough to Dominion City that it might not make a difference.”

Kyrowat was already slipping out from behind the rock, flying low to the beach and hugging the rocky cliff along the side of the ocean. He’d have to be careful. His purple scales stood out along the blackened volcanic rocks and we didn’t help him hide at all. 

I retreated into my own mind, desperately looking for a way to defeat the Manticores and escape the Lands of the Dragons alive.

The next hours left my teeth on edge and my nerves sizzling. We hid in every rock, cave or outcrop we could find as we dodged groups of Manticores bearing riders in bunches of anywhere from five to a hundred. We saw no other dragons.

Nasataa was restless and I had chewed my bottom lip raw by the time the sun began to set.

“We need to stop soon,” Heron announced. “I think this man is bleeding. And if you want that information we saved him for, we’ll have to stop to tend his wounds.”

A harsh voice cried out from the dusky light. A warning? A challenge?

We fell silent, but it called again.

“Hold on,” Hubric whispered and then Kyrowat sprang forward, flying faster and harder than I thought a dragon of his age could possibly go.

You wound me, girl.

We flew in tense silence for what felt like hours as the darkness grew thicker and thicker.

As we flew, I thought.

I was in an impossible race against an adversary who outnumbered us in the one place you would think that lovers of dragons would have the most friends – the Lands of Haz’drazen. We were poorly supplied, didn’t know where we were going, and were fleeing for our lives. And if we didn’t succeed, little Nasataa would pay with his life. We had no option but to go on and keep trying. But everything in me was screaming that we’d already failed. 

Heron leaned forward, whispering in my ear just as I thought that, “Be strong, Seleska. Bravery doing the impossible because you hope in something bigger than yourself. Strength comes from love and gratitude, not the ability to rend and tear apart. Your bright eyes make my heart stronger every day.”

I felt a warm little rush at his words and it kept me going as the hours passed and the wind whipped up, disguising the sound of our flight until it felt like we’d been flying half the night.

I thought I could see Manticores behind us every time I looked back, chasing us in the light of the moon, their broken teeth gleaming in the silver light.

But it was only my own terrors chasing me.
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Chapter Two
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The night was half-gone by the time Kyrowat collapsed in a rocky cave somewhere in a set of low mountains. In the darkness, with all the hiding and creeping through low rocky outcroppings, I’d lost my bearings almost entirely. I couldn’t have judged east from west I was so tired, but I helped Heron pull Jeriath off Kyrowat’s back and as Hubric tended his dragon and Nasataa curled up beside him to sleep, we wearily checked him over. 

“He’s been stabbed here, in the back,” Heron said. “No wonder he’s doing so poorly. He’s lost a lot of blood.”

“Do you think it’s infected?” I whispered. “It’s been hours since you caught him.”

Heron shrugged, too tired to speak more. And what was there to say? If he was too hurt to live, there was nothing we could do about that, anyway. I bit my lip as we bandaged him.

Tiredness weighed on me like a heavy rock, slowing my movements and sinking my spirits. I fought against it as I worked with fumbling fingers, helping Heron to make Jeriath comfortable on the sand before collapsing in the sand myself. I hoped we wouldn’t be discovered here. Hoped we would hear anyone coming before they found us. They wouldn’t travel at night, would they? Hoped ...

The smell of the fire woke me from my troubled sleep and I pulled myself up to sitting with a start. Sunlight drifted in bright and golden into the sandy caves between the rocks. Someone’s arm was draped over my waist. 

Heron. 

He must have fallen in the sand beside me. I couldn’t see the sky from where I was. A good thing, considering our enemy could fly. I rubbed my eyes blearily. 

Where was Nasataa? My heart was already racing before I was on my feet scouring the sand and cave with my gaze.

“Above,” a deep voice rumbled.

I strode forward until I was out of the cliff’s overhang and I could look to the cliffs above. I thought I saw the shape of a dragon silhouetted above with another, smaller dragon beside him. Before I could blink, the first dragon fell from the cliff and then the little dragon fell after him. 

I gasped. 

No! 

Nasataa wasn’t ready yet! He was too little to fly! I bit my lip looking for where I should stand to catch him – could I catch him? I’d have to try! There was no one else to do it.

“He’s the size of a dog,” the deep voice said. “I hope you don’t plan to catch him. Come get some tea. It’s much better.”

“I’ll do what I have to,” I said through gritted teeth, sparing a quick glance for the voice. It was Hubric carefully drinking from a cup beside the fire. His drink steamed invitingly.

“Well, I’m glad you’re not my mother fretting and worrying like that. You’d drive a sane person mad,” he said. “And for the record, our prisoner’s wounds are beginning to look better, though the fever still has him. I poured some water down his throat this morning.”

My eyes were locked on Nasataa’s little form. Was he scared? Was he panicked?

I opened my arms wide, ready, ready.

Just before he fell into them, he pulled up, his scaly belly swiping my reaching fingers. He shot into the sky with a look in his eye that made me think of a laughing dog.

Kyrowat, Hubric’s full-grown dragon, flew a lazy circle around to him and the two of them glided side by side in an arc together.

I let out a long breath.

“They’re dragons,” Hubric said. “They fly. What did you think the wings were for, hmmm?”

“I thought he would need to be taught,” I said tightly. 

“Well, now is a good time to learn. We’re being chased by enemies and between the five of us we’re too heavy for Kyrowat. He barely made it through the flight last night and I worry for him. He’s pushing himself too hard. If Nasataa can fly for himself, that’s one fewer to carry.”

I felt a tightness in my chest at not carrying him anymore. Would he be okay flying on his own? What if he got tired? I’d just have to watch for that. I was not going to have my little dragon worn out just because Hubric or Kyrowat thought it might be good training.

“They’ll be seen up there in the sky!” I protested. 

“Needs to be done.”

“That’s my decision,” I said boldly but then withered under his sharp gaze “Don’t you think? I mean, well, I am his guardian.”

He laughed. “Well, now, I suppose it is. Why don’t you tell him what he can and can’t do?”

He winked at me as Kyrowat and Nasataa landed together right in front of us.

My eyes went big and with my biggest, brightest smile I rushed to Nasataa. 

“You did it! You flew for the very first time! I saw you and it was amazing!”

He leapt up, fluttering a little in the air and knocking me backward. I stumbled back. Tripping against his enthusiastic weight and falling to the ground.

“Amazing, but maybe just a little too strong, aren’t you?” He was nearly as high as my waist. It was almost as if he had grown more in the night. Or maybe flying had loosened his muscles and made them elongate.

Strong, Sela. Strong!

“Yes, very strong Nasataa!”

“He’ll need more practice before we set out,” Hubric said with a grunt. He kept his face schooled to seriousness, but I thought he might just be a little touched by Nasataa’s success, too.

“Wasn’t he amazing, Hubric! Tell him how great he was!”

“Yes, it’s truly amazing when a thing does what it’s designed to do. Well done, dragon,” he said dryly. He shoved a mug of tea in my hands as I stood. “Here. Drink.”

“And what were you designed for, Hubric?” I asked innocently. “Making tea?”

He scowled as the dragons took off again. “Go wake your boy. I thought of something while you two were sleeping.”

“Something good, I hope,” I said giving him my brightest smile and indulging in a long sip of hot tea.

“Ha! Go charm him. It doesn’t work on me.”

But I was pretty sure that my smiles did work on him because he was failing at hiding his own smile under that grey mustache of his. Triumphantly, I returned to where Jeriath and Heron still slept. I checked Jeriath first. Still breathing, but not awake. Well, at least he hadn’t died in the night.

Hopefully, whatever idea Hubric had was a good one, because, despite Nasataa’s success and the joy I felt for him, we were still in a big mess here.

I crouched down beside Heron and shook him gently.

“Just a moment more,” he muttered sleepily. “Just a moment more, sweet honey.”

A stab of recognition shot through me. He’d said that when he was bringing me to the dragons for help, hadn’t he? He’d called me “sweet honey” when I was fading in and out of consciousness. How had I forgotten that until now? I bit my lip. Maybe all his joking about making him fall in love with me – maybe it had just been the plain truth. Was it possible that Heron thought of me as more than just his best friend? 

I opened my mouth, trying to form the exact right sentence when the hiss of steam and a sharp cry met my ears.

“We’ve got company!” Hubric called.
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Chapter Three
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I grabbed my staff from where I’d left it the night before, gulping down the rest of the tea and stuffing the tin mug into my belt pouch. I tugged at the tight swim clothing – not very useful away from the water – as I stumbled slightly in my haste to rush to Hubric’s side. Nasataa dove from the sky, hitting the ground hard and skidding along it until he stopped at my feet in a cloud of dust. 

“Are you okay, little guy?” I asked, but he was already rolling up on his feet and prancing forward to where Kyrowat had landed beside Hubric.

The older dragon flashed a bright-eyed wink at little Nasataa. Maybe he wasn’t as crusty as he seemed.

I’m much crustier. My friends call me Metamorphic.

Was that a dragon joke? Was he joking while we were under attack?

Shadows darkened the ground, one after another and I shielded my eyes with a hand, looking up into the too-bright morning sky, my heart racing. How many were there?

My heart was stuttering so hard that I was having trouble breathing evenly. I clutched my dragon staff, ready to fight when the Manticores came. Those rotten teeth would never touch my Nasataa! 

He spurted a small flame into the air like he was thinking the same thing. 

“Good boy!” I said as I scanned the sky.  

Dark bodies blotted out the sun, at least four or five silhouettes passed over us, curling around to lose altitude and get closer. They’d definitely seen us! They must have noticed Kyrowat and Nasataa’s flights. I knew that would draw too much attention!

But wait. Those outlines didn’t look like Manticores at all.

“They’re dragons!” Heron’s voice was full of awe despite the sleepy note to it. “Free dragons without riders.”

“Now we can test your theory,” Hubric said wryly. “How much are you willing to bet that a free dragon will be willing to carry your heavy frame around while fleeing the destruction of his home, hmmm? I’ll wager my second best knife that you won’t find any takers.”

Heron looked uncertain as he shifted back and forth but he pointed to his belt buckle after a moment. “It’s silver. Will you take it against the knife?”

Hubric laughed. “Keep the confidence. Dragons like confidence.”

And then it was too loud to speak as winds beat against us in every direction. The dragons were landing in our small clearing in front of the cave – all of them at once –  their cupped wings furling and huge feet hitting the sand sent a thrill through me. They were so large, so magnificent as the sun hit their scales and glinted off. Who would ever want to harm such magnificent creatures?

The Rock Eaters had no respect for life – not human life and not dragon life. And people who didn’t respect life had lost something close to their hearts. My belly burned a little hot at that thought and I felt a wave of nausea. I’d swallowed one of their stones. One of the things that they made by sucking the life out of people. I’d made a terrible mistake doing that, hadn’t I? Hopefully, it would turn out to be a dud and not do anything. After all, it hadn’t one anything yet, right?

No point getting bogged down in worries about things that couldn’t be changed. Confidence and enthusiasm were what we needed now. I held my staff in both hands and walked up boldly to the dragon closest to me – a thickly scaled red with ruby scales that made me just want to stare and stare at the subtle black striping wrapping around his back.

“I hope you won’t be too offended,” I said, “but we could really use your help.”

Hubric snorted behind me and the Red dragon just stared at me, nostrils flaring.

“He must like you,” Hubric said.

“Why do you say that?” I asked, smiling at the dragon, and reaching toward him in an invitation to come closer.

“Because you still have that hand. Didn’t you pay any attention, Seleska? Dragons don’t talk to people. Except for Purples, and they don’t do it very often. Usually only to their riders.”

But he was wrong about that because dragons talked to me all the time. Purples, yes, but also Blues and Taoslil who was a white. And these dragons were all looking at me. 

No, wait. They were all looking behind me. I glanced behind me to see Nasataa preening under all the attention. They were curious about the little dragon, weren’t they? I felt my face flaming in embarrassment, and I dropped my hand. Ooops. Not everything is about you, Seleska.

“We still need to get Nasataa to the Dominion, and he still needs our help,” I said to Hubric, feeling like such a fool. Of course, the dragons didn’t think I was something special. Why had I expected that? I was getting a swollen head, that was for sure! “And if we’re going o get him out of here in the middle of this conflict, then we need the help of dragons.”

One of the dragons pushed forward. He was thinner and a touch smaller than the others who were Red, Black, and Green. This one – a purple, looked almost lanky like he was young.

He is young, Kyrowat said to me. Too young to be making such hasty decisions. Tell your blacksmith, ‘no.’

What could he mean by that? But before I could ask, the Purple bounded forward like an excited horse, knocking the Red to the side and skidding to a halt right beside me. 

It was all I could do, as my eyes went wide, not to flinch. I swallowed. He was soooo big. Even a small dragon seemed huge and terrifying when it came barreling toward you. But it wasn’t me he was interested in, or even Nasataa. 

All his attention was on Heron, steam pouring from his nostrils as his yellow eyes narrowed and took all of Heron in like a wolf sizing up his prey. I spun to look back at Heron. Was he scared? Could he get out of the way? He’d been a prisoner of dragons only yesterday. Did this dragon know that?

Heron hadn’t even flinched. He was leaning forward slightly, the sun glinting off his dark skin and hair and a look of delighted awe painting his face. I felt a tiny pang of jealousy – that looked like love in his eyes – and then the dragon spun in place and ran along the ground a little awkwardly. I dodged backward, barely avoiding his tail as it whipsawed back and forth along the ground. Nasataa hissed, spitting fire into the sky like he was watching a sporting event rather than the world’s most confusing meeting, but when I looked back, I could see why.

Heron dashed along the black sand, running as fast as I’d ever seen him. The look in his eyes was pure exhilaration and then he was leaping through the air and grabbing the purple dragon by the tail at the same moment that the dragon kicked up from the ground into the sky. 

Black sand flew up and swirled in the wind where his wings created turbulence. In the middle of all that sand and wind, was Heron, climbing up the dragon’s tail hand over hand as if those slick scales had any kind of purchase at all.

My heart was in my throat. I thought I might have screamed his name, but now they were so high up that it was hard to see. I felt freezing cold as I watched them, my belly lurching with fear at the thought of Heron losing a handhold and falling, falling, falling all the way to the black rocks below. 

What was he thinking?

What would I do if I lost him?

I gasped as he seemed to almost somersault forward along the dragon’s spine and land right between his shoulders like a dragon rider with no saddle.

“Ah, the traditional way,” Hubric said happily from beside me. He was still drinking his tea. His tea! As if nothing out of the ordinary was going on. “That’s always nice. Purples are big suckers for people with wide-open hearts and I enjoy seeing the traditions upheld.”

“Wide-open hearts?”

“Isn’t your boy big-hearted? He sure seems stuck on you,” Hubric said calmly. “Well, best pack up. We have miles to cover, danger on every horizon, an impossible quest, and two dragons so wet behind the ears that it will take all of Kyrowat’s skill to keep them out of trouble.”

Kyrowat rolled his eyes.

“Wha – ”

“Don’t look so stunned girl. How did you think dragons picked riders? They like to see some courage and a little bit of fire in the belly, you know?”

My own belly felt like it was on fire and as I helped him gather his things and check on Jeriath – still delirious as he moaned and muttered, though the bleeding seemed to have stopped – I couldn’t help but feel like everything was spinning out of control.

Seleska, I tried to remind myself, it’s not an adventure if you’re in control. But when, after long minutes, there was still no sign of Heron and the Purple dragon, I had a hard time believing my own words. 
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“Load up the Ilerioc behind you and strap him in behind the saddle,” Hubric said.

I’d done what he said with a lot of difficulty, though it didn’t look very comfortable for a wounded man. Jeriath could help me a little, but he was incoherent and mumbled constantly.

“There’s nowhere else to put him and we can’t afford to risk ourselves. We have miles to go today to reach the Dawn Gate and who knows what we’ll find when we get there.”

“There are no people between here and there?” I asked.

“Not that I’ve ever heard of. It’s a place for dragons to roam free.”

“What are these other dragons going to do?” I asked as I finished strapping Jeriath to the saddle. Hubric’s other gear and my staff were already stowed in the proper bags and I would have been feeling worried about the lack of food or blankets if my belly wasn’t burning like a hot ember was inside of it. 

Should I tell someone about that, or would it just make them nervous? Maybe it was just all in my head, anyway. You could cause problems inside your body just by worrying too much, right? And I was pretty worried about swallowing that stone. That had been a bad idea.

I didn’t like the idea of it staying inside, but I also didn’t like any of the other alternatives.

“They’re a group of juveniles traveling together. They didn’t know about the conflict. They haven’t decided what they’re doing, but I think as long as Olfijum is partnering with Heron, they’ll want to stick around.” 

I still hadn’t seen them. I kept one eye on the sky as we took off and one eye on little Nasataa. He flew tucked under Kyrowat’s left wing like a moon orbiting the larger dragon.

“Will he be able to fly for long?” I asked Hubric anxiously. “He’s still so young!”

“Trust him. He’ll be fine. You have to trust people – and dragons – to be able to do things without you. You show them disrespect if you pretend they can’t function without your constant aid. It tells them you are capable and they are not. Do you want him to think he’s capable?”

“Yes.”

“Then trust his abilities.”

It wasn’t as easy to trust those things as Hubric seemed to think. I was a ball of nerves as I tried to keep an eye out for both the people I loved at once. It wasn’t weird to say I loved Heron. That’s what friends felt about each other.

I’d thought that the juvenile group had changed their minds about joining us but after an hour of flying they caught up, snorting and flaming in excitement as they pulled up beside Kyrowat, cupping the air with their huge wings.  

At the back of the pack, Olfijum soared with Heron on his back. My best friend whooped like a kid riding a goat, one hand high in the air as he waved wildly to us. In any other circumstances, his sheer delight would have melted me. It still kind of did. But I was also worried. 

Would an untrained dragon be able to take care of him so high up in the air? He didn’t even have a saddle! Would things change between us now that he had this new friend? I glanced toward Nasataa, biting my lip. My dedication to him had changed Heron’s life. How could his dragon not change mine?

On top of that, Hubric was making me worried. He glanced behind us often and every time he did, Kyrowat seemed to speed up. But whatever he was seeing, I wasn’t seeing and after long hours my eyes began to hurt from looking at everything all at once.

“We’ll set down at this creek for a drink,” Hubric called back to me out of nowhere, and then we were diving toward the creek before I could respond like a fleet of ships descending on an island.

The dragons, thirsty after hours of flying, plunged their heads into the creek, sending up columns of steam. Nasataa was right beside them, shoving his own head into the water before I could leap from Kyrowat’s back and gather the little dragon into a hug. He seemed far more calm about being separated from me than I was from him. Here I thought he needed me, but really, he was ready for some independence.

He still needs you. He just needs you to let him fly.

Kyrowat seemed very wise. 

Yes. It comes with age.

And very old, I teased.

Watch it!

I cuddled Nasataa to my chest as he drank, resting my cheek against him, just plain glad that he was okay. It felt wrong to be so far from the ocean as if we were walking away from life.

“Did you see?” Heron asked, excitement bubbling up from his deep voice. I’d never seen him so boyish – he was usually the responsible one, the worrying one. It was as if we’d exchanged roles overnight. “Did you see Olfijum? Isn’t he amazing? He can speak to me! Right inside my mind!”

“Then I guess that maybe you won’t be talking about going home all the time,” I said. Why couldn’t I just be happy for him? Why did it twist inside me painfully whenever he looked at the dragon with adoring eyes. 

Ouch! He was doing it again.

He laughed and grabbed my hand, pulling me away from Nasataa who seemed just as happy to drink without being mauled by an overprotective guardian. No one needed me anymore, it seemed. I didn’t mean to pout – but my lower lip did seem fuller than usual.

Heron pulled me up and into his arms laughing at my pout. 

“Seleska, you silly little fool. Do you think that because I’m excited to meet Olfijum and fly in the air with him, that I’m any less attached to you? Hmm?”

“Maybe,” I admitted, letting my eyes grow big and sad. “Maybe you’ll forget me just like that.”

I snapped my fingers on the word that.

He laughed. “I’m as likely to forget one of my eyes or leave my hand behind by accident. I’ve grown used to those pouty looks and mischievous smiles.”

“Oh really,” I said, giving him one of the mischievous smiles again. “Does that mean I can do this again?”

I stood up on tiptoes and offered him a light kiss. Just like last time, he froze, as if he was afraid to touch me.

“Seriously, Seleska. You ...” he cleared his throat. “You shouldn’t play with me.”

“But you’re fun to play with,” I said, smiling widely. At least he still seemed to notice me when I did that.

“Skies and Stars,” Hubric growled from behind us. “Every young person I meet forgets I’m there the second they can look starry-eyed at someone else. It’s as if I’m invisible. Can you see me? I didn’t think so.”

I laughed. 

“You won’t be laughing in a minute. The dragons have water and we must be off again. They’re gaining on us.”

“Who is gaining on us?” I asked, suddenly too worried to play games with Heron. 

“The twenty Manticores and their riders who have been on our tails all morning. We had to stop for water, but if I had my way, we wouldn’t have. We’ll be lucky if we can stay ahead of them until dark and then we’re going to have to maneuver quickly to lose them in the dark. Skies and Stars send a black night! There should be a new moon.”

I exchanged a worried look with Heron but we were both scrambling back onto the dragons before Hubric was even done his speech. What would we do if they caught us? There just weren’t enough of us to fight them. And Nasataa was just a baby. I watched him worriedly, trying not to upset him as we launched back into the air. 

Skies and Stars send a black night and a chance to avoid the Manticores! My belly flared hot and ill at the thought.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Five

[image: image]


My eyes were so glued to Nasataa as we kicked up into the air that I barely noticed Heron shooting by on Olfijum. 

“Boy’s a natural,” Hubric commented. “You could think about going easier on him.”

As if I was hard on Heron! He was the one who was always leaving me feeling confused. I shook my head.

“He followed you all this way, didn’t he?” Hubric pressed. “That’s dedication. You won’t find that just anywhere.”

The sun was glaring and hot, making it hard to see far without squinting, but when I looked behind us, I saw what Hubric had seen. Silhouettes. Figures chasing us through the sky. 

After that, I kept a close eye on my small dragon. If he started to flag – even for a moment – I wanted to be there to catch him and help him. The hours passed with the slowness of aging, one after another, after another. My seat hurt from sitting so long, my neck from craning down to keep an eye on Nasataa and my eyes from constant vigilance as I watched the sky behind and before. We were headed toward a black, teeth-like mountain range but as the hours passed, it hardly seemed to grow bigger.

“We’re supposed to find a dragon named Raolcan in the Dominion,” I said to Hubric, not able to keep worry out of my voice. “Any idea who he is?”

“Sure,” Hubric said casually.

“Any idea where he might be?”

“With the Dominar,” Hubric said. “He’s her dragon. Or maybe she’s his human. That can be tricky to sort out.”

“What’s a Dominar?”

Hubric chuckled. “The fearsome leader of the Dominion, ally of Haz’Drazen and guardian of the dragon’s greatest human allies.”

I swallowed. “Will it be hard to get to talk to him? Taoslil said I needed to talk to him in particular about where to find the keys we need to unlock the Haroc.”

“I think I can get you a meeting,” he said dryly. There was something he wasn’t telling me. It was almost as if he was friends with this Raolcan.

He mentored the Dominar just like he’s mentoring you. Although she was a bit less hotheaded.

As always, Kyrowat was a bit cranky. Hopefully, he was keeping an eye on Nasataa. 

Believe it or not, he’s important to us, too.

“And then I need to find keys in Ko’Torenth and Baojang. I don’t suppose you know anyone in those countries, too?”

“Could be,” Hubric said with a grunt.

“Maybe you could share that information?”

He was quiet for a moment. “Do you really want me to be your mentor?”

“I don’t know. It seems like I need you. Do you mentor people who aren’t dragon riders?” I was probably fine on my own, but Hubric had been helpful and it seemed ungracious to act like he hadn’t been. I’d still be floundering in the river if not for him.

Ahem.

And Kyrowat.

“Not usually, but for you, I might make an exception. Usually, there are oaths.”

I sniffed. “I don’t really like being tied to things. I like to be free as a flag in the wind.”

“Yes, I can see that. You haven’t given any rash promises about guarding little dragons with your life or finding three keys before the Manticores do or anything like that.”

I tapped him on the shoulder and when he looked behind him I gave him my very best smile. “Would you like to swear oaths, wise mentor?”

He snorted. “You’re trouble, Seleska. Trouble on two legs. But I think you plan to be trouble to the Manticores and the Rock Eaters and that you’ll be loyal and true to your friends and your dragon. That’s why I’m willing to take you on and make you my responsibility. So. Repeat after me and try not to flinch. I, say your name.”

“I, Seleska.”

“You should put your fist over your heart for this part.” He nodded when I did. “Swear fealty and full allegiance to Hubric Duneshifter, Dragon Rider of the Purple, until death takes one of us.”

“But I’m sworn to Nasataa first,” I objected. “You can’t come before that.”

“Fealty is different,” he growled. “Fealty means you listen to me and I guide you. I won’t ask you to do anything that isn’t in the dragon’s best interest.”

I hesitated. 

Just do it. He won’t give up until you do, and seriously, you’re getting the better end of the bargain.

For a supposedly choosy dragon, Kyrowat sure did speak to me a lot.

It’s possible that I’m growing to like you.

Surprised, but a bit triumphant, I repeated Hubric’s words. After all, I could use more allies, couldn’t I?

“And I swear this by my honor and the Truth which is all I have to give.” His knife flicked out of the sheath as I repeated his words and then he slit the end of his thumb and pressed the blood to my forehead.

Yuck. And I didn’t even have a cloth to wash it off with.

“I, Hubric Duneshifter, accept your pledge, Seleska, and I swear to protect and guide you, shelter and provide for you, as my liegesworn until death takes one of us. I swear this by my honor and the Truth which is all I have to give.” His smile widened. “It is done. Don’t make me regret this!”

I laughed. “How could you regret it, old man? I’m going to make your last years the most exciting of your life.”

He didn’t laugh. “And now that we’ve done that, I think you should stop lying to me.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Six

[image: image]


My heart skipped a beat. “Lying?”

“Those Manticores are tracking us like they know exactly where we are. How can they do that, Seleska?”

I looked over my shoulder. There were so many of them back there. More than the dozen that Hubric had guessed before. And they were gaining on us. I bit my lip and thought fast. 

It couldn’t be the rock in my belly. Could it? Of course not. That was just a little mistake. It had nothing to do with this.

“I can tell from your expression that you’re hiding something. And they’re gaining on us.”

“Well,” I reasoned, “We’re easy to see from the air.”

“But if we went down in the rocks below, could we even hide if we wanted to?” Hubric asked. “What did you take from that Atura girl?”

“A rock,” I said guiltily, my eyes still fixed on the Manticores. They were gaining on us. They were bigger than the dragons and on their backs, they carried multiple riders. I could almost make out covered faces and red hoods. Rock Eaters. 

He let out a quiet curse. “A rock? Do you know what their rocks do? How they’re made?”

“They suck the life out of people and use it to make magic. They put that power in the rocks,” I said. 

“Yes. Exactly. And you took one. Well, they also can track that magic anywhere, so it’s an easy solution. Pull it out of whatever pocket it’s in and throw it to the ground.”

“Ummm.” Was that – that couldn’t be Atura on one of them, could it? She had something in her arms. Something just a little bit smaller than Nasataa.

“Well? What are you waiting for?”

“There’s a tiny problem. Just a little one. Small, really.”

“Spit it out.”

“Yep, that’s the problem.” I felt my cheeks growing hot.

Hubric snarled. “Speak clearly, girl!”

“I swallowed the rock,” I said, watching him with big worried eyes as he cursed so loudly that Kyrowat jumped beneath us. 

When he was done, all he could do was shake his head. “You’ve doomed us, girl. You’ve doomed us all.”

“Look, I’m sorry! I’m really sorry!” I said even though he wasn’t listening to me. “I didn’t mean to. I was just hiding it in my mouth so I could show her my empty hands and then I swallowed it by accident.”

“Check Jeriath. Is he alive?”

I checked, frantic to do anything to make up for my mistake. Hubric was tearing through his saddlebags like a madman.

“He’s alive but he still isn’t doing very well.”

“When he wakes up, you’re going to interrogate him, okay? Start by asking how the Manticores got into the Lands of Haz’drazen. Make sure you let him know that you know he is Dusk Covenant.”

“Dusk what?”

“Covenant. Don’t ask questions, just listen. He’s Dusk Covenant. I’m nearly sure. Their sign is tattooed on his ribs. There must still be some of them left. Ask him who and how many. Get as much information as you can, okay?”

“O – kay. But can’t you do that?”

“Take this book. It’s my book of Prophecies. Read them. You know how to read, right?”

“Yes.” He was scaring me. “But you just promised that you’d be with me until you died. Why does it sound like you’re planning to leave me?”

“See this scarf?” he asked, ignoring my question as he untied a scarf from around his head and put it around my neck. “The Dominar will recognize it. It’s been mine for a long time and the pattern is unique. So will Tor Winespring, the ruler of Ko’Torenth. Tell them that I sent you, and they will help you in any way that you need. Trust no one else. Follow the prophecies.”

I looked behind me. The Manticores were so close that I could see Atura’s face. The triumphant look on it sent a chill through me.

“You’re acting like you’re going to die!” I didn’t mean to make my voice sound hysterical, but it sounded like that anyway.

“Girl,” Hubric said through clenched teeth. “If you told me the truth about that stone, I will be dying tonight.”
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The sun was dipping lower, staining the black rocks with an orange glow as the Manticores finally caught up with us. I’d been watching them for the last minutes, no longer trying to delve into what Hubric meant by saying he was going to die. I was too obsessed with the death that loomed for all of us right behind where we flew. 

I looked down at Nasataa. He’d been doing so well, but the little dragon was flagging now, and Kyrowat had to slow down to keep him close. The gap between us and the juvenile dragons widened so quickly that when I called to Heron, he didn’t hear my call.

“He can’t fly like this for much longer,” I told Hubric. “We need to find another way!”

“I’m open to suggestions,” he said tightly, but when I glanced back, the Manticore behind us was so close that I could see the gleam in his rider’s eyes. Any second now and they’d have us. We couldn’t stay ahead of them like this.

“Come on, Nasataa!” I called. “You can do it! Keep going!” 

“Caught you, imposter!” Atura called from her Manticore. 

In her arms, the creature she held was a small Manticore. His eyes glowed red and his small teeth were as jagged and broken as the older Manticores were. Could he fly, too? He was about Nasataa’s size and weight. 

Wait. 

Where was the baby dragon she’d had back at the throne of Haz’Drazen?

“Never heard of cloaking magic, have you?” Atura called. “The dragons hadn’t heard of it, either. They never even realized that little Felroc, the ‘dragon’ they chose as their Chosen One was a baby Manticore all along! And now I have the clues to the keys and I’ll be taking him to the Haroc!”

“Turn! Skies and Stars, turn!” Hubric yelled to the dragons ahead of us, but whether they could understand him or hear him not, they didn’t turn as the Manticores leapt forward with a burst. 

Heron looked behind him, but he was too far ahead for me to catch his eye. I thought his mouth might be open, but whatever he was shouting was lost on the wind. We were too far behind. He and the other dragons wouldn’t be able to turn in time. 

I gasped in a deep breath, trying to catch sight of Nasataa, but I couldn’t see him. Where was the little guy? This was why I didn’t like him to be out of my arms!

Something shook Kyrowat’s tail and then we were falling straight down before suddenly being whipped up again. I scrambled for my staff, tied to the saddle, my belly lurching as the scenery in front of me went from sky to rocks to sky again. I gritted my teeth, pulling at the lashings. 

No, no, no!

One of the Manticores had Kyrowat by the tail, shaking him back and forth like a dog with a bone. Someone was screaming – was that me? I couldn’t tell anymore. 

I had the staff. I leveled it against the pull of the wind, trying to turn it toward the Manticores but now we were tumbling form the sky toward the rocks. My heart was in my throat. Nasataa! Where was Nasataa?

A high-pitched scream filled the air and my heart felt like it might burst. 

Nasataa! Nasataa!

Shut up! Kyrowat yelled through my mind. I can’t hear anyone else!

I tried to calm my thoughts, but my breath was coming too fast as his wings suddenly shot to the sky and we stabilized, still falling, but slower now, just before crashing into the rock. 

All my thoughts were upward as my neck craned toward the sky.

There was no sign of my baby dragon. I couldn’t see him anywhere!

I tugged at the straps holding me to Kyrowat’s saddle, but it was impossible to untie them while holding the staff. A burst like a powerful wind hit us, tumbling us over the rocks. Manticore magic! I’d felt this before. I aimed my staff forward, gritting my teeth and tried to think of the things I was grateful for. Nasataa, Heron, Hubric ... but my worry was too powerful. I couldn’t feel that wave of hope like I had last time. 

A second blast sent us spinning again. We tumbled end over end until we landed with a crunch. I was pinned under Kyrowat, my vision completely blocked by his back and spine. 

I coughed, my lungs sucking at air that just wouldn’t fill them. Coughed again. I couldn’t see what was happening! 

I could only see a sliver of sky and what I saw there made my heart freeze. The red and two black juvenile dragons battled a full-grown dragon with three Bubblers on his back. While they flamed, bursts of bubbles soared toward them. 

“Hubric?” I couldn’t see him at the angle I was twisted into and I couldn’t move.

Above me, the bubbles hit the Black dragon square in the face and his flame went out immediately. He coughed, head whipsawing back and forth as if he were trying to shake a scent from his nose and then he coughed, his neck arching painfully before his entire body went limp and fell to the ground. 

No. 

Had he just ...

No.

NASATAA! I screamed in my mind as loudly as I could but there was no answer. No sign of him in the sky. No sign of Heron and his Purple dragon. No scolding from Kyrowat.

A second dragon fell from the sky, his landing shaking the ground under me.

“Hubric!” I called, panicked now as I tried to wiggle out from under Kyrowat. One of my hands was crushed under the staff, Kyrowat’s weight pinning it against the rock. “Kyrowat! Please, someone, listen!”

“I’m listening, imposter. What do you want to say?”

Shivers shot down my spine at the sound of Atura’s voice.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eight

[image: image]


Her face appeared, leaning over me and she snatched away the mask over the lower half of it to reveal a venomous smile. 

“How interesting. You didn’t get very far, did you? And now that I don’t have to pretend anymore, we can suck the life out of you and use it for something more ... interesting. The Saaasallla will be pleased. He was not amused when you went off on your own. Your impulsiveness nearly destroyed a plan that was decades in the making.”

“I do try,” I said through gritted teeth. “Nothing like threats about ‘sucking the life out of you’ to really make a girl want to foul up a plan.”

Her expression went tight. 

“Oh, it’s not an idle threat.” She wrapped her hand into my hair and began to tug. I screamed through clenched teeth as every nerve ending in my head caught on fire, but then the weight lifted off my legs and I was free of Kyrowat’s weight. Atura dragged me across the rocks, snatching the Dragon Staff out of my hand as she went. My feet scrabbled across the ground as I tried to stand, tried to see what was happening. Was Kyrowat dead? Where were Hubric and Nasataa? 

“Bubbler Atura,” another voice said as I was still trying to catch my breath. “The dragons are destroyed. Captives will only slow us down.”

Atura considered me carefully. “The Ilerioc?”

I looked to where Kyrowat was being dragged along the ground by a pair of Manticores. He looked badly beat up. His tail was missing chunks, his head rolled and flopped limply along the ground and one of his wings was at an awkward angle. I didn’t think he was dead but ...

I felt thick – like I couldn’t even feel all the emotions filling me. Not Kyrowat! Not the snappy dragon who pretended to be cranky when he was actually kind! What were they going to do to him?

“The Ilerioc lives, but he is gravely injured.”

“He must have been part of this or they wouldn’t have brought him with him. Revive him for questioning.”

“But Bubbler Atura – ”

“Don’t question your orders. Go and prepare him. We have time now that we’ve caught my rival. The Saaasallla will be very disappointed if she is not contained and the old man and dragon will help us. Our reserves grow low.”

There was no sign of anyone still in the air. No sign of anything other than Manticores and their riders on the ground. Were all the dragons dead? They couldn’t be, could they? 

No, no. no, Seleska!. Despair would help nothing. I had to hold out hope. As long as I didn’t see Nasataa dead or lost or alone, he might be okay. As long as I didn’t see Heron dead, he might be okay, too. I needed to cling to that. I needed to believe it. 

“As you say, Honored One.”

I tried again to stand but someone kicked me and I fell back to the ground. A hand stepped hard on my hand, bringing tears to my eyes. I blinked them away hurriedly. It wasn’t time for tears. It was time to be brave and hope for the best. I hissed as they ground their heel into the small bones of my hand.

But I couldn’t see Hubric anywhere. I couldn’t even see Jeriath.

What was going on?

Fingers in my hair lifted me up as the foot released my hand.

“Do you remember how I told you that I am a master of the life arts?” Atura asked me. Her hand in my hair hurt but I gritted my teeth against the pain.

“Is this the list of your qualifications? Sorry, but I’m not hiring right now. You could see if the dragon city we left needs dungeon cleaners.”

She spat at me and I flinched. 

“I think I’d like to see your face when you realize what ‘life arts’ means. You might remember a man named Octon from our lands, hmmm?”

I did remember Octon. He’d worked so hard to help us. He’d done it despite all the risk to himself.

“I used my arts on him. An interesting subject. If you hadn’t stolen that rock from me, maybe you could have seen how he turned out. I sucked his life out and I put it in that rock.”

A flare of heat burned in my belly at her words and I felt ill.

“Ah. I can tell by how your face pales that you understand. I’m going to do the same thing to your friends. It’s a convenient way to carry power around with you, don’t you think?”
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I felt the blood draining from my face and my head spun. I was going to be ill. I was going to be ill. I turned to the side and vomited. But unfortunately, no stone came out with the food and water in my belly.

Had I really eaten what was left of Octon? I would never have treated that stone with so much ... casualness ... if I’d realized that was what it was! 

Maybe she was lying. She was evil and evil people lied, right?

And yet, I had a terrible feeling that she wasn’t lying. That she really had taken the man who had helped us and turned him into a stone so she could use his life force to power her plans. And I’d swallowed that stone. And it didn’t seem to be coming out any time soon. The heat in my belly increased.

Maybe it would kill me. 

Maybe I deserved that.

Stars and skies, I was going to be ill!

Atura pushed me ahead of her over the black rocks and I winced at every step. One of my knees didn’t feel right, pain lancing through it whenever there was weight on it. Blood and bruises marred my arms and hand and my face hurt on the side that had hit the rocks. But that wasn’t what had me worried. They’d tied Hubric to a rock and they were marching me to where he was tied. Jeriath slumped against another rock. No one had bothered to tie him. 

I checked Hubric over. Other than a black eye and a gash on his forehead, he looked okay. His eyes burned with fire and his mouth was fixed in a scowl. I hoped that I still had his book and his scarf. He’d be pretty upset if I’d lost those. I thought I felt the book pressing against my leg in my pocket, but it was hard to tell. 

I sought his gaze and found it and he seemed to be trying to offer me strength and bravery in the look he shared with me. 

Atura shoved me roughly against a man-sized rock and nodded to another bubbler who began to wind rope around me as he tied me in place. Bubblers were crawling all over the rocks, gathering sticks and building fires near their Manticores. I could barely stomach a glance at the horrific creatures, though their stink filled the hillside like a dirty farm. 

“Tie her so that she can watch. I want her to see why her side is going to lose,” Atura said with a smile. “You’ll like that, won’t you Seleska? If that White Dragon hadn’t made you such a pet, we never would have had to attack at all, but you just had to work your charms on him, didn’t you?”

“They came over the mountains like a wave,” Jeriath muttered.

“He’s ready?” Atura asked.

“I think he’s close to dead,” one of the Bubblers said. “This is as ready as he’ll be.”

Atura sniffed.

“And the dragon?” the bubbler asked. 

“Doesn’t look like he has much life left, but we can try. No need to tie him down. The Manticores will snatch him from the air if he tries to fly.”

“They flooded our land like a locust plague,” Jeriath mumbled. Whatever dreams he was while he fought for his life were not pleasant ones. 

And just like that, we were reduced to broken refuse, barely even worth the trouble of tying up. Like driftwood washed up on the beach and ignored until someone wanted a beach fire.

Come on, Seleska! I tried to coach myself. Don’t think like that. While there is life, there is hope! When Ramariri rescued me it had seemed hopeless, and then he’d saved me. There had been hope, after all. I didn’t dare give up now, right? But it was hard to feel that way when every time I blinked, I thought I could imagine little Nasataa in distress somewhere in these rocks. What if even now he was crying, looking for help and I wasn’t coming to help him? What if even now he was trying to get to me not realizing he would be in danger if he ever did? I bit my lip and tried not to think about it.

Hope, Seleska. Keep hoping!

I was still hoping as Atura strode away, head high, with a last comment. “I’ll be back for you before nightfall.”

I was still hoping as the Bubblers gathered around their fires and Hubric turned to me and spoke through thick lips. “This was prophesied. I heard it from the lips of Zin the Seer of the Kav’ai.”

“What was prophesied?” I asked, still hoping this was all a mistake.

“That when the girl who swallowed the stone swore to me, that meant my life was coming to fulfillment. You’ll die that day, Hubric, she said. But be strong. Your path does not end with death.”

I swallowed. “Maybe she was wrong.”

He shook his head sorrowfully and all my hope seemed to break like a waterskin filled too full. “She’s never wrong.”

“Everyone is wrong sometimes,” I said. “And she just has to be wrong. She has to be. Because Atura and these disgusting Manticores can’t win.” I felt my eyes stinging as the tears came. Someone had leaned my staff against a nearby rock and the last rays of sunset glinted on the blade. “And you can’t die, Hubric. And the dragons can’t lose. And Nasataa can’t be hurt. It just can’t be, okay?”

And now hot tears were dripping down my nose as hard and fast as they could fall.

“There’s no explaining why some things must be, child.” I’d never heard his tone so warm and soft. “But some things must be so that other things can happen.”

“Bad things? Wrong things? That just doesn’t make sense! I don’t want to live in a world where bad things have to happen!”

“Would you rather live in a world where none of it mattered at all?” His tone was gentle.

“What do you mean?”

“If nothing is risked, then nothing is gained. Great pain births great triumphs. I don’t know why it has to be this way, but this is how it is and how it always has been since before magic first swelled in the heart of the earth and poured forth to bathe us in light. Life is a testing ground. It plows deep furrows through our hearts. But unless our ground is broken up and our furrows plowed, we cannot grow new life. Nothing can be birthed where something wasn’t broken first.”

“I just,” I bit my lip. “I just don’t want the bad things to be true.”

“But they are,” he said fiercely as the sun slipped over the horizon, bathing us in shadow so that the only light left was the light of the fires the Bubblers had set. “They are true. And wishing them away does you no good at all. Find that gratitude you had in your heart. Find that hope that made you powerful before, and find how you can drive good into the world like nails.”

“There’s got to be a way to save you,” I said, my voice thick with the tears I wasn’t willing to shed. “There’s just got to be a way.”

“Zin told me that if I didn’t go on this quest, if I didn’t find you, then the world would be swallowed in shadow. I did what I had to for the sake of the light and I have no regrets, girl.” He said. And there were no tears in his voice. He seemed steady as he had hours ago when we flew together on the back of Kyrowat. “Do what you have to, Seleska. Don’t let either of our lives go for a cheap price. Make what you do next worth the sacrifice and love that came before. Let the ground be tilled to grow something new.”

I nodded, my chin wobbling as I pushed back tears. I’d known him such a short time, but I’d felt so safe with him. I’d felt like I finally knew where to go and what to do. I tugged at the ropes around my wrists, trying to loosen them. Maybe if I worked at them hard enough, I could work my way free.

“And Seleska?” Hubric’s words sounded heavy. 

“Yes?” 

“If you can ... and I don’t know if you can, but if you can.” For the first time, his voice hitched a little. “Please take Kyrowat with you. He’s been a faithful companion. He doesn’t deserve to die like this.”

Hot tears slid down my face. I fought against them, but the harder I fought, the more came at the thought of this man who loved his dragon so much that he was all he wanted to save.

“I will.”

A voice rang out from the darkness.

“I’ve found a nice rock. Not as smooth as a river rock, but the right size. And he seems like he’s made of hard edges, too, so maybe it will be a good fit for him.”

Atura carried a torch and when she arrived, she planted it into a crack in the rock so that it lit Hubric, Jeriath and me with dancing orange light.

“They came but they did not stay. They died like locust, falling from the air like dust.” Jeriath was still deep in his fever dreams. What had they done to loosen his tongue like that?

“What do you think?” Atura asked. She held out a black, sparkling rock the size of her pinkie finger and my heart fell. Somehow, I’d still been hoping that these were all empty threats, but the rock and these words, they made it all feel real. 

“Ready, old man?” she asked.

“Do your worst,” Hubric said, eyes flashing in the torchlight.

“Oh, I plan to. You can count on that.”
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Chapter Ten
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I would have expected that a magical rite that stole a person’s life from them and turned it into power would take more than one person. I would have expected a lot of people – probably in terrifying costume and intoning in unison.

Instead, there was just Atura with a long rod in one hand and a stone in the other. She stood beside the torch, her head tilted slightly to the side, concentrating.

Seleska?

The voice in my head was weak. 

Kyrowat? 

I tried to keep my expression calm. If Atura saw me, I didn’t want her to notice anything strange. There was a long silence – likely he was talking to Hubric.

“Hubric?” I said. “Hubric?”

He gasped, eyes wide.

And then he fell forward as if he was a puppet whose strings had been cut.

My breath was sucked away.

And that was all. 

In one nearly silent moment, everything had changed.

Something bright and pure as spun gold spread from his body to the rod in Atura’s hand and then into the stone in her other hand. The satisfied smile on her face was all I needed to know she’d succeeded. 

My mentor was gone.

My mouth fell open as I gasped. I just ... didn’t know what to feel. 

Horror. 

Horror that threaded through my ribcage reaching for my spine and bone-deep guilt. I’d told him not to be my mentor! I’d told him what had happened to Ramariri and Vyvera. Why hadn’t he listened to me? He should have listened!

My thoughts raged, angry and horrified, sick and confused. Loud, but incoherent.

Hubric’s head was slumped on his chest. His eyes were still open. I could feel the sob bubbling up in my chest. Someone needed to close his poor eyes. Someone needed to protect him from seeing what had happened to him, from seeing the victory on his tormentor’s face, from seeing the hopelessness his death had birthed into the world.

All that nonsense about bad things being for something. I didn’t believe that. Not for a second. This was nothing but a waste and a desecration. This was bone-deep wrong and if I made Atura pay for it forever it wouldn’t be enough.

My belly burned hot from the stone within. Whatever magic was contained in it – dark or light or something else was longing to come out and I was longing to let it. Come out, little magic. Come and play! Let’s show Atura a little life force magic, hmmm? How would she feel being sucked out of her body and fed into a rock, hmmm?

“Well, I can see why you have so many ropes,” I said, trying hard to keep my flowing tears from clouding my tone of voice. “It’s the only way you can keep people around. Even your friends over there are scared of you. Have you been making them into a rock collection, too?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Atura said as she directed the rod to continue feeding the golden strands into the stone. My heart throbbed painfully as the stone began to glow brighter. It almost felt like that was the last breath of him. As if when the threads were done moving, he’d be really gone. “Do you have any idea what power it takes to do this kind of magic? You have to understand the essence of a person. What makes them tick. And then you can pull it out and put it in a ... container.”

“And what? Walk around with a belly full of rocks for the rest of your life? You told me yourself that you need the Saaasallla to activate the rocks. You can’t do that. All you can do is give yourself a belly ache.” 

It felt good to lash out at her. Felt good to poke at the person who was making me feel so much gut-deep pain. I hadn’t even known Hubric for very long, but he’d been willing to offer me his protection for the rest of his life. And that had been enough to get him killed. He hadn’t deserved that.

No one deserved that.

Stand ready.  Kyrowat’s mental voice was weak.  I call to them.

Who was he calling? It had better be an army or we’d already lost. I was next. And then Kyrowat. I was not relishing living the rest of my life as a rock.

Atura laughed. Her laugh made me want to vomit. Nothing about this was funny.

“Those kinds of rocks are for greater power with manipulating life force magic. Those rocks are like ... tuners. They make it possible to manipulate the life in all living things to greater levels. And yes, for that, I need the blessing of the Saaasalla, may he live forever.”

“Isn’t he your dad? You did tell me you were a princess,” I said. “If he lives forever doesn’t that mean you’d never get a crack at being Saaasallla.”

Her eyes flashed. 

Yes! I’d finally hit a nerve! She ignored my words, but I could tell she was struggling with that.

“The rock I just made – the one I’m about to eat – is distilled from a person. And that’s different. It makes it possible for me to absorb some of that person’s skills and knowledge. And it doesn’t require anything more than swallowing it to activate it. Don’t you think that might be helpful?” Her smile was wicked. “I heard he has a lot of connections in the Dominion and Ko’Torenth. By the time I get there, I’ll know what he knew, and I’ll be a much more convincing “guardian” than you are. Especially once I put Felroc’s little mask of light back in place and he plays pretty, pretty dragon baby for them.”

The sound that came out of my mouth was pure guttural anger. I was going to kill her. I was going to rip her apart.

“Any help you thought you had,” she said with a smile, “is mine now.”
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Chapter Eleven 
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Waves of despair washed over me one after another. She would have Hubric’s knowledge and the ability to pretend that she had a baby dragon to protect. How could I possibly beat that? I would look like a fraud.

But if I didn’t at least try, then all the magic left in the world would go to Atura and the Saaasallla and I’d seen what they would do with it. I’d seen how little they valued life beyond their own. They wouldn’t stop at just killing everyone I ever knew. After all, they’d killed Octon’s whole family. He’d said that they put them in mass graves. 

If they killed their own people, they wouldn’t even blink at killing mine.

A flash of a memory filled my mind – an image too painful to digest. I shoved it away, cold fear washing over me. I’d never seen all those bodies I was just remembering. I’d never seen them thrown into the earth. 

Those were Octon’s memories. 

That I had. 

Because I’d swallowed his rock.

Heat flared painfully in my belly, mixing with my emotions of regret and guilt. I shouldn’t have swallowed that stone. What had I done?

There was no taking the past back. All I could do now was try to honor Octon. It wouldn’t exactly make up for this, but it was all I had. 

Atura was playing with my Dragon Staff now that her rock was made. She jabbed it into the air with a puzzled look on her face, twisting the haft, spinning the staff. Her expression only grew more cloudy as she worked until eventually, she set it back against the rock I was tied to – though woefully out of reach.

In the distance, the Bubblers had made camp and the quiet sounds of retiring for the night were drifting up to us. For them, the torture of strangers was just another night. Same old boring stuff happening all over again.

“The waves washed over them,” Jeriath mumbled. “Waves of Destiny. And at their crest, a blue dragon rode.”

I almost wished I knew what he meant. One thing was certain – Atura was unlikely to get any information of value from a man as out of things as Jeriath.

“I can tell by your expression that you finally realize the situation, Seleska.” Atura was bathing in her victory, happiness making her face softer. 

With a quick movement, she popped the freshly glowing stone into her mouth and swallowed, opening it after to show me her empty mouth.

“Your friend is mine and soon you will be, too. Not that you have much to offer me, but maybe that staff of yours will work once you’re in my belly.”

“I doubt it,” I said through my numb feelings. “You’re not the type of person who can use it.”

It was wrong that she’d eaten Hubric’s stone. Wrong that she had any part of him at all!

She laughed. “Ah, but you are. And that’s all that matters here.”

I clenched my jaw. But as my belly flared with heat, my hands began to work at the ropes of their own accord. What had I just done there? That was a trick I didn’t know. The ropes began to loosen. Was it possible ... was it crazy to think it? ... that Octon’s abilities really had transferred just a little to me?

“I have a special rock saved just for you,” Atura said with a smile. I was beginning to hate her never-ending smiles. “I selected it after our first meeting. We’ve already proven that I can’t just pull your soul out of your body with my magic, but that won’t be a problem. Burning always works when simple magic doesn’t. Something about the pain and heat, I think. And you’re already tied perfectly for the process.”

Burning? Fear slashed through my thoughts making it impossible to think as nausea swept over me. There were a lot of ways to die. Burning sounded like the worst of them. 

Seleska? 

Kyrowat. Sorry, old boy. I couldn’t save your friend. My friend. 

Coming for you.

He sounded so tired and so selfless. He was clearly hurting and barely conscious and yet he was trying to come to my aid. Well. At least I wouldn’t die without friends. That was a kind of accomplishment, wasn’t it?

If I was going to die, I wasn’t going to do it cowering. I straightened my back still working on my bonds as I did it. I was going to make sure to take a moment to be grateful before I lost that chance. 

And I was grateful.

You’d think that I’d be bitter that Nasataa had come into my life. After all, his presence had thrown me into danger and chaos. But I wasn’t sorry. If he hadn’t arrived on my beach, I probably would never have known Vyvera, or Octon, or Hubric, or Kyrowat. I would never have learned that it’s better to give love and affection to others than to keep it for yourself because I never would have felt that kind of protective selfless love that I felt for that little dragon. I probably wouldn’t have realized how much Heron meant to me. That I ... that I loved him. 

I felt tears forming. But they weren’t tears of despair or regret. They were deep thankfulness. If I died now, at least I’d really lived first. Maybe all that nonsense of Hubric’s actually made sense. Maybe all of this really was for something that would come after us. 

Maybe.

At least these last moments of mine were blessedly free of Atura. That was something to be grateful for, too. That mudfeeder was going to kill me in the cruelest way she could, but I would never give her my knowledge and skills. Not even if I was in a rock.

A roar from the other side of the camp filled the air and then a bright flash of fire bloomed. Maybe they had some kind of weapon. Or maybe they were trying out whatever they were going to use to burn me alive.

A second roar followed by a burst of flame made me tilt my head to the side. That had sounded just a little bit dragon-like.

Something tugged at my ropes. 

What?

Sela!
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Chapter Twelve
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I gasped. 

Nasataa! He was alive!

Sela! Sela!

The tugging continued and then a tiny flare of light seared the edges of my vision. The ropes fell free.

I snatched up the Dragon Staff, ready to defend myself, but there was no one there, just a small dragon flaming wildly and rubbing his face all over my belly.

“Nasataa,” I breathed, caressing his excited face as relief filled me. He was okay! From the light of his flares, I could see he was unharmed. But where had he been?

He was trying to show me a picture in my mind, but it was broken and blurry, flashing from one thing to another too quickly for me to make out the details.

“Calm down, little blue. We need to get out of here while we can!”

He was tugging me behind the rock before I could complete my sentence.

“But first we have to free Kyrowat!” 

I owed him that. I looked uncomfortably at Hubric, slumped against the ropes. We were in a hurry. There was no time to tend to him. 

“One minute, little guy.”  

I sprinted back to Hubric, gently reaching out to shut his eyes. There’s something wrong about an empty body where a friend should be, as if life isn’t really meant to end at all and death is just a horrible ruse. I hated it.

“I’m sorry,” I breathed. “I’m so sorry. This isn’t the death you deserved.”

But what was a death you deserved? How was any death a ‘good’ death when it was an end? 

I hated endings. I just wanted more beginnings forever.

Maybe in whatever life came after – and I was really hoping there was some life after this one that didn’t involve being a rock in Atura’s belly – there was a reason for all of this like Hubric had hoped. Maybe there was a great reason for reason. I wanted to hope like he did. I wanted that kind of certainty.

Nasataa hissed, pulling me away from Hubric. He was right. There wasn’t time to honor him the way we should. We’d just have to honor him in our hearts.

I followed my little dragon through the rocks as we crept around the camp. If that was a dragon making all that noise, then I sure hoped it wasn’t Kyrowat. We’d never get him free if he was flaring and flaming like that!

The way around the rocks was slow as we tried to hurry without light or attracting attention. Nasataa found my progress frustrating. He would flutter a little way and then wait for me. Flutter and then wait. Flutter and then wait. 

And all the time I was trying to tell him how happy I was to see him again, sending him images of cuddles and his happy face, letting him know that he was precious to me. 

“Thanks for saving me, little guy,” I said as we emerged around the last standing rock to see Kyrowat bound, his angry snorts loud in the night. I thought they weren’t going to tie him down? They must have changed their minds.

Flares and shouts continued closer to the Bubbler’s camp and the snarls and ground-shaking roars of the Manticores made me jumpy, but they weren’t centered around Kyrowat like I’d feared. Whatever was happening over there, was happening with a different dragon – or dragons.

“Hurry!” I whispered to Nasataa. Hopefully, if we could free Kyrowat that he would be able to fly.

I can fly.

Hope flared in me at the sound of his voice. He was alive! It was hard to believe. I could smell the blood pooling under him. It turned my stomach as I used the staff blade to free his mouth first. They’d twined rope around it to keep him from opening it and flaming them. 

Next, I moved to the huge cables, keeping him pinned between four big rocks. Fortunately, the blade at the end of the staff was sharp and the ropes sliced with only a bit of effort from me.

He stood gingerly when his bonds were finally shed, shaking his head with only enough effort to send the last scraps of rope tumbling from his neck. He swayed on trembling legs as his wings slowly unfurled. They hadn’t removed the saddle or bags form his back though the saddle had slid slightly to the side of his back. 

He was in no condition to carry me. I wasn’t even sure if he could carry his saddle. 

Get on.

Not a chance. I’d already watched Hubric die. I wasn’t watching Kyrowat die, too. 

“Go,” I said gently. “Flee and take Nasataa with you. You can both fly faster without me and I want ... I need you to get as far away as you can. Head to the Dawn’s Gate. Flee this land.”

I just needed them both to be safe.

Wait in this exact spot. I will send help.

Yeah, that would be a winning strategy.

“Sure,” I said, but I was humoring him. There was no way I’d wait here.

Right here. Promise.

That would be promising my own death.

Promise or I won’t go.

“I promise,” I said with a heavy heart. I needed him to go. Now. Before that disruption on the other side of camp was done and the Bubblers all came back to get us.

He ducked his head in a bow and then he launched awkwardly into the air. Nasataa launched himself into my arms and after a brief cuddle, he shot up into the air, hugging close to Kyrowat’s underbelly. 

Fly free, little friend, I thought. Get somewhere safe.

Sela.

Nasataa.

At least he wouldn’t die here with me.
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Chapter Thirteen   
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I felt strange just watching them go and standing in one place. Maybe I should go and see what was happening among all the screams and flares of fire on the other side of camp. But I’d promised to wait here. I gritted my teeth, eyes narrowing as I looked toward the sounds in the dark. I couldn’t see anything. It was too dark and too chaotic. If only I could see!

If I hadn’t been looking right at that spot, I wouldn’t have seen the figure hurtling through the dark in time to dodge. I jumped back as far as I could, just in time. One of the Manticores skidded across the dark rock, landing in a heap right where I’d been standing. His massive paws were larger than my head and if he hadn’t been completely still, I would have panicked. 

Was he ... was he dead?

I prodded a paw with the butt of my staff, but he didn’t move. I couldn’t even make out his features in the darkness, only hints of fur and wings from the distant fires. 

It was looking like a worse and worse idea to wait right here.

The screams in the distance grew louder and the earth began to shake and then suddenly the fire flared brighter and I could see. The Manticore beside me was definitely dead, his face and shoulders marred by nasty burns. 

But worse, there were Bubblers rushing toward me, those bubbling rods brandished in their hands. It was too late to do anything but fight, too late to run or hide. I gripped my staff in both hands, ready to be as grateful as I could be and shove fear aside, but as if by its own will, my body suddenly shifted the staff to the side and leapt forward, chopping with the staff faster than I thought I could. The Bubbler running toward me stumbled as my staff slashed into his shoulder but my arms wrenched the staff blade from his body and spun it to plunge into his back as he fell past me – quicker than I could have imagined.

What was I doing? I wasn’t a killer! 

And yet, I was killing.

They killed us. They stacked us up like wood for the fire. 

That thought was not mine! And the sound of it reminded me of Octon.

Before I could gasp at it, the next Bubbler was rushing toward me, my hands were up and ready before I was. Throwing him over my hip as I used his own momentum against him, I spun around to pin him to the rocks with the Dragon Staff. 

This was crazy! This wasn’t me!

But I was the one who swallowed the stone – and this was definitely Octon. He’d been a warrior. And he’d fought with his hands. And he knew Rock Eater culture inside and out. 

I was just glad I had an ally inside me, not an enemy. But I wanted this to stop. It wasn’t right to have part of another person inside your mind and controlling your hands. But was he controlling them or was I controlling them and just drawing on his skills and memories as I did it? Maybe I was just looking for someone else to blame so I didn’t’ have to admit that I was a killer.

I was still thinking that when my body spun to block a blow I hadn’t even expected, grabbing the attacked by the forearm and pulling him as I ducked, using my back to spin him over me so he smacked onto the hard rock on the other side.

Whew! Octon was quite the fighter!

A spurt of bubbles rippled through the air toward me and I leapt – higher than I should have been able to go.

Something grabbed the back of my shirt at the same time wind struck me, trying to push me down. My feet left the ground and my belly lurched as I rushed up into the air with nothing to hold onto. For a perilous moment, I dangled in the air, helpless, and then I was flying, hoping that whatever had caught me wouldn’t let go.
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Chapter Fourteen
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“Gotcha,” Heron said and his voice was triumphant as his dragon spurted fire, illuminating the ground below and the Bubblers scattered in every direction. Manticores and dragons lay sprawled on the ground bleeding but a group of about six Manticores were regrouping. 

“You’re alive!” I gasped. Pure joy shot through me, eliminating for just a moment the guilt and pain I felt at leaving Hubric behind. Heron was alive! And Nasataa, too. And somehow we were going to escape.

Hopefully, Heron’s dragon was fast. I saw Atura leaping onto the back of the biggest Manticore with her baby Felroc in her arms. If we didn’t get free fast, we’d lose our chance.

“You didn’t think I’d leave you, did you?” he asked tightly, but there was a lot of emotion behind his words that he was failing to disguise with his light tone.

“I thought you were dead,” I said. “I hoped you weren’t. I tried not to think about it. And Nasataa, too. And all those dragons.”

He yanked me up to sit on the dragon, tucking me in close in front of him.

“It was a near miss. Olfijum is hurting. But we’re alive. Where’s Hubric?”

Olfijum was fast despite being hurt. The Manticores were shrinking in the distance as he raced away from their camp.

“Dead,” I choked, all the emotion I’d been forcing back spilling out in that one word. “Dead and gone. Atura sucked out his soul and put it in her rock and then ate it.”

“I’m not fond of Atura,” Heron said, blackly. As if ‘not fond’ could encompass volcanic levels of hatred. He drew me in close, one of his thick arms wrapping tightly around me as if he wanted to hold me forever.

“I had a bad night,” he admitted.

“Did you watch someone’s soul get sucked form their body?” I asked dryly.

“Worse.” Heartache leaked into his voice. 

“Did you almost get burned alive?”

“Worse.” His tone was devastating.

“Did you kill people – people you don’t know, who were attacking you?”

“Yes. But that’s not why it was worse.” His voice was thick with something. Those weren’t tears, were they?

“What happened to you?”

“I spent all these hours thinking you were dead, little honey. Spent all this time imagining what life would be without you. Just thinking about it made me so hard to be around that Olfijum agreed to come after you despite the odds.”

Olfijum made a keening sound.

“He sounds sad,” I said, not sure how to reply to the rest.

“He lost friends. Friends he’s had since he was a hatchling.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said pressing a palm to his back. And now my tears were coming as hot and fast as the guilt that seared me. “I’m so sorry for everything.”

“Seleska,” Heron breathed into my hair. “You’re alive. You’re alive and safe and that’s all that matters to me.”

“Really?” I twisted around to look up at him. I couldn’t see much in the dark, but this time I wasn’t teasing him. This time I wasn’t trying to make him think something or do something. This time I wasn’t just playing around. This time was as honest as I could get. “Because that’s how I feel about you.”

When he kissed me, hot, teary kisses, I let myself melt into how I felt as if these tears could wash me clean of everything I’d done and everything I’d seen. As if just being treasured by him could make me a treasure – even if it was just for a few short hours.

“Don’t leave me again, Heron,” I said, but it was more like begging.

“I won’t. Not ever.”

I closed my eyes and held him and let myself relax for the short moments we had. They’d be gone again soon –  far too soon – but for just these moments I wanted to add one more thing to my list of gratitude. I wanted to add a shared love with my best friend.
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Chapter Fifteen  
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“I’m worried about Nasataa,” I said as the night wore on and we left the Manticores far behind.
Olfijum had climbed steadily upward until he was almost floating on a strong wind high above the earth. 

“We sure are high up,” I added nervously.

Heron sounded affectionate as he said, “Olfijum likes flying high. The speed up here doesn’t worry him.”

And he didn’t seem worried at all. He seemed to require minimal effort to soar here and considering that he had bite marks in his tail and wings and some dark bruising around his neck, that was probably for the best.

“Don’t worry about Nasataa,” Heron said. “Olfijum says that Kyrowat is just ahead with the little guy under his wing. They are riding the same current we are, headed for the Dawn Gate. The only downside is that the Manticores could be riding this current, too. But I think it will take them longer to get organized. They aren’t the ones fleeing for their lives.”

I looked behind us out of instinct, but in the black of the night, I couldn’t see a thing. If only there was a moon out or even stars, but the sky was thick with clouds and our visibility was so poor that I felt like I was drifting through infinity. Hubric had been right about the new moon tonight.

“Olfijum says that Kyrowat thinks we’ll get to the gate by dawn if we stay up on this fast current. He says that it’s the only way in or out of the Lands of Haz’drazen – at least the only way into the Dominion or the lands to the north. Everything else is blocked off by magical currents impossible to pass.”

“Okay,” I said rallying. “Then we go through the gate and we find this Purple dragon Raolcan. And we’ll be okay. Olfijum and Kyrowat will heal up. Little Nasataa will have a chance to rest. Raolcan will know where the key we’re looking for is.”

I felt hope as I said it. We had a plan. We had a chance to succeed still. I wound a hand around the scarf Hubric had given me. It smelled of tea and peppermint and it made m think of him – and of my promise. I needed to make all of this worth it somehow. 

Eventually, I drifted off to sleep, leaning against Heron. His strong chest and arms welcomed me like home. I dreamed island dreams of campfires and my parents, of feasts with the village, of sneaking off onto dark sandy beaches with Heron and kissing him again just for the joy of it.

I woke when his arms tightened around me.

“Seleska?” he whispered, though who needed to whisper up here? “Seleska, are you awake?”

“Mmmm,” I agreed, savoring the warmth of him in contrast to the cold air blowing around us.

“We’re here,” he said, but there was no triumph in his tone. Instead, it sounded grim.

I pulled out of his arms to look. The first light of dawn was barely tinting the land, crawling across the surface of the ground like a curtain being drawn. Olfijum soared down from his height, head stretched forward into the wind and wings back, giving us a clear view of what was below.

The rocky, jagged mountains were dominated by a round white gate – a portal of sorts decorated with a carved dragon eating its tail. It felt oddly familiar. But it wasn’t that dragon gate’s carving that had my attention. It wasn’t even the large heaps littering the ground and leaving long shadows behind them as the curtain pulled back. 

It was the emptiness. 

There was not a living creature to be seen. Not guarding the gate. Not on the road that wound out from the gate. Not anywhere. 

All around us, littering the ground and spilling across the rocks, was nothing but death. The pervasive scent of death swirled in the air, growing worse as the heat of the sun rolled back over the carnage.

Not all of them were dragons. There were plenty of Manticores. And humans, too. 

But all of the twisted figures below were very, very dead.

I made a sound like a whimper in the back of my throat. Nothing in my lifetime – not even the violent deaths of my own family – had prepared me for this. I felt heat in my belly as Octon’s memories flashed over my eyes. He had been prepared. He had seen this before. Only last time, it was his loved ones lying tangled in each other’s deaths. 

Sadness stabbed through me like a dagger. All the hope we’d felt at the thought of reaching the Dawn Gate was erased in a single sight, a single realization that all was not what it seemed and never would be again. How could a culture recover from this? How could a species survive?

I wished we’d saved Jeriath when we fled. Maybe he would have had some insight into why the Ileriocs had helped bring an end to all that they knew. I wished I could understand this. But understanding escaped me as surely as the dawn. 

In grim silence, we flew to the gate, not even pausing as we dove through to the other side.

Maybe Nasataa would be there. And that would, at least, be one small triumph. 

The gate shimmered and a feeling of coldness washed over me – and then we were on the other side. 

I bit my lip to keep from gasping again as fresh horror hit me. 

Why had I thought this side would be any different? People, dragons and Manticores littered the earth here, too, as if a wind made of knives had torn through the gate and killed them all. It was all I could do not to vomit.

“What are we going to do?” I asked aloud, stunned by the silence.

“I don’t know,” Heron admitted, shaking his head. It felt worse that he’d admitted that. Like if he’d pretended to know it somehow would have made everything better. But I didn’t know, either. 

We were racing an enemy so heartless, so numb from pain, that nothing would deter them. And we were losing. Slowly, but surely, we were losing. 

There just had to be some way to turn this all around. If only I could find it.
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Chapter Sixteen 
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We followed the road, looking often over our shoulders as if we expected ravening Manticores to burst from the door at any moment. Maybe we did.

When we finally caught up to them, they were curled up together in the shadow of a jutting rock. I leapt from Olfijum’s back, scrambling over the rocky ground to get to them. 

Nasataa raised his little head for a moment before letting it fall again. No wonder he was exhausted. His first day flying and he hadn’t had a break in twenty-four hours.

Water in the saddlebags. Kyrowat said in my mind.

“There’s water in the saddlebags,” I told Heron as I checked Nasataa over. A few nicks and scratches dotted his scales, but he seemed fine besides the exhaustion. 

Heron busied himself watering the dragons and offering me a waterskin. I drank gratefully. After hours with nothing to drink, I’d been ignoring my burning throat for far too long. I drank deeply, grateful for the cold water.

Salves, bandages, too. Kyrowat’s voice was still faint, but Heron was already pulling salves from his saddlebags and hurrying to Olfijum who snarled in pain as his wounds were tended.

I left Nasataa to sleep on Kyrowat’s haunches and scurried around to Kyrowat’s head. His big eyes were glazed over with pain.

“I’m so sorry, Kyrowat. So sorry,” I said beginning to cry again at the thought of the big dragon all alone now, his companion gone forever.

You have his book?

“Yes. Right here.” I pulled it out to show him.

And the scarf?

“Yes,” tears muddied my voice as I tugged at the scarf around my neck.

Then you follow through with what he wanted. Find Raolcan. Find the keys. Get Nasataa to the Haroc.

I nodded. “You make it sound like you won’t be going with me.”

My saddle and tack I gift to Olfijum. Instruct your young buck there that the reins are purely for decoration. Riders of Purple dragons do not use them. He’s been given a great gift in the opportunity to ride a dragon. He should not abuse it.

Behind me, Olfijum whined.

No, you aren’t going to suffer my fate, you young fool! You aren’t bonded to the boy, just doing him a favor. Young dragons! You’d be lucky to be bonded to a man like Hubric. The things we saw! The places we went. Every day and adventure.

He sounded like he was rambling now. I looked him over. He was battered and bruised. How had he made it this far on such ragged wings?

You do what you must, girl. I always have. And I did last night, too. But it’s not the same without Hubric. I feel my lifeforce leaking away with his death. 

I took the bond with Hubric many decades ago. He was a young fool then. But I could see he was going to live an exciting life. Never one to stop trying, Hubric. Solid. A true believer in the Lightbringer causes and prophecies. And look at what he did. He installed two rulers in place. He shaped them into people worth ruling. He’ll be remembered. And maybe someone will even remember old Kyro, too.

“Of course, they will,” I said, caressing his snout as I sniffed back the inevitable tears.

No sniveling. It’s a waste of time. Won’t change the future and you have a lot to do. He left his book to you. Read it. That’s important to him. Tor never read his enough. He should have. Then things might not have come as such a surprise. 

He coughed a big gob of black out, spitting it hard toward Olfijum who barely dodged it with an angry snap of his jaws. 

Listen, girl, the prophecies in it are true. Hard to understand, but true. I’ve watched them fulfilled with these old eyes. Not all, but some. And there are more. Ancient ones yet unfulfilled, and more added by Zin the prophet of the Ka’vai people.

“I don’t even know who that is!”

Doesn’t matter. What matters is that you read it. If Hubric had lived, he would have insisted on that. Do you understand?

“Yes,” I said through thick lips. The tears were coming hot and fast as I felt his voice fading.

Leave me here under these rocks. It’s as good a place as any for an old dragon’s bones. 

“But you’re not dead yet,” I protested. “Maybe you can recover!”

Can’t. He flamed – barely a spurt. Won’t. My bond with Hubric was too strong. I’ll be lucky to last the hour. I feel myself fade. Keep that baby dragon safe.

“Don’t go, Kyrowat,” I said through a broken voice. “We need you. Please.”

He closed his big eyes as Heron gently removed his tack, putting it on Olfijum instead. The young dragon danced irritably, his eyes constantly focused on Kyrowat as if he were waiting for orders.

Long minutes passed, but Kyrowat was still breathing and I just couldn’t go.

I’ve done what I can. Called ahead as far as I could reach. If anyone was listening – any allies – they’ll come to help. Trust the Lightbringers. Watch out for the Dusk Covenant.

“Who?”

Read the book! He growled. 

“I will.”

There was a sound behind me like ripping cloth. I turned back to see Manticores plunging through the Dawn Gate. Heron scrambled from where he was tightening Olfijum’s saddle. He scooped up Nasataa like he was still a baby and ran with him to the other dragon. 

“Can you carry him?” he was asking his dragon. “Even for a little while?”

My eyes were back on Kyrowat.

“Goodbye, Kyrowat,” I said gently stroking his nose. I didn’t want to let him go.

You must. Hurry now. While there is time.

Heaving with sobs, I kissed his nose as Heron grabbed my shoulders and steered me toward his dragon. In silence, we mounted and found our seats as Olfijum sprang painfully into the air.

There was a cry of discovery from behind us, but my eyes were still fixed on Kyrowat. His chest wasn’t moving anymore. 

And as we flew away, I felt as though I had left a part of my heart behind.
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Chapter Seventeen
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It was barely midday when Olfijum first stumbled, his wings not catching the air quite right.

Another minute until he stumbled again.

“He’s too tired,” Heron said, his voice tight. 

Of course, he was. He’d been flying with the three of us on his back after a full day and night awake and moving. No one could do that. 

I snapped shut the book of prophecies I’d been diligently reading, preparing to answer, but then opened it quickly back to the end. There were hand-drawn maps at the back of the tiny book with places and notations. Not cities, I didn’t think. Maybe they were places special to Hubric. 

I searched them, looking for some place we could take shelter in. Surely, there would be somewhere. 

The closest one I could find to the Dawn Gate was a mountain with an X at the base. The notation read, “Shelter, Food, 3 days maximum and a way out for those who dare.” It wasn’t much of a note. Most of the other places had more written along with dates he had last been there. This had no date, either. Was it only a place he’d heard of and not a place he’d been?

I showed it to Heron.

“This looks close. Do you think we could reach it?” 

Both of us turned to stare at the nearby mountain as Olfijum sank in the air.

“He can get there. Hold on, buddy!” Heron said. His palms were pressed to Olfijum’s neck.

I nearly screamed when Nasataa dove off his back, but the little dragon spread his wings, sailing beside Olfijum. Smart dragon! Maybe that little bit of extra weight removed would be enough to get him inside the – well, whatever it was. 

I gritted my teeth and looked behind me. The Manticores were still behind us. I didn’t know if that was because they were following us or because we were headed in the direction of Raolcan or the key or both and they knew that, but I did know one thing: if Atura saw us fall from the sky she would swoop in to kill us all and suck out our souls faster than breathing. 

We didn’t dare show weakness near her.

Olfijum dropped lower clearly wearing out of strength, but we were getting close to the mountain now.

“Is that it?” I asked Heron, pointing at a dark spot on the side of the rock.

He shook his head. “Just a dead tree.”

A creek flowed past the mountain and we dropped beside it, Olfijum and Nasataa sticking their heads into the water while Heron leapt off to fill the waterskins.

“We don’t have time for drinking,” I protested despite my dry throat.

“We’ll die if we don’t drink,” he said shortly, his mind focused on the task. 

I pulled out the map and studied the mountain. Whatever this place was had to be close. By the look of the map, we should be almost right on it. I squinted at the rock, trying to see a cave or a hole or something. Anything.

But I couldn’t see a thing. Frustrated, I tried to think, letting my eyes go out of focus as I turned my thoughts inward. If I had a secret place to hide, where would I put it? Near water, obviously. Heron was right about the drinking thing. People and dragons needed to drink. 

I frowned but as my eyes stayed unfocused, suddenly a pattern jumped out at me. Wait.

Was that a door?

“Heron!” I called excitedly. “Look!”

I didn’t want to look away from it in case it disappeared again.

“I don’t see it.”

I leapt from Olfijum’s back, striding through the rocks and trees, keeping my eyes on the outline of the door. I didn’t dare check to see if they were following me. I didn’t want to lose sight of the edge of the door. It blended in with the rocks perfectly, moss and lichen growing on the side of it and across the edges in a way that suggested it hadn’t been opened in a few seasons. 

If it really was a door ... if we really had a chance ...

I barely dared to hope.

The rock face was further away than I had guessed and by the time I reached it, I was out of breath. 

Here it was. I felt for the crack on the edge of the door and there it was. My fingers followed the uniform cut in the rock – perfectly straight and only as wide as the tip of my finger. 

So, how did you open a door like this?

“I don’t see a handle,” Heron said from behind me. “And it’s huge. Too big to push or pull open.”   

“What’s the point of a door that doesn’t push or pull open?” I asked feeling a small thrill as he came up behind me and stood so close I could feel his warmth.

“Maybe it pivots. Take your finger out of that crack.”

Once I’d obeyed, he leaned his shoulder against the rock. Nothing happened.

“It was a nice try,” I said encouragingly.

But he wasn’t done yet. He looked over his shoulder sharply. “Olfijum?”

His dragon shuffled through the trees to join him as Nasataa’s snout found my hand. 

“Hungry?” I asked. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything for you.”

And that would be a problem, because at the rate Nasataa was growing, he could use more to eat! He was already tearing berries from bushes and eating leaves when Olfijum leaned his shoulder against the rock. With the sound of stone on stone, the wall shifted, sending little pebbles, pieces of shale, and chunks of rock raining down on us.

I gasped.

The wall pivoted on a central point, spinning from the middle to open, as the door turned in the center of the doorway. Without hesitating, Heron stepped inside. There was the sound of flint and steel and some blowing and then a dragon laugh from Olfijum.

He spat flame and a torch flared to life as he disappeared into the doorway.

“I guess we’re next,” I said, looking at Nasataa, but the little dragon was already rushing forward, fearless in the face of the unknown. 

“You wanted adventure, Seleska,” I told myself as I tried to block out images of the rock wall crumbling and falling on me or of the darkness being filled with bats. “Now you have it!”
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Chapter Eighteen
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Olfijum collapsed almost as soon as he passed the doorway, his eyes closing in exhaustion. I felt tense as I stepped around his body. The last dragon I’d seen laying like that was Kyrowat. We were fighting a losing battle when all our allies were spent or dying. 

Fear was a new thing for me. I’d been trying all my life to be positive and hopeful and to embrace adventure and fun. But in the last two days, all my happy visions of what the world could be had seemed to shatter one by one. Though I’d known Hubric and Kyrowat for only a couple of days, their deaths shattered something in me, leaving me edgy and broken. 

And now here we were, hiding in a cave.

Heron handed me a torch as Nasataa curled up against Olfijum’s flank and promptly went to sleep. They were both worn past exhaustion.

The room in front of the door was carved out of rock, with a wide shelf around the edge and a stairway carved into the rock leading further back into the cave.  

“There’s something here,” Heron said, studying a pedestal beside the stairs. “Ah ha!”

He pressed down on a wide carving and the door spun, once again grinding stone on stone before it shut.

I had the awful sensation of being locked in my own tomb.

“I don’t like the dark,” I said aloud, feeling silly even as I said it, but hadn’t I just fled Manticores and a soul-sucking band of Bubblers in the dark? Hadn’t Atura stolen Hubric’s soul in the dark? It wasn’t that crazy to hate the dark.

“Let’s find out what we’re dealing with here,” Heron said. “The dragons will be fine for now.”

“Unless the Manticores find this place and Atura opens the door.”

Heron took my free hand. “Don’t get so grim on me, now, sweet honey. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“Maybe Atura swallowed that, too,” I muttered as we found the first rooms – a small sleeping quarters with three bunks, a small room with a hole in the center of it – for waste, obviously – a small storeroom with a few meager supplies. Hubric’s notes had been right. Enough room for three. Enough for a few days.

“Look,” Heron said as he pulled back a curtain at the back of the cave. A dark cavern led further into the mountain.

“A way out if you’re brave enough for it,” I breathed. “Do you think Hubric was ever here?”

“No.”

“You sound awful certain,” I said as he leaned back against a wall, pulling me to him and leaning his forehead against mine. 

“The food was rotten. Did you see that? No one has been here in years. If he was here before, it hasn’t been for a really long time. Maybe lichen and moss grow differently here. Maybe. But I’d guess no one has been here in a decade.”

“Is that supposed to cheer me up?”

He kissed my forehead. “No.”

His lips trailed down to kiss my cheek and I felt little thrills run down my spine.

“What are you doing?”

“Distracting you.”

“Why?”

“So you don’t realize that we’re going to have to go into that cavern. And because I can now. Do you know how long I’ve been waiting to kiss you like this?”

I didn’t like the sound of going into that cavern at all – though the rest of that sounded good. “Maybe they won’t find us here.”

“We can wedge the door and that will hold for a while. Long enough to get a head start, maybe. But Seleska, I think we have to go into that cavern. And I know that you’re trying to be brave, but you’re actually scared. I know that you have someone you want to protect more than your own life. I just want to give you one moment to forget about it all before you have to call on your courage and pick up that burden again.”

I liked the sound of that and as his lips trailed down to mine, I let myself melt into the warmth of his kiss, leaning against him as if he was a wall holding my world up.

The extra weight of me leaning against him must have triggered it. That was the only conclusion I could come to later on.

There was a shifting sound and then another door pivoted open and we tumbled through it to the other side.

I gasped at what I saw. Faint light trickled in from a narrow crack in the rock high up. But the torchlight was more than enough to show that this wasn’t just any room.

Hundreds of keys hung on hooks on the wall. Maybe even thousands. There were iron keys and gold, silver and bronze. Keys big as the bone in my upper leg and small as my pinky finger. Some glowed with an inner magic. Some looked as common as the locks I’d seen in Abergande on shop doors.

“Well, you were looking for a key,” Heron said with a strangled laugh at the same moment that I heard a scraping sound from the room outside. “They’ve found us!”

He leapt up, rushing back the way we’d come, but my eyes were glued on the keys in front of me.

I had the most terrible sensation that one of these keys had to be the one. But without having talked to Raolcan, I didn’t know which one it was. And I couldn’t take all of them. We couldn’t carry even a tenth of them with us. Not even if Olfijum wasn’t exhausted and worn.

Who hides keys in an old cave where just anyone can find them? What crazy person thinks this is a good way to protect something valuable.

Maybe they weren’t valuable at all. Maybe they were just decoration. In a cave hidden by a secret door. Where no one had been in ten years.

My theory sounded flat even to me.

I stared at the wall, swallowing. Atura could carry all these keys with those Manticores of hers. If I didn’t pick one and she got here, she could just take them all and choose later. 

I could only choose one. And I needed to do it now.

There was a yell from outside the room. 

“Seleska! Is there anything in there that can help wedge the door? I’m running out of wood!”

“No!” I called back, distracted.

There was a scurry of feet and then Nasataa stood beside me. He made a whining sound in the back of his throat as he looked at all the keys.

“Yeah, little buddy. You and me both.”

I propped the torch in a holder and opened the book, flipping through the pages, trying to find the word ‘key.’

Key. Key. Key.

Was there anything?

A pounding sound from outside didn’t sound very good.

“It won’t hold for long!” Heron called. “Come on, Olfijum. Let’s see if you fit in the caverns.”

There! The word key!

“The light brightens and grows

Crown to toes

But fragile lies

Our key to the skies

And only the arrow

Shot from the bow

Can steel us for

Coming war. “

Steel. Arrow. Was there a key like that? I held the torch high, tucking the book back into my belt pouch as I looked. Arrow. Arrow. Arrow. I only looked at steel keys.

“Seleska!” Heron called. “Come on!”

My fingers closed around a steel key with an arrow carved into the top of it. This had to be it, right? It didn’t glow. It didn’t seem special. It was only as long as my finger. Simple. Plain. 

How could this be right?

There was a crash from outside in the main room and Heron grabbed me from behind, dragging me away from the keys.

“Hurry!” he whispered to me as he ran, dragging me along with him and slamming the secret door shut behind us. Nasataa’s tail wrapped around my feet and I stumbled, catching myself at the last moment.

The key was still in my hand. I shoved it into my belt pouch as the sounds of cracking and snarls of Manticores filled the air behind us.

***
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READ MORE OF SELESKA’S story in Dragon Tide: Tides of Change

You may also enjoy these series by the same author: 

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

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

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