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      Hello, and thank you for picking up Chains of Honor, Book 3. I know it’s been a long wait, with poor Yanko stuck in a brig for ages. This is the second to last novel in the series, and you won’t have to wait nearly as long for the final one. Book 4 is my very next project.

      Before you jump into this one, please allow me to thank my beta readers, Sarah Engelke, Rue Silver, and Cindy Wilkinson, and my editor, Shelley Holloway. Also, thanks to Gene Mollica and his staff for the cool covers for this series.

      Now, without further ado, let’s get Yanko out of that brig…
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      Wan predawn light filtered through the single porthole beside the steps leading down to the brig. Yanko White Fox could just make out the dark lumps that represented his cellmates, Arayevo and Lakeo. He could also see the mage hunter—his would-be assassin and Sun Dragon’s former bodyguard—in the cell to his left.

      She—Jhali, he reminded himself—hadn’t moved much during the first few days of the voyage, and the Turgonian doctor, or “Sawbones” as the soldiers called the man, had visited often. These last couple of days, Jhali had stirred more frequently, walking around her cell, doing some light exercise, and ignoring everyone’s attempts to engage her in conversation.

      Not that their guards had tried often. They hadn’t engaged any of their prisoners in conversation, not even to inform them what their fate would be when they reached land. Turgonian land.

      Yanko sighed and, for the hundredth time, contemplated the steel bars fencing them in and whether he should use his magic to break them. He needed to reach Nuria, not Turgonia, as quickly as possible so he could find Prince Zirabo and warn him that the lost continent of Kelnorean had risen from its hidden depths in the ocean. It was available to… whatever fleet got there first and claimed it.

      Unfortunately, Yanko and his fellow cellmates were the only Nurians alive who knew about its existence. The whole point of putting so much time and effort into finding it had been to ensure Nuria got there first. Yanko’s people, on the verge of a civil war, needed fertile farmland to feed their hungry millions and help settle the unrest at home.

      But even if he could break the bars, he, Arayevo, and Lakeo couldn’t defeat the hundreds of Turgonian soldiers and steer the ironclad warship onto a new course. He hadn’t the faintest idea how the steam engine even worked.

      And then there was Dak. Lord Colonel Daksaron Starcrest, the nephew of the Turgonian president and a highly trained Intelligence officer, could block Yanko’s magic and best him with any weapon.

      Dak was no longer in the cell across the way, but he was still on the ship. After months of working together, he knew Yanko well and knew that any violent threats he made would be just that. Threats. Nothing more. Dak was also smart enough to outthink and outmaneuver him.

      Yanko had considered his options countless times, but he kept coming back to the belief that it would be best to escape after they landed. They could slip away during their transport to jail or wherever they were going, then find passage aboard another ship heading to Nuria, perhaps by offering his services as a mage.

      Jhali rose to her feet and began a series of stretches.

      Yanko also stood up. He casually ambled over and leaned his shoulder against their shared wall of bars.

      Thus far, he had been careful to sleep on the far side of his cell, to make sure she couldn’t complete her mission of assassinating him. Even though he had saved her life, and her employer was now dead, Yanko believed she would carry out that mission if she could.

      But as a well-trained warrior and mage hunter, she could be an asset in helping them escape—if he could convince her to work with them. It need only be a temporary alliance.

      “What?” she growled, glaring over at him.

      Considering she hadn’t deigned to answer any of his questions earlier in the voyage, he decided to find that surly single syllable promising.

      “Just standing,” Yanko said pleasantly.

      If he was to conspire with her, it needed to be silently. The guards standing in front of the steps had been pared down from the original eight to a mere four, but they were awake and alert and would run for backup if Yanko started doing wizardly things—or plotting to do wizardly things. As he’d learned, more than one of them understood Nurian.

      “Stop watching me,” Jhali said, turning her back to Yanko. She was even more prickly than the ever-sarcastic and quick-to-mock Lakeo.

      “I’m not watching you. I’m contemplating life while gazing toward that porthole up there. Your cell is simply in the same direction.”

      Yanko groped for a way to start a telepathic conversation. Mage hunters were trained to block intrusions from those with mental powers. She was probably even better at it than Dak. He’d had a few courses on blocking magic during his military schooling, whereas she would have been trained from an early age.

      “You’re watching me enough that you’d be prepared if I sent a kick through the bars at your groin,” Jhali growled.

      Prickly was perhaps too mellow a word to describe her personality, at least when she was around him.

      “I’d like to think I’m not in danger of such from you,” Yanko said quietly. “All things considered.”

      He didn’t think she knew about the first time he’d saved her life—since he had also been the one to endanger it by dropping a rockfall onto her head, he hadn’t brought it up—but the second time, he’d risked himself to swim into the bowels of a sinking ship to let her out of her cell. She’d been on the verge of drowning. He knew she knew about that, even if he couldn’t penetrate her barriers to tell how she felt about it.

      She did pause before responding, perhaps contemplating what “all things considered” meant.

      “You’re naive, White Fox,” was what she finally said.

      Not encouraging, but since she was talking to him for the first time in days—weeks?—he saw it as an improvement.

      Yanko turned away from her, as if giving up on the conversation, then telepathically asked her, Can you hear me this way?

      She did not respond. He wasn’t sure if she was ignoring him or if her mental defenses kept the words from penetrating at all. Even though he’d heard the legends of the secret and deadly mage-hunter organization, he had never met one in person until Jhali. His knowledge of their abilities and training was mostly through rumor and hearsay. He hadn’t successfully managed to have a telepathic conversation with Dak, but he also hadn’t tried many times. Before this mission had started, he’d only communicated that way with animals. These last couple of months had forced him to learn mage skills at an accelerated rate. He’d absorbed more in that three days with Captain “Snake Heart” Pey Lu—his mother—than in months, if not years, of independent study.

      I can hear you, White Fox, Jhali responded.

      He almost missed it, since he had stopped monitoring her, and she didn’t project the words the way another telepath would.

      I’m planning an escape. Yanko pointedly did not look at her or at the guards. I could use your help.

      She snorted aloud. One of the guards stirred.

      Perhaps realizing her mistake—they did not need the guards to suspect they were communicating this way—Jhali sat down in the corner of her cell. She pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her forehead on them.

      Will your bird not be sufficient help? she replied silently. I’ve been waiting for you to order it to filch a set of keys.

      Yanko looked toward the horizontal bar that linked the vertical ones. Kei perched there, his head rotated with his beak buried between his wings. Though he occasionally left to explore, or whatever it was parrots did when steaming across a vast ocean, he spent most of his time in that spot. Early on, one of the guards had muttered something about shooting him, but Dak, who had spent the first three days locked up in the cell across the way, had informed them that killing a wizard’s familiar resulted in an eternal curse on oneself and one’s dead ancestors. Yanko wasn’t sure the burly Turgonians had believed him, but they’d made superstitious gestures in the air and avoided the bird ever since. Not that Kei was a familiar. He’d only latched onto Yanko in the hope of receiving a never-ending supply of munchies. Given Yanko’s current inability to provide them, he was surprised the parrot didn’t leave more often.

      If I wished to open the gate, I wouldn’t need keys to do it, Yanko pointed out.

      Even though Jhali’s face was buried, he could tell she sneered. It came through the telepathic link.

      Then why not break out? I’ve heard your women encouraging it.

      His women. As if he could control or even influence Lakeo or Arayevo. Any delusions he’d had of convincing Arayevo to become “his woman” in any sense of the term had been quashed when she’d bluntly told him she didn’t have romantic feelings for him.

      Where would we go? Yanko asked. We’re in the middle of the ocean, surrounded by Turgonian warships.

      No krakens to call up to crush those ships? There was that sneer again.

      Yanko didn’t know if she had been aboard Sun Dragon’s first ship when he’d convinced that kraken to destroy it, but if not, she would have heard the details from her putative employer. If she had been aboard, she would have been standing beside Sun Dragon and acting as his bodyguard while he hurled fireballs at Yanko and Lakeo. She shouldn’t begrudge Yanko for defending himself however he could.

      I doubt a kraken could damage the hull of a Turgonian ironclad, he replied. Definitely not five of them.

      That many are still out there? Lacking magical senses, she had no way to know how much of the fleet was accompanying them. Then I guess you should call upon your mother to rescue you.

      As if Yanko could telepathically call to someone a half an ocean away. And as if his mother wanted anything else to do with him.

      She may have been curious about him, even inviting him to become her apprentice and join her pirate fleet, but that had been before he’d helped destroy her ship and fought her for that magical lodestone. The last time he’d seen her, she had been bleeding from a deep gash in her neck, one Jhali had given her. It could have been a fatal blow.

      There’s no one to rescue us but ourselves, Yanko said firmly. Surely, you must prefer to go back to the Great Land, rather than rot in some Turgonian jail. Or worse. Just because these soldiers haven’t shot us doesn’t mean they won’t do so once they reach land and confer with their superiors.

      What do you propose? Jhali asked, startling him with the reasonable response.

      We wait until the ship docks and they come to transfer us to our next destination. During that transfer, I’ll create some chaos, and we’ll find a way to slip away from our guards. Yanko paused, expecting her to object, to say it wouldn’t be that easy.

      He doubted it would be. The Turgonians had watched him battle Sun Dragon, and they believed he was the reason the warrior mage had been incinerated by lava that shot up from an underwater volcano. They would expect magical trouble from him.

      Jhali, however, did not object. She’d seen that battle too, so maybe she believed he had enough power to do what he said.

      I don’t want to stay on Turgonian soil any longer than necessary. Yanko didn’t want to stay there at all. I’m praying to the badger goddess that there’s a ship heading to Nuria and that we can finagle a way aboard it. I need to get home and find… He hesitated. Should he withhold that he was on a mission for Prince Zirabo? She probably already knew. Her employer had certainly known an uncomfortable amount about Yanko’s goals. I need to get back to the Great City and find Prince Zirabo. I can see to it that you’re dropped off there too, so you can make your way home. Preferably without trying to assassinate him again….

      This time, her snort was only in her mind instead of out loud. So magnanimous of you, White Fox. Especially since you’ve been labeled a criminal back home. None of the people here will aid you, and you’ll likely be shot as soon as you step on Nurian soil. You’d be more likely to get help from the Turgonians.

      Since Dak was the only Turgonian who spoke to him, and Dak had his own problems, Yanko doubted that was true. But her words resonated, because he feared she was right about the rest.

      Yanko couldn’t help but feel that he was in far over his head. Was it wrong to simply want to go home? Back to the mountains and lake where he’d grown up? Where he’d played with his brother and his cousins? Trained his hounds? Tended his bees?

      But that home by the lake was gone now, burned by Sun Dragon and his people. Including Jhali. And he had no idea if his father, brother, or anyone in the village that he’d known was still alive. Had they found a safe haven? Or were they caught up in the middle of the rebellion—no, the civil war—that had been starting up when Yanko had left?

      A wave of homesickness washed over him, and he leaned his forehead against the cool bars.

      He told himself to focus on the present. Once he reported to Zirabo, his duty would be done, and he could search for his family. And he would find a way to locate Zirabo and report.

      Jhali lifted her head and looked in his direction. Wondering why he was taking so long to answer? Did she care? Even though she was allowing him to hear her words, he couldn’t get much of a sense of her thoughts.

      I don’t know what will happen when we reach Nuria, but we will find a way there. I promise. If we can’t find a ship, we’ll locate the Nurian consulate and ask them for help.

      They will have a communications orb and know of your criminal status, Jhali thought, though her eyes narrowed in speculation at the mention of the consulate.

      I’m skeptical that my crimes were deemed important enough for cross-ocean communications. If I show up at the consulate and tell them my friends and I have been stranded and need a way home, they may help us.

      Unless I show up first, tell them who you are, and what crimes you’re wanted for.

      Yanko kept his face neutral, though alarm flashed through him. He hadn’t considered that she would. Maybe he shouldn’t have put thoughts of consulates in her head.

      Is that what you did back on Kyatt? To get the Kyattese ambassador and police after me?

      It’s what Sun Dragon did.

      Sun Dragon was a baboon’s teat. Yanko looked away, ashamed that he was speaking poorly of the dead, but he couldn’t bring himself to retract the words. An elder to him or not, Sun Dragon hadn’t deserved his respect. And if he had been plotting against the Great Chief, he hadn’t deserved any help from the diplomats at the Kyattese embassy or anyone else.

      You think I’m not?

      Enough light seeped in from that porthole now that Yanko could see Jhali’s single arched eyebrow. It was the most expression she’d shown with him around. She usually bore a cool detached demeanor that sometimes escalated to cool haughtiness. He had no idea if that was her typical persona or just how she was around her enemies. Around him.

      I know very little of you, Yanko replied, holding her gaze. Except that your mission was to kill me and that you loathe my mother. Even if we must continue on as enemies, I assume that my enemies will be honorable people until they show me otherwise.

      He expected another snort or perhaps something as derisive as an outright scoff. He wasn’t even sure if his words were honest. He wanted to believe they were, but she’d bragged to him that she had killed twenty-seven mages before him. Could an assassin ever be considered honorable?

      I am not moksu, she said after a long pause. People like me work the jobs they can get, so people like you can sit in castles and make up rules about honor that nobody in the real world could possibly live by.

      I grew up in a log house, not a castle, he pointed out.

      I saw it. It was a castle. So what if it was made from wood? You may not be as rich as some moksu, but that doesn’t mean you weren’t privileged.

      Since he couldn’t argue with that, not if he was honest with himself, Yanko said, There weren’t any turrets.

      What?

      My house. It lacked turrets. I’m fairly certain your home can’t be considered a castle without turrets.

      She gave him a flat look.

      Listen… Jhali. He hadn’t presumed to use her name before since she hadn’t been the one to give it to him. You don’t have to be from an honored family to value honor and live by it. He frowned, realizing that sounded like something Great Uncle Lao Zun would have said. When he said such things, they sounded wise. Coming from an eighteen-year-old, they probably sounded arrogant. Or naive. Something she and others had frequently accused him of being.

      Why did you come down to get me? Jhali asked, changing the subject—or ignoring it. On your mother’s ship.

      I knew you were locked in the brig and couldn’t get out.

      So what? We are enemies, Yanko White Fox.

      So you say, but I didn’t sign up to be anyone’s enemy, and even now, I have no desire to see you dead. He didn’t point out that he didn’t want to see anyone dead. He had been training to be a warrior mage because of his family, because they all expected it, not because he wished to pit himself against others in battle. His heart had always lain with the greenhouses and the gardens back home, the trails through the forest, the mushrooms one could pick, the berries one could gather. He liked being a part of the natural world and providing food for people. Was that not what men were meant to do? Why this insistence on war and killing? We have a common goal right now, he pushed on. I don’t see why we shouldn’t work together, even if it’s just for a day.

      You are right that I must return to Nuria, but I will escape on my own. You are my enemy because my sisters in the sect gave me the mission to kill you, and because Snake Heart is your mother, and she wronged me—my family. And finally, because you serve the Great Chief, a man who cares nothing for his people. There is too much between us for us to work together.

      Even temporarily?

      She did not answer, only shifting so that her back faced him, and he sensed her walling off her mind. The conversation was over.

      Shouts drifted down from above, and the guards began murmuring in Turgonian. On the hard floor of their cell, Lakeo and Arayevo stirred. Kei woke and squawked as the reverberations rumbling through the ship changed subtly.

      “What’s going on?” Lakeo muttered.

      Yanko couldn’t see through the porthole from his position, so he stretched out with his senses. He encountered an almost overwhelming number of human auras. A city of tens of thousands of people stretched along a shoreline ahead of the vessel.

      “We’ve arrived,” Yanko whispered.
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      More than an hour after the thrum of the ironclad’s engines had stopped reverberating through the deck, Yanko, Lakeo, Arayevo, and Jhali remained in their cells. Their guards also remained on duty. Yanko was starting to wonder if they’d been forgotten—a hopeful thought—when the hatch finally clanged open.

      Kei turned on his bar, ruffled his red and blue feathers, and squawked, “Dyku?”

      “Dyku?” Lakeo pushed a hand through her shaggy short hair, though it wasn’t clear if she meant to tidy it or leave it even more defiantly tousled.

      “I think that means biscuits,” Arayevo said. “In Turgonian. Maybe the cook has been feeding your bird, Yanko.”

      Yanko hadn’t met the cook on the ironclad, but going by the rest of the crew, he thought it more likely the man would have tried to throw Kei in the stewpot.

      “Dyku, dyku,” Kei said, raising one foot, then the other. “Jorrats, jorrats,” he added cheerfully.

      A squadron of tall, burly Turgonian soldiers—the only kind, as far as Yanko had seen—marched down with rifles in their arms and cudgels and cutlasses belted at their waists. At least twenty men filled the brig, so many it was almost laughable. It was certainly claustrophobic. They ignored the parrot’s chatter, which was good, since Kei was throwing racial slurs in with his request for biscuits. As usual.

      Yanko ran through the possible ways he might use his powers to distract the Turgonians so he could escape, but it wasn’t yet time. Right now, they would have to run through several corridors, up three flights of steps, and across the huge upper deck of the massive ship before they could leap to a pier filled with hundreds of people. Who knew how many of them would eagerly shoot someone trying to escape from a military ship? Yanko had never been to Turgonia, but he had a notion of an empire—yes, it called itself a republic now, but it had been an empire for centuries—full of people clad in warrior attire and bristling with weapons.

      “Yanko?” Lakeo nudged him as one of the soldiers unlocked Jhali’s door. She didn’t say anything else out loud but twitched her eyebrows.

      Yes? he asked telepathically.

      When are we making our move? Lakeo looked like she wanted to try now, or as soon as possible, even though she had only a few magical tricks to call upon. You can make a barrier to protect us if we run away, can’t you? Turgonian bullets shouldn’t be any harder to deflect than fireballs, right?

      Yanko offered a noncommittal, Hm.

      He had deflected fireballs before, channeling the air into a wall too dense for them to penetrate, but that had been while he’d stood stationary at the railing of a ship. Magic took concentration, and he wasn’t sure if he could concentrate that well with soldiers firing at them from all directions. There was a reason even warrior mages had bodyguards.

      I think the best opportunity will come when we’re in transit from here to wherever they intend to take us. He also shared the words with Arayevo, who nodded slightly at him. Her eyes weren’t as bright and perky as usual. For once, she did not seem to regard all this as a fun adventure. It should be easier for us to disappear within their city, among the crowds and buildings, he added.

      So I shouldn’t try to kick any Turgonians in the balls as we leave? Lakeo asked, glaring at the one who stepped forward to unlock their door.

      Well, I won’t be doing that, but you’ve rarely followed my example in matters of etiquette.

      No, because you’d apologize as you kicked someone, and then call them “honored enemy.”

      Perhaps.

      “Dyku?” Kei asked.

      The Turgonian with the keyring took a lazy swing at him. Kei squawked and sprang from his perch, flapping over their heads and out the hatchway at the top of the steps.

      Yanko curled his fingers into a fist. It had been a half-hearted swing, but he was tempted to punish the soldier for trying to hit the bird.

      But all sets of eyes were upon him. They expected him to use his magic, to fight them. This wasn’t the moment.

      “Out,” the guard said, backing up so Yanko and the others could squeeze into the crowded passage.

      Jhali was already out. She growled low in her throat as two soldiers gripped her.

      Chains clanked, and a man stepped forward with a set of shackles with wrist and ankle bindings. Jhali tensed and looked like she might struggle, but she ended up sighing. As talented as she was in combat, there were too many soldiers. She stood still as the shackles were locked onto her wrists and ankles with a chain that linked both sets together.

      Agree to work with us, and I can break those locks when the time comes, Yanko told her silently, figuring it was worth one last try.

      She glared over her shoulder at him.

      Soldiers came forward with three more sets of shackles, heavy, gray, and made from excellent Turgonian steel. Even though he knew he could break them with magic, Yanko had a hard time not feeling daunted as a man clasped the cold metal around his wrists and ankles.

      It was a further insult that he, unlike the others, had been stripped down to his smallclothes, since someone had recognized his mother’s robe as something Made that increased his power. His perfectly normal, if dirty and ripped tunic, had no such power, but they had also taken that. Thus, the shackles felt icy against his bare flesh.

      “They’re not very fashionable, are they?” Lakeo glowered as she and Arayevo were also bound.

      The guards surrounded them and ushered them up the steps, their grips firm and professional. As always. Yanko had always imagined the warmongering Turgonians as being cruel and sadistic as well as obsessively militaristic—he’d heard countless childhood stories that lent credence to the notion—but only that latter word seemed a fair descriptor for the men on the ship.

      Oh, they weren’t friendly—the word humorless came to mind often—but they hadn’t mistreated him or the women, and given Arayevo’s appealing beauty, Yanko had worried she would be harassed. Even Jhali, underneath that flinty demeanor, was an attractive woman. Lakeo… well, she was handsome, he supposed, when she managed not to look sarcastic and unapproachable.

      He squinted when they reached the main deck, the morning sun gleaming off the steel railings. He didn’t see Kei anywhere. Maybe the parrot had gone down to the galley in search of those biscuits.

      Yanko squinted inland, trying to guess what port city this was. Not easy since he only knew Turgonia from books and maps. Judging by the position of the sun and the balmy temperature, they had to be toward the southern end of the nation’s western coast. That probably made this Port Morgrant, which stretched along the Bay of Blood.

      Fleet Admiral Ravencrest waited on deck near the ship’s gangplank as the guards led their prisoners toward him. Dak stood next to the admiral, wearing a uniform without insignia, and Yanko tried to catch his gaze. It didn’t work.

      Dak wasn’t in shackles, but he also didn’t carry his usual panoply of weapons. His face was stony as he looked out over the city. Irked.

      True, Dak always looked irked—the side effect of a couple of scars, a nose that had been broken several times, and knotted scar tissue where he’d lost one of his eyes—but his expression was more pronounced at the moment. That probably meant his loyalty was still in question, and his career still in jeopardy.

      The soldier gripping Yanko by the back of the arm stopped a few paces from the admiral.

      Ravencrest looked toward the long articulating gangplank that descended almost twenty feet from the huge ironclad to the pier. Was he waiting for someone?

      Yanko wondered if he could manipulate the man the way Sun Dragon had. He had been trying to practice his magic surreptitiously in his cell, especially the mind mage tricks that he’d first learned about in Senshoth’s book, but did he dare attempt them for real? Maybe if he spoke to the admiral, he could figure out how amenable he would be to suggestions without risking being caught using magic.

      “Excuse me, Honored Admiral,” Yanko said in Nurian, drawing the man’s eye. “Where are we to be taken?”

      Ravencrest looked to Dak for a translation. Dak provided it with a few terse words. Ravencrest nodded at him. Did Dak already know the answer?

      “Imperial Intelligence has a headquarters in town,” Dak said. Apparently, it hadn’t been renamed when the empire turned into a republic. “We’re all taking a trip there.”

      “Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to take us to the Nurian consulate and let our people deal with us?” Yanko doubted he could change the admiral’s mind through a translator, so he mostly asked in the hope of finding out if there was a Nurian consulate.

      “You’re to be questioned by our people first,” Dak said.

      “Won’t that be fun?” Lakeo muttered.

      Arayevo gazed out toward the harbor, scanning the dozens of ships in port. Hoping to see Captain Minark and his vessel so she could be reunited with her former employer? It would be utter luck, or the will of the gods, if Minark were here after abandoning Yanko, Arayevo, and the others on that island. Yanko couldn’t imagine wanting to reunite with him, regardless.

      “Imperial Intelligence.” Yanko looked at Dak instead of the admiral. “Isn’t that the military division you work for?”

      “Yes, but I’m to be questioned too,” he said. “As you’ll recall, defending you and attacking Ambassador Sun Dragon’s attaché—” his eyebrow twitched as he glanced at Jhali, “—has cast aspersions on my name.”

      Yanko almost choked on the word attaché. “If Sun Dragon was an ambassador, then I’m the Great Chief.”

      “I suspect my people will be interviewing cooperative members of the Nurian consulate in regard to his claims and checking them against our stories,” Dak said. “Just answer honestly and don’t make trouble. My people shouldn’t have a reason to harm or keep you if you don’t give them one. In a few weeks, you’ll likely be handed over to your consulate, and it’ll be up to them to determine your fate.”

      Not only was that entirely too long—the Turgonians could send reports to their capital city and organize a fleet to sail back to the new continent by then—but Yanko had no idea how safe he would find his own consulate after a few weeks. By then, the Nurian consul could have sent questions back to the homeland and received unflattering answers about what Yanko had been up to as he tried to fulfill Prince Zirabo’s wishes. Unfortunately, Yanko had lost the letter that proved he was working for the prince. He needed to get on a ship to sail home immediately.

      “Don’t make trouble, Yanko,” Dak said, his voice low. “Especially not for those escorting you. Some of the soldiers here would prefer it if you didn’t make it to your consulate. I’ve had a hard time convincing the admiral that you weren’t the one who tried to blow up the engine room. Several people saw Sun Dragon throw the lodestone, as he was expected to do, and you attacking him.”

      “I thought you weren’t helping me or giving me advice anymore, Dak,” Yanko said, doing his best not to avoid his gaze. He didn’t want Dak to know that attacking his escort—or at least arranging a distraction that he could exploit—was exactly what he had in mind.

      The admiral said something curt. Probably telling Dak to wrap it up, that he was incriminating himself by chatting with Yanko.

      Dak sighed. “I’m not. But I’d like to hear someday that you found your way home without getting killed.”

      Yanko thought about pointing out that his home had been burned down, and he had no idea if any of his family were even alive, but it seemed impolite not to be gracious and accept Dak’s sentiment. “Thank you. I hope your career will survive having made my acquaintance.”

      “As do I,” Dak said dryly.

      A twinge of sadness went through Yanko at the idea that he might not see Dak again if he succeeded in escaping. He’d spent his entire life feeling like a disappointment to his father, and his father had always been quick to let that disappointment show. Even if Dak was a surly Turgonian, he’d supported Yanko when he could, and had never seemed to judge him.

      A new group of soldiers clomped up the gangplank and onto the deck, six men in crisp black Turgonian military fatigues. They marched in a tidy squad, one after the other, backs straight and chins up, but the leader’s step faltered when he saw Dak, and the man behind him almost bumped into him. Dak’s mouth twisted, but Admiral Ravencrest was the one to address the newcomers. He spoke, pointing at Yanko several times.

      “You’ve definitely established yourself as the dangerous one in our group,” Arayevo murmured.

      “How unprecedented.” Yanko glanced at Jhali—surely, she was far more dangerous than he. He might have talents that she couldn’t claim, but she was willing to use her talents to kill.

      Jhali stood back, watching everything and saying nothing.

      The lead soldier responded with a, “Yes, sir,”—that much Yanko could translate—and approached their little group.

      Yanko twitched in surprise, because a sense of magic lurked about the man. A Made item?

      Back home, such a thing would have been normal for a soldier to have, but here? In magic-fearing Turgonia? He hadn’t sensed anything on the entire ironclad, except the scimitar that Sun Dragon had dropped before being flung overboard.

      The soldier saluted Dak, turning to include Ravencrest in the gesture. Dak saluted back, said one word, and nodded at the soldier’s uniform. Or maybe his pocket? The soldier nodded back and withdrew a headband with a red disc attached to the front. Yanko had no idea what it did, but he recognized it as the Made item.

      He was considering poking into the soldier’s thoughts, to see if he could get a sense for what he believed the device would do, when the man stepped around behind Yanko and tugged the headband over his topknot. He yanked it down to his ears and cinched it tight. The strap had a rubbery consistency that dug in. Yanko could have pulled it off if his hands had been free, but he doubted he would be able to shake it off without them.

      “What’s this?” Yanko struggled for calm, though icy fear stampeded into his belly. Was this some artifact that would zap him if he drew upon his powers?

      Dak watched him intently. As did Ravencrest and the lead soldier. As if they were waiting to see if their gizmo worked.

      Yanko licked his lips. He was tempted to do absolutely nothing, but curiosity wouldn’t let him ignore the headband. He had to know what it did.

      He tried to reach out with his mind to get a sense of the world around him, the auras of the people on the ironclad and the sea life swimming underneath it. But he couldn’t sense anything. His ears could hear, and he could feel the sun beating against his bare chest, but he wasn’t able to draw upon his mental powers. The fear in his belly intensified, queasiness now mingling with it as the ramifications struck him like a mallet battering a gong.

      Aware of all the eyes upon him—Jhali, Arayevo, and Lakeo were peering curiously at him, right along with all the Turgonians—Yanko did his best to keep that fear from showing on his face. He didn’t want the Turgonians to believe that they’d won, even though he couldn’t now envision an escape. All of his plans had been devised under the assumption that he would have his powers.

      “Interesting,” Yanko said blandly to the onlookers. “Kyattese?”

      It was a guess. He’d never heard of his own people making a device that could nullify a mage’s ability to call upon his magic. Given that all of the people in power in Nuria relied upon their mental gifts, it was hard to imagine them endorsing this…. eunuch maker.

      “Kyattese,” Dak agreed.

      “And here I didn’t think the Turgonians would touch anything magical.” Yanko tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice. And the panic too. It felt like someone was choking him, cutting off his air supply so he couldn’t breathe.

      “Imperial Intelligence is full of practical men.” Dak nodded at the soldier who’d brought the device.

      He hadn’t been the one to suggest this, had he? Dak, Yanko recalled, had never been alarmed by the idea of magic being used around him. Practical men, indeed.

      “Captain Aiken will know what to expect from a mage.” Dak waved toward the lead soldier.

      A feeling of betrayal mixed in with the fear and rising panic. Yanko took several deep breaths, telling himself it wasn’t permanent. All he had to do was find someone who could remove the headband. Too bad all of his allies had their wrists bound and chained to their ankles. Maybe if he dropped to his knees, Arayevo might be able to pull it off with her teeth. Not that he could telepathically suggest that now.

      Two of the new soldiers took Yanko’s arms in vise-like grips. Ravencrest said something, and Yanko’s escort led him toward the gangplank.

      Before they reached it, a soldier jogged out of a hatchway with a bag. Yanko couldn’t sense its contents, but a corner of red material dangled from it. His mother’s robe? And perhaps the rest of his belongings? The soldier carried Sun Dragon’s scimitar too, the blade in an intricately decorated leather scabbard.

      The soldier started to hand the items to Dak, but Ravencrest snapped something. That wry twist came to Dak’s lips again, but he said nothing. The soldier handed the items to the man Dak had called Captain Aiken instead.

      The soldiers led Yanko and his friends off the ship, the chains between their ankle shackles shortening their gaits.

      “What’s that thing do?” Lakeo asked, shuffling along beside Yanko as they were led down a wide pier hemmed in by massive steamers as large as the warship. Passersby picked out Yanko to look at, perhaps because he was walking in nothing but his smallclothes and sandals.

      “Keeps me from using my magic,” Yanko said curtly.

      “What’s our backup plan then?”

      The captain was walking to their side, and he glanced over at them. Someone else who understood Nurian, Yanko wagered. But he had to communicate to Lakeo, and telepathy was no longer an option.

      “Hoping this thing falls off my head,” he murmured.

      Lakeo looked up at it. “It is rather unflattering. The green and red don’t match your black hair.”

      “I’m not sure fashion matters when I’m wandering around Turgonia in my smallclothes.”

      “This is true. It is an alarming sight. You have even fewer chest hairs than you have chin hairs.”

      Yanko sighed, surprised she didn’t sound more worried about their predicament. Not that Lakeo wasn’t fully capable of being sarcastic when she was worried.

      He gave her a sidelong squint, thinking about how she knew a few magical tricks, even if she hadn’t yet had any formal training. He couldn’t recall ever seeing her use telekinesis, but was it possible she might float the headband off his head?

      She widened her eyes at him, perhaps having similar thoughts.

      Yanko nodded slightly, then looked forward again, not wanting that too-observant captain to think anything of the silent exchange. Even if Lakeo could remove his headband, the odds would still be against them.

      As he surveyed the streets that stretched away from the waterfront, heading up hills between buildings of six stories and more—unprecedented heights in Nuria—his gaze snagged on Dak’s back. He walked ahead of them, also being led by black-clad soldiers, but nobody had shackled him or gripped his arms. If he had been the one to suggest the magic-dampening device for transporting Yanko, why hadn’t he had one brought for Lakeo? He’d seen her light a bush on fire with her mind, so he knew she had mental talents. He wasn’t looking back. Pointedly not looking back?

      Yanko doubted Dak would risk his career further by helping facilitate an escape, but maybe he wouldn’t be an impediment either. Yanko had dreaded the idea of facing Dak in battle. Maybe he wouldn’t have to.

      The group turned onto a street that paralleled the waterfront. Bicyclists and pedestrians filled the walk paths, while numerous steam carriages trundled along, belching black smoke into the air. Each of the vehicles appeared capable of holding six or eight people, and Yanko wondered if the soldiers would load his group into one. It would be easier to stage an escape if his escort was broken up.

      But the soldiers remained on foot, destroying his hopes as they turned up a hill, clearly intending to walk. Yanko, in his damaged, flopping sandals, struggled to keep up with the pace they set. It didn’t help that the chain between his ankle shackles forced him to take short steps. There was no way he could run even if an escape opportunity presented itself.

      A steam lorry, its cargo area filled with crates, turned onto their street several blocks farther up the hill. An idea popped into his mind. If he caused the vehicle to crash, perhaps scattering the soldiers in the process, maybe he could get away. But he needed his magic for that.

      Yanko pretended to grunt and wobble as if some crack in the walkway had snagged his sandal. He bumped against Lakeo’s shoulder. If she could lift off his headband, preferably without the soldiers noticing…

      “When are you going to grow out of being a klutz, Yanko?” she grumbled, her gaze focusing on his head—the headband.

      He wanted to tell her not to be obvious about it, to look in the other direction, but all he said was, “Maybe when someone gives me clothes and footwear appropriate to forced marches. And takes the shackles off my ankles. I—” He broke off at a noisy squawk that came from overhead. With a flash of red wings, Kei flapped toward Yanko.

      Yanko grimaced at the parrot’s timing, but he had no way to warn him away right now.

      One of the soldiers said something, a single alarmed word. Several others lifted their rifles toward the parrot.

      “No,” Yanko blurted in horror.

      “Jorrats, jorrats,” Kei cried, “Ugly monkeys swinging from the monkey tree.”

      Yanko winced.

      Dak turned and spoke loudly in Turgonian. The soldiers hesitated. Many still had their weapons pointed toward the parrot, but they did not fire as Kei sailed down onto Yanko’s bare shoulder, talons sinking into his fleshy perch.

      It hurt, but Yanko did not complain. He was glad they hadn’t fired.

      Captain Aiken asked a question.

      Dak responded, his tone dry. Yanko recognized the names “Rias” and “Komitopis.”

      Aiken appeared puzzled—yes, it was a long and odd story as to how the Komitopis’s parrot had come to be with Yanko—but the soldiers quickly jerked their weapons down.

      The crate-laden steam lorry honked a horn—half of the soldiers were in the middle of the street after moving to take aim at Kei.

      Aiken barked something at the driver and shook his fist.

      The headband shifted on Yanko’s head. He froze, holding his breath. He felt a couple of tugs from someone’s invisible fingers, but they weren’t strong enough, or perhaps adept enough, to pull the band over his head. Yanko hissed in frustration, jerking his arms up before remembering they were chained in front of his waist.

      “Lakeo,” he risked whispering, glancing at her to offer instruction, but a shot rang out behind him. “Down,” he ordered her instead.

      Had someone figured out what they were trying? If so, the next bullet could go through one of their heads.

      Another rifle banged. The soldiers were the ones firing, Yanko realized. And not at him or Lakeo.

      The lorry swerved, the driver alarmed by the rifle fire, and it lurched up onto the walkway where it struck a lamppost.

      Up ahead, Dak snatched the rifle of the soldier next to him. He faced the rear of the formation, his eye scanning for whatever had prompted his allies to start firing.

      “Where’s the mage hunter?” Dak demanded.

      “She got away!”

      Yanko crouched low, afraid of being hit by Turgonians firing over his head. Was Jhali their target? If she had escaped, he had no doubt she could trouble these men. But it was more likely that she would simply disappear into the city. Maybe she already had.

      As Yanko groped for a way to use her distraction, Kei leaped from his shoulder, his talons leaving gashes as he flapped away. If only Yanko could do the same. Or if he had access to his magic…

      He was about to drop down beside Lakeo and whisper for her to yank the headband off, when someone in dirty white clothing rolled out from under the lorry and jumped up beside Yanko. Jhali. He barely registered that she’d somehow gotten out of her shackles before she snatched the band off his head.

      Yanko gasped as his senses—all of them—came back to him.

      It only took Jhali a split second to pull off the headband, and she sprang away right after, as fast and agile as a cheetah. Yanko spotted Dak, his rifle trained on Jhali’s back, but he didn’t fire.

      “Get her!” he ordered instead.

      Four soldiers lunged, trying to snatch her before she reached a nearby alley. Most of the men didn’t have a chance, but one was as fast as she was. He lunged into her path and punched at her face. She ducked the blow, but her momentum faltered, and the other soldiers surged toward her.

      Yanko reacted without thought, channeling the nearby air into a huge gust of wind. Since he was in a rush, he flung it at the soldiers without any precision. The wind knocked over the men around Jhali but also struck the lorry, and huge crates toppled from the cargo bed. Some of them pinned other soldiers, the ones guarding Yanko, Lakeo, and Arayevo. The wind also struck Arayevo, and she pitched to her knees.

      Yanko tried to reach for her, but the wrist shackles restricted him. With a snarl, he broke the chains with his mind, snapping the steel the same way he would rocks deep within the ground—with earth magic.

      A few men managed to scramble to their feet and fire at Jhali’s retreating form as she raced toward the alley Yanko had noticed earlier. But she ducked and zigzagged with uncanny speed and ability, making herself a difficult target. Other soldiers realized what had happened, that Yanko could use his power, and they turned their weapons toward him.

      He sent another huge gust of wind through the gathering, enough to tear the rifles from most of their hands. The hulking steam lorry tipped over, startling him. He hadn’t thought the wind was that strong, and he cringed when the vehicle landed on a soldier. The man screamed in pure agony.

      Lakeo ran for the alley as fast as she could with her legs chained. Yanko, with his wrists and ankles still shackled but the chains broken, succeeded in grabbing Arayevo. She yelped a protest, but he maneuvered her over his shoulder and ran toward the alley.

      Wind railed all around them as he continued to channel it toward the soldiers, hoping to keep them from recovering their weapons, but he struggled to maintain his focus as he ran. If someone fired at them, there was no way he could build a protective barrier while managing everything else.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Yanko glimpsed Dak, his legs spread and braced against the wind, his rifle pressed to his shoulder. Icy determination stamped his face, and he fired, not at Yanko but at Jhali. She seemed to anticipate it, maybe also seeing him out of the corner of her eye, and she threw herself into a roll an instant before the bullet came. It slammed into the brick wall over her head as she somersaulted into the alley. She sprang to her feet and sprinted into the shadows, disappearing from Yanko’s sight.

      Lakeo raced into the alley right after her. Yanko, slowed down by carrying Arayevo, ran for the same spot, praying that Dak wouldn’t shoot at him.

      Dak shifted his aim toward him, and Yanko feared his prayer would be ignored, that Dak would choose duty over the relationship they’d forged over the last few months. Dak’s lip curled in disgust as he met Yanko’s eyes, and he lowered the weapon. But he wasn’t ready to let Yanko simply escape. He charged into the wind still gusting down the street, giving chase.

      Yanko reached down through the cement of the street and into the dirt and rock below. He commanded the earth to shift, creating cracks between boulders. The ground trembled, a localized earthquake. The cement heaved upward under Dak, knocking him onto his back, his rifle flying from his hands.

      Yanko kept running, hoping that would slow down Dak long enough for them to get away. And also hoping that the soldier under the fallen lorry was still alive. He hadn’t meant to knock the vehicle over onto anyone.

      What would Dak think if the soldier died? He’d hesitated to shoot Jhali the first time, and then he hadn’t shot Yanko when he’d had the chance. Would he come to regret those decisions? Had Yanko just made an enemy of his only Turgonian friend?

      “If you break my chains,” Arayevo said, her voice muffled since her face was against his back, “I can run on my own, and we can go faster.”

      Yanko turned down another alley and glanced back to see if any Turgonians had kept up. A few people in civilian clothes stared at him, but nobody ran after them.

      Halfway into the alley, Yanko lowered Arayevo. Feeling harried, he struggled to imagine the shackles in his mind and apply his power to snapping them. Earlier, he’d done it without thinking… As his mother had pointed out to him, his mind got in his way more often than not.

      Shouts came from a nearby street, and he doubled his effort, glowering at the shackles as if he could burn them with his eyes. Finally, the chain between her ankles snapped.

      “I’ll get the other one later,” he said, waving toward a street that would take them away from the shouts. He didn’t know the layout of the city or where they were going, but they could figure that out later. “Come on. We have to go… somewhere.”

      “Sounds like a promising destination.” Arayevo ran beside him, her hands held awkwardly in front of her.

      Lakeo leaned around the corner ahead of them. “Are you two coming, or are you taking a private moment for romantic snuggling?”

      “Do we look like we’re snuggling?” Arayevo raised her chained wrists.

      “Yanko is young, so he might have some weird notions about how to spend quality time with a woman.”

      “Is this the time for this discussion?” Yanko asked, panting as they caught up with Lakeo and she led them up a hill and farther from the waterfront.

      “I’m sure Yanko will be an excellent snuggler,” Arayevo said. “He’s very sensitive.”

      “I should have let Dak recapture me,” Yanko muttered.
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      A half-moon shone onto the water in the bay and gleamed on the hulls of the ironclads docked at the pier. Even from a mile away, the massive ships did not appear small.

      Yanko crouched on a rooftop high on a hill with Arayevo and Lakeo at his side and Kei sleeping on his bare shoulder. The parrot was better at finding him than the Turgonians were. He and his friends had successfully dodged search parties all afternoon, with Yanko using his magic to make his little team blend into the shadows of one alley or another.

      Thank the coyote god that Arayevo and Lakeo had stopped talking about his potential as a snuggler of women. Yanko was somewhat relieved that Jhali hadn’t rejoined them after the escape. He suspected she would find such a discussion silly. And she would probably find him silly for allowing himself to be the subject of it. Not that what she thought should matter. The only thing he should worry about in regard to her was whether or not she still wanted to kill him. She had never acknowledged that she was in his debt for saving her life, but if it had crossed her mind, she might now consider that debt repaid.

      Assuming she had freed him back there as a favor. He wasn’t sure about that. She may have been thinking only of creating as many distractions as possible so that she could more easily escape. A mage on a rampage made a good distraction.

      “Are we going to go down and knock on the door?” Lakeo waved to the building two blocks away that they were looking down on from the top of the ridge. “Or sit here and admire the flags all over the courtyard?”

      It had taken three hours and some subtle poking into people’s minds on Yanko’s part in order to locate the Nurian consulate. He’d assumed it would be down by the water, but instead, the three-story adobe building and its walled courtyard took up one corner of an intersection in the core of the city.

      “I bet they’re colorful flags,” Arayevo said, a rare wistful note in her tone. “Turgonia is interesting, and I love exploring different parts of the world, but from what I’ve seen of the cities so far, they’re in love with gray. Gray stones, gray streets, and lots of gray bricks. If not for all those fountains and statues at the intersections, I’d think they don’t have any art or culture at all.”

      “The colors of the consulate won’t impress me if the people inside decide to arrest us,” Lakeo said. “Or turn us back over to the Turgonians. Are you sure about this, Yanko?”

      “No, I’m not.” He shivered as a cool breeze blew off the sea. Even though this was toward the southern end of the empire, it wasn’t tropical, not like Kyatt had been. He’d used his power to remove the cold metal shackles from his wrists and ankles, but he did not know how to magic tunics into existence. “But we don’t have money to buy passage back home.” Before seeing the port, he’d thought to trade his services as a mage for passage, but every ship down there had its name written in Turgonian. He’d checked. The Turgonians would rather shoot a mage than make use of one. “I don’t even have clothes.”

      “Oh, we know that,” Lakeo said. “Normally, I’d admire the view of a naked man, but after spending more than a week in a cell with you, with you in that state, I’m hoping you’ll acquire some new silks soon. Clean silks.” She sniffed and elbowed him.

      “I assure you that you don’t smell that fresh either,” Yanko murmured.

      “Yanko.” Arayevo laid a hand on his forearm. He swallowed and reminded himself that her touch wasn’t supposed to send a zing of desire or ache of longing through him anymore. “You knocked over a platoon of men and blew up a steam vehicle. Can’t you steal some money for us to buy passage and new clothing?”

      “The lorry blew up?” Lakeo asked. “Is that what happened? I wondered how Yanko caused that explosion.”

      “I didn’t blow it up. Not intentionally.” He winced, remembering the soldier that had been crushed as the vehicle blew over in the wind. How many more had been hurt in the explosion? And would Dak ever forgive him for that?

      “You did tip it over. I suspect such things tend to instigate explosions.”

      Yanko had no idea how the engineering of such vehicles worked, so he couldn’t deny the statement. He switched to that which he could deny. “Stealing wouldn’t be honorable.”

      “Don’t you think it’s time to consider sacrificing your precious honor for the greater good?” Lakeo grumbled.

      Yanko thought of his brief conversation with Jhali. He would be a hypocrite if he ignored his sense of honor after lecturing her.

      “No,” he said quietly. “Besides, if I can go in and explain to the consul everything that’s happened before he or she hears the story from someone else, maybe there’s hope that… Well, let’s just say it would be nice to have one Nurian in authority who believes I’m not a criminal.” He remembered letting those prisoners out of the cliffside jail back in Red Sky and grimaced. “Or if I am, that there were extenuating circumstances and that I should be assisted in reaching Prince Zirabo.”

      Zirabo could clear his name—everything Yanko had done had been in pursuit of the mission the prince had given him. More than that, he wanted very badly to dump everything he knew into someone else’s lap. Zirabo would know what to do next. Yanko would help with whatever more Zirabo asked—hopefully, after he’d seen his family and knew they were all right—but he didn’t want to be in charge anymore.

      “How are you going to convince a stodgy Nurian consul that Zirabo wants anything to do with you?”

      How, indeed. Especially when he had lost Zirabo’s letter. “I’ll explain everything that happened. And attempt to be charismatic and believable.”

      “Will that be hard when you’re standing before him in nothing but your dirty drawers?” Lakeo asked.

      “No, because I have righteous truth on my side.”

      “And a sleeping parrot on your shoulder.”

      Arayevo did not comment on this exchange, other than to give Yanko a dubious look.

      “You’re welcome to part from us—from me—and find your own way home, or back to Minark’s ship,” he told her quietly.

      “Oh no,” she said. “I want to see if you, your drawers, and your parrot can convince a consul to help us. If nothing else, it should be entertaining.”

      “Entertaining, right,” Lakeo said. “Do consulates have dungeons that prisoners can be thrown into? I still think stealing money and buying passage to the Great City is a better plan.” She paused, looking Yanko over. “Also, stealing clothes. Something colorful to match your parrot perhaps.”

      Kei stirred, clacking his beak a couple of times, then said, “Time for bed, time for bed.”

      “I think we’re keeping your bird up too late,” Arayevo said.

      Yanko pushed himself to his feet. “Let’s do this so Kei can get his rest. Wherever we end up.”

      “He ought to be used to cells by now,” Lakeo said.

      Yanko climbed down a drainpipe and headed toward the consulate. He hoped he hadn’t been foolish to delay his visit until after dark. What if the Turgonians guessed he would go there? There could be a squad of soldiers standing outside right now, ready to recapture him before he could find what he hoped was sanctuary inside.

      “Let’s not worry about things that haven’t happened yet,” he mumbled to himself.

      “What did he say?” Arayevo asked, walking behind him at Lakeo’s side.

      “That he wishes he’d agreed to your theft idea and hates his parents for instilling all that honor blather in his brain,” Lakeo said.

      “That’s a loose translation,” Yanko murmured, keeping his gaze toward the walled building on a corner two blocks ahead.

      They walked around a fountain at the prior intersection, gas lamps on the corners shining light on a statue in the center. It depicted a soldier fighting off an attacker in flowing robes, one that looked suspiciously like a Nurian mage. The fountain reminded Yanko that he was a long way from home, and he picked up his pace, avoiding the light of those lamps and hugging the shadows.

      There wasn’t a guard at the wooden double doors barring entrance to the courtyard. Fortunately, he also didn’t see any Turgonian soldiers lurking. A simple bronze plaque next to the doors proclaimed in multiple languages that they had found the Blessed Hawk’s Nest Nurian Consulate. A smaller, less permanent-looking plaque displayed the hours of business.

      Yanko didn’t want to wait nine hours until it opened, so he hoped someone was still up, someone who wouldn’t be overly irritated by visitors. He pulled on a rope, and a bell clanged inside the courtyard. Several long minutes passed, and he debated ringing it again. He checked the building inside with his senses to see if anyone was awake.

      “What do we do if they don’t answer?” Lakeo looked up and down the street.

      “Hide out in the city tonight and return in the morning,” Yanko said, though he hoped that wouldn’t be necessary.

      He sensed people inside, twenty or thirty, with about half of them awake and reading or working on projects by lamplight. There were also a few people singing by candlelight in a prayer hall, the lyrical refrains of the Song of Rest drifting out to the courtyard.

      It is late, Honored Visitor, a woman spoke into his mind. Can your business wait until morning?

      Yanko was tempted to agree to the reasonable request, since he didn’t want to bother anyone, but wasn’t his situation precarious enough to warrant a late-night audience? Forgive me, Honored… Diplomat, he replied, not sure what title to use, but we seek refuge from the Turgonians. If they find us tonight, we won’t be able to return in the morning.

      “Yanko.” Lakeo nudged him in the back.

      The warning note in her voice made him turn around.

      Two uniformed soldiers with rifles had appeared in the street a block away. They walked around the fountain and headed in his direction. They didn’t yet look like they had seen Yanko’s group, but that wouldn’t last long. How many Nurians running around in smallclothes could there be in the city?

      So, you’re bringing trouble to our doorstep? the woman spoke into Yanko’s mind again, her tone dry.

      Is that uncommon?

      Not really, but we try to encourage it to come during business hours.

      “We may want to run before we’re cut off,” Arayevo murmured as the soldiers headed toward them.

      “I’m talking to someone inside,” Yanko whispered. He peered in the other direction, searching for alleys they could disappear into if need be.

      “Someone who’s going to open the door?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      He spotted another pair of soldiers. They were also heading toward the consulate.

      “Uhm, Yanko?” Lakeo prompted.

      Ma’am? Yanko asked the speaker inside the consulate, even as he braced himself to fight.

      One of the soldiers pointed at Yanko’s group and blurted something in Turgonian that sounded like, “That’s them!”

      The two men burst into a run. Yanko stepped toward them, raising his hands and condensing the air to create a barrier that stretched across the street in front of them. It was invisible to anyone who couldn’t sense magic, so the men struck it and bounced off with startled curses. One whipped up his rifle. Yanko grimaced in concentration. He would have to create an even more impenetrable barrier to block a bullet.

      An angry protest came from Kei, along with another cry of, “Time for bed,” as he flapped his wings and flew up to the courtyard wall.

      There was no time to answer or soothe the parrot. A query came from the other soldiers—they had noticed the commotion. Yanko struggled not to panic, but he couldn’t make two separate barriers at once. The fear of being shot at made it hard to focus on keeping even one up.

      Lakeo grabbed his arm, and his concentration slipped.

      “Don’t,” Yanko blurted and flung a wave of air in desperation as one of the soldiers pulled a trigger. The rifle twitched aside two inches as it fired.

      A bullet clanged off the courtyard wall over Yanko’s head as Lakeo tugged him to the side. To the side and through the now-open door. When had that happened?

      As Yanko stumbled into the courtyard, finding Lakeo and Arayevo already inside, the door slammed shut again. An instant later, someone pounded on it, then rattled the latch, trying to open it. But the door had locked, and the pounding did nothing against the stout wood.

      Furious rings of the bell followed the pounding. Yanko winced, certain the noise would not only irritate the consulate residents but wake up the city for a mile in each direction.

      “There’s nobody here?” Arayevo asked, looking around the courtyard.

      A fountain gurgled in the middle—no warmongering statues loomed from the center of this one—sending water into a stream that curled through gardens to either side of the path. There were benches and lamps, these burning kerosene or whale oil instead of gas, and Kei left Yanko’s shoulder to fly over to a tree in one corner. He alighted on a branch and buried his face in his feathers.

      “Whoever was speaking to me telepathically must have opened and closed the door with her mind,” Yanko said.

      Indeed, the woman told him. It is so tedious to put on clothes and get out of bed simply to open a door. Please enter. The ambassador will see you.

      Yanko almost commented on his own difficulties with clothing of late, but he decided he should not be so familiar with a person who was undoubtedly an elder to him. Ambassador, she’d said. Not consul, as Yanko had been thinking.

      The Turgonians were still pounding on the door and ringing the bell, so Yanko hurried through the courtyard toward an adobe building. He half-expected the tall, athletic soldiers to leap over the wall and try to drag him back to their headquarters. Instead, they shouted at him through the doors. It was just as well that he couldn’t understand the words.

      “Time for bed,” Kei squawked loudly toward the ringing bell.

      “Your parrot seems extra crabby tonight, Yanko,” Arayevo said. “Did he not get enough seeds during the voyage?”

      Judging by Kei’s earlier biscuit comment and his suitable plumpness, the parrot had been doing well for himself on the trip.

      “It’s late,” Lakeo said. “I wouldn’t mind going to bed too. Keep yelling at them to quiet down, Kei.”

      The parrot squawked one more time, then turned his head and buried his beak between his wings again.

      The path led to a large wooden door painted a cheerful blue with yellow accents. Yanko lifted a hand to knock, but the door opened first. He hurried in, wanting to put more distance between him and the soldiers, and almost crashed into a man wearing orange and green robes with his gray hair swept up into a topknot.

      He was tall for a Nurian, over six feet, and stared down at Yanko as if he were a dead mouse a cat had brought in. A trimmed gray goatee made his chin seem pointed, or maybe that was an effect of his pinched expression.

      A couple of younger robed men—servants or aides?—stood nearby. One pointed at Yanko’s bare chest and murmured something to the other, which drew a snicker.

      “Honored Ambassador,” Yanko said, ignoring the aides and pressing his hands together as he bowed low to the gray-haired man. “I apologize for disturbing you at this late hour. My name is Yanko White Fox. I’m in need of temporary asylum and, if at all possible, help in returning to the Great Land. I’m on a mission for Prince Zirabo, but I was captured by Turgonians before I could complete it. I desperately need to find him and report in.”

      Aware of Arayevo and Lakeo shuffling in behind him and shutting the door, Yanko lifted his gaze to meet the gray-haired man’s dark eyes.

      “I am Ambassador Honli Silver Wolf,” the man said, his voice as cool as his gaze. “You appear far too young to be on a mission for anyone.”

      “It’s a long story, Honored Ambassador, one which I am prepared to share in full.”

      The pounding outside had stopped, but the bell kept clanging. Those soldiers did not give up easily.

      “White Fox. You are related to the pirate woman?”

      Yanko kept his chin up, though a wave of bleakness washed over him—would he never escape his mother’s legacy? “Yes, sir, but she left home when I was a baby. My mission and my actions have nothing to do with her.”

      “We shall see.” Silver Wolf tilted his head toward one of several doorways leading from the large tiled foyer. “Sor Yen, bring tea to the receiving room,” he commanded one of the younger men as he strode in the indicated direction.

      “Yes, Honored Ambassador.” Both men bowed and darted off.

      “And Consul Tynlee?” Silver Wolf called, raising his voice to address someone else, though there was nobody in sight. “Please convince those Turgonians to stop ringing our bell.”

      “Yes, Ambassador,” came a female voice from down a hallway. It sounded like the woman who had spoken telepathically to Yanko. “Subtly or unsubtly?”

      “Use your discretion.” Silver Wolf waved his hand indifferently as he entered a spacious room with a wooden table and chairs on one side and a more casual sitting area with sofas and upholstered chairs on the other. He seated himself on that side, waving for Yanko and his comrades to line up on a sofa in front of him. Covering a yawn, he said, “Begin.”

      Yanko perched on the edge of a cushion, took a deep breath, and started at the beginning. Well, not quite the beginning. He left out the part about how he’d failed the Stargrind entrance exams, instead saying he’d been working in his family’s salt mine when the attack had come. From there, he described everything in detail, reluctantly admitting to inadvertently freeing prisoners at Red Sky, because leaving out that detail would only cause trouble later, when someone else reported it. For the most part, Arayevo and Lakeo stayed silent, sipping the tea one of the young men brought and letting him tell his tale without interruptions. Yanko wasn’t sure whether he appreciated their uncharacteristic quietness or not. A little verification here and there would have been nice. But neither of them had wanted to come to the consulate for help.

      “This Dak you speak of,” Silver Wolf said at one point. “You say it’s Colonel Daksaron Starcrest?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t know that until recently.”

      Silver Wolf stroked his goatee.

      “Are you familiar with him, Honored Ambassador?” Yanko asked.

      “He was stationed at the Intelligence Headquarters here in town for a couple of years. Though I am most often at our embassy in the capital, I visit Port Morgrant frequently, since this is the largest trade city in Turgonia. Our interactions were infrequent but not as infrequent as I would have preferred.” Silver Wolf’s lips thinned, and Yanko had a sense that whatever those interactions had entailed, they hadn’t gone well for the ambassador. Because he’d been outmaneuvered in some military or political matter?

      Movement in the doorway caught Yanko’s attention. A woman in comfortable-looking silver and white robes had arrived, her long hair pulled back in a loose braid, a few strands of gray weaving through the black. A Turgonian pen perched behind one of her ears, and she carried a book or a journal. An inch or two over five feet, she had a round, smiling face and bright eyes. She peered at Yanko, Lakeo, and Arayevo with interest. Even before she opened her mouth, Yanko was certain this was the person who had spoken to him telepathically.

      “Hm,” she said, her gaze lingering on him. “I didn’t realize this would be such an informal meeting. It seems I needn’t have put on clothes, after all.”

      Yanko blushed.

      “Really, Tynlee,” Silver Wolf said in mild reproof.

      “Don’t you think it would be a good idea to get the boy a robe or a tunic?” Tynlee said, not looking the least abashed at the reproof.

      “Our robes denote mage status,” Silver Wolf said. “He is too young for that.”

      “Yanko is a strong mage,” Lakeo said, surprising Yanko by the support.

      Silver Wolf’s gray eyebrows lifted. “He has had formal mage training and graduated from an accredited academy?”

      “He took down a ship and incinerated—”

      Yanko gripped Lakeo’s arm, now wishing she had refrained from supporting him. Nobody back home—or here—would appreciate some unschooled youth running around, chaotically battling with respected and established mages from honored families.

      “In my quest, I’ve been forced to defend myself a few times,” Yanko said, for Silver Wolf was frowning at him, “but you are correct, Honored Ambassador. I’ve not had formal schooling.”

      “A bathrobe would be sufficient,” Tynlee said, her voice even dryer out loud than it had been in Yanko’s head. “Perhaps a bath too.”

      Lakeo elbowed Yanko. “Told you.”

      “This isn’t a hotel.” Silver Wolf stood up. “Wait here, White Fox. It’s still daylight back in Nuria. I’ll contact someone there and get advice in this matter.”

      Yanko lurched to his feet. “Sir, can you contact someone you know is loyal to the Great Chief? Or even better, someone who knows Prince Zirabo? Rebels were attacking my home province when we left, so I’m not sure who’s safe to talk to back there. I’ve heard there are numerous factions taking action right now. The Sun Dragons, I know, were plotting to claim the dais for themselves.”

      “We are aware of the situation, young man,” Silver Wolf said.

      “The Nurian embassy on Kyatt can’t be trusted. They tried to fool the Turgonians into believing that Jaikon Sun Dragon was a diplomat with the authority to…” Yanko trailed off because Silver Wolf’s gaze had gone from harsh to downright withering.

      “The embassy can’t be trusted?” he asked incredulously.

      “Someone there—”

      “I know Ambassador Still Water personally. He rose to his position even though he is from a modest family. He is a good man and fully deserves his position.”

      “It’s possible he wasn’t the one who—”

      “I should think not.” Silver Wolf turned his back on Yanko and strode through a door that led deeper into the facility.

      “And here I thought diplomatic ambassadors were supposed to be diplomatic,” Arayevo muttered.

      Tynlee still stood in the other doorway, so Yanko did not reply. He dared not disparage the leader of the facility, but he was starting to wish he’d gone to the docks. Maybe he could have found a gambling venue or some legal way of earning money to pay for passage.

      Aware of Tynlee regarding him thoughtfully, her arms crossed over her journal, Yanko asked, “Is the bathrobe still available, Honored, uhm, Consul is it?”

      “And the bath,” Lakeo said.

      Tynlee smiled. “Yes, certainly. It will take some time for the ambassador to talk to his contacts and corroborate your story. Of course, he could simply ask for my assistance, but he does forget that I have a few talents. Perhaps because I’m so busy with my research and writing.”

      “Are you a mind mage?” Yanko guessed the assistance she referred to would involve reading his thoughts to see if he was telling the truth.

      He would volunteer for such treatment if it would clear his name—or at least help explain what had happened—but could he trust her? He’d heard of interrogations where the mages, blinded by their own thoughts and desires, misconstrued what had happened in a person’s memory.

      “Indeed, I am. And a professor of sociology and cultural studies. I research extensively and write textbooks. Perhaps you’re familiar with my work? Tynlee Blue Heron. My early text Quantifying and Modeling Demographic Trends in Nuria is taught to second-year sociology students at many universities back home.”

      She smiled brightly, and Yanko felt bad that he couldn’t claim familiarity with the work. “Sorry, no. One of my tutors had me read Kas Par’s Understanding the Diverse Societies of the World. But we didn’t go on to more advanced books on the subject due to my…” Er, lack of interest might not be a good thing to admit to someone who had a passion for the subject—and was the only person in the consulate talking to him. “I originally studied the earth sciences and was more interested in texts on nature and biology.”

      She sat in the chair Silver Wolf had vacated and slapped her thigh. “It’s not your fault, boy. Kas Par is dryer than a stale cracker. He’s—”

      “Cracker,” came an unexpected call from the foyer.

      Tynlee blinked in surprise when Kei swooped into the room. Yanko braced himself for the inevitable talons in his shoulder, but the parrot landed on the back of the sofa.

      “I thought he settled down to sleep in that tree in the courtyard,” Arayevo said.

      “Maybe he got lonely,” Lakeo said.

      “Jorrat, jorrat,” Kei announced. “Cracker!”

      “Or hungry,” Lakeo amended.

      “There aren’t any Turgonians here, Kei,” Yanko said, hoping Tynlee wouldn’t be offended at hearing the racial slur. At least it wasn’t a Nurian one.

      “Are you sure?” Lakeo muttered, glancing in the direction of the courtyard. “Maybe he’s warning us.”

      Tynlee rose to her feet. “There is a Turgonian walking up to the front door. How did he get past the door alarms?”

      “Cracker?” Kei said.

      Tynlee gave the parrot a curious look.

      “He expects to be rewarded when he helps me,” Yanko explained and plucked a cookie off the tea tray. Nobody had touched the treats earlier. “And also at other times.”

      “All times,” Lakeo said.

      Kei squawked with delight and leaned forward to snatch the cookie out of Yanko’s hand.

      A quiet but firm knock sounded at the front door.

      Yanko stretched out with his senses. He assumed it would be another soldier, or perhaps that Captain Aiken coming to demand his extrication, so he twitched with surprise when he brushed against a far more familiar aura.

      “It’s Dak,” he said.

      “Think he’s here to drag you off to his superiors?” Arayevo asked.

      Yanko slumped back into the couch. On the ironclad, Dak had been granted prisoner status by that admiral, but perhaps his former colleagues at the Imperial Intelligence Headquarters had treated him differently. Or maybe he was being given an opportunity to clear doubt from his name by bringing Yanko back.

      “I fear he may be,” Yanko said softly.

      Maybe he would get lucky, and the Nurians would leave Dak standing outside, as they’d done with the soldiers. Except that he’d already gotten into the courtyard somehow.

      “Dak? Colonel Daksaron Starcrest?” Tynlee tilted her head. “Oh yes, I do recognize his aura. It’s been years since I saw him last. When he was stationed in the city, we met occasionally to play the age-old game of gathering information while not giving any away. He is crafty, and far better at hiding his thoughts than most Turgonians, so it was a challenge.” A smile—a fond smile?—crossed her face, but she shook her head and washed it away. “Never mind. I will inform the ambassador that he is here. Honli will wish to take charge of speaking with him to see what intelligence can be gleaned tonight. Though I dare say that I’m better at such things.”

      Yanko held back a grimace. It didn’t sound like Dak would be ignored or turned away. Worse, Silver Wolf might try to get more details about Yanko and his crimes from Dak. And who better to speak of them? Dak had been at Yanko’s side since the beginning. It didn’t matter that he’d helped free the prisoners at Red Sky. He was Turgonian. He was supposed to be a thorn in Nuria’s side. But Yanko… By the badger goddess, he wished he hadn’t made so many mistakes along the way. Would even Zirabo forgive him for those who had died?

      Tynlee turned toward the doorway and raised her voice. “Sor Yen? Are you still awake?”

      “Yes, Honored Consul,” came a call from the foyer.

      “Come show Yanko and his friends to the bathing rooms and find them some fresh clothing.”

      The young man who’d brought their tea returned, bowed politely to Tynlee, and waved for Yanko, Arayevo, and Lakeo to follow him.

      Yanko doubted that someone telling Dak he was busy bathing would keep Dak from hauling him out of the consulate by his ear, but he followed his escort. If nothing else, maybe he would have time to don some new clothes first. It was hard to feel manly being dragged off by a hulking Turgonian while wearing nothing but one’s drawers.
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      Yanko stepped out of the warm sunken bath and grabbed a towel to wrap around his waist. For the tenth time, he glanced toward the door, still expecting Dak to barge in and haul him away, but nobody had disturbed him since the ambassador’s assistant pointed him toward one door and Lakeo and Arayevo toward another. His bath was a large, steaming pool—rather than the tub he was accustomed to back home—and he wondered if theirs was as spacious. There were all manner of brushes, sponges, and strigils in buckets alongside the pool, as well as a pile of heated rocks in the corner. A pitcher next to it held cool water that one could pour atop the rocks to create steam. The building and courtyard might be of Nurian design, but these were definitely Turgonian baths.

      In front of a sink with a mirror, he found a strop and clean razor, along with a variety of shaving soaps and lotions. He sniffed the various options, wrinkling his nose at concoctions designed to make him smell like a tree or Autumn Fest spices, and found something only faintly scented to use.

      He removed the beard—all right, it was more of a tuft—that had grown in while he’d been in the brig. Though he doubted he would ever have a thick, full beard such as was typical of Turgonian men, he certainly had more than the three chin hairs that Lakeo kept teasing him about.

      A knock sounded at the door, and his senses told him that Consul Tynlee stood outside.

      Yanko hurried to towel off and grabbed the stack of clothing that had been left for him. The door opened before he’d done more than unfold a green tunic and gray trousers.

      “Young White Fox?” Tynlee asked without coming in. “Are you decent?”

      “I’m… naked.”

      “Is that a no?”

      “I think so,” he said, not certain what to make of her humor.

      “Please dress and come out. The ambassador has agreed that I must interview you.”

      Yanko had been in the process of tugging the tunic over his head, but he froze, abruptly nervous. He swallowed and finished pulling down the tunic, telling himself that this was a good thing. His own thoughts might not be able to exonerate him, but they should verify his story and show that he’d never had anything except the best of intentions.

      “Logical, so why are you nervous?” he muttered, tying the string on the trousers.

      And where was Dak? Yanko assumed the Nurians had let him in. Had they refused to hand over Yanko? If so, he was surprised. Silver Wolf didn’t seem like he would care if Yanko landed in some Turgonian torture cell in the basement of their Intelligence Headquarters.

      “This way, please,” Tynlee said when he walked out. “To the special room for interviews.” She winked at him.

      He wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Are there whips and chains?”

      “You’re thinking of Turgonian special interview rooms.”

      “They have been on my mind lately,” he murmured.

      “I spruced up ours when I arrived, as I did many of the rooms in the consulate. There are plants. And a fountain. Comfortable chairs.”

      “Does the ambassador approve?”

      “He doesn’t care what the interview room here looks like, as long as he gets the results he wants. I must confess that I’m a little rusty at this. It’s a balance to perform my work here while also doing academic research for articles and books to publish through the university press, so I’m not up on the latest mind-exploration techniques. However, my usual interviewer has returned home to be with his family. There’s quite a lot of strife back in Nuria, as you seem to be aware.”

      “Yes, Honored Consul. I’d like to help with it—help our people.”

      “Would you? How conscientious for a young man.”

      “It’s a matter of honor. I’m trying to redeem my family’s honor in the eyes of the Great Chief.”

      “Your honor is besmirched because of your pirate mother?” Tynlee turned a corner and gestured toward an open door to the left.

      “Yes.”

      “Ah, dear Nuria, the epitome of the shame society. Do you know that suicide is eight times as common there as it is in Turgonia? We teach our children that it’s acceptable to kill themselves to restore or protect honor. I’m a little surprised your father didn’t suggest that you go out and kill your mother to redeem the family name. He didn’t, did he?”

      “No. I think he may still love her. Or love the memory of her.”

      “Ah, complicated then. And of course she’s reputed to be quite powerful. Ah, dear Nuria,” Tynlee repeated and shook her head. “Not that Turgonia doesn’t have its own issues. Just ask your Daksaron.”

      Yanko stumbled on the threshold of the room they were entering. “Did you talk to Dak? Did he come here because he was looking for me?”

      A silly question. What did he think? That Dak visited the Nurian consulate regularly because the tea and biscuits were outstanding?

      “Yes,” Tynlee said. “He’s waiting for you, pending the outcome of our interview and the ambassador’s communications.”

      “Ah. Is the ambassador talking to people back in Nuria?” Yanko imagined Silver Wolf with rows of communications orbs lined up on his desk, all with different officials’ heads in them, numerous people talking at once.

      “He is.”

      “Is Dak waiting for me with shackles and chains? And a magic-nullifying headband?”

      “I didn’t ask him what he has in his pack.” She smiled and gestured to a chair.

      Yanko found it ominous that Dak had come with a pack, but he headed to the indicated seat. It was one of several plush lounge chairs in the room. As promised, a fountain tinkled in a corner, and the room smelled loamy from the earth of several potted trees and plants lined up by the windows. Yanko would have preferred to do the interview out in the garden, with grass or pine needles under his feet, but it was better than what he imagined an interrogation room to be like.

      He settled into the chair and took a deep breath.

      “Do you consent to a telepathic link followed by mind snooping?” Tynlee asked.

      “Mind snooping? Is that the official term?”

      “Of course not, but official terms are tedious. And tend to put people on edge.”

      Yanko wondered if many people told Tynlee that she was a quirky woman. Since he wasn’t of sufficient age to judge his elders, he kept the thought to himself.

      “I consent,” he said quietly, a little surprised that she had asked.

      “Good.” She sat in the chair next to him, kicked off her slippers, and dragged a furry blanket over her legs. “I like my toes to be warm when I mind snoop,” she informed him.

      “I’m sure that’s important.”

      “Yes. Now, why don’t you tell me the story you started to tell the ambassador before he interrupted you and left in a huff?”

      “All right.”

      “I’m rather intrigued by this jail break in Red Sky that I heard about.” She wriggled her eyebrows at him.

      Yanko flushed. Had she been in the doorway already when he’d been explaining about Captain Minark, the imprisoned crew, and Arayevo to the ambassador? He was positive he hadn’t called it a jail break. An unfortunate accident, surely. He’d only wanted to rescue Arayevo, the woman he’d always cared far too much for…

      “Oh, and I want to hear all about Jaikon Sun Dragon,” Tynlee said. “Did he truly think he had a claim on the dais and the title of Great Chief? Such arrogance.”

      “That’s what he told me.” Yanko touched his temple, thinking of the various encounters he’d had with the mage. He was considering where to start his story when Tynlee spoke again.

      “And don’t leave out the part about the new continent. That seems rather pertinent, don’t you think?”

      Yanko sat up straight, a thought occurring to him. “Yes. Did the ambassador relay the information about it through his communications orb? If the Turgonians have to send a report to their president via a train to their capital, that’s over a thousand miles away, isn’t it? It’ll be delayed. Our people could know about it first and have time to send a fleet.”

      “Perhaps, but Silver Wolf’s contacts are other consuls and ambassadors. The information may take time to get to the Great Chief, especially since he isn’t in the Great City, the last I heard. There was a joint attack undertaken by three of the rebel factions, and he and his immediate family have fallen back to a more defensible position. Even if he gets the news, he may not be in a position to send fleets.”

      Yanko slumped back in the chair. He couldn’t believe the rebellion, or civil war as people were calling it now, had progressed so quickly. He hadn’t been gone that long.

      “In addition, the Turgonians may send along the information more quickly than by train. They’ve recently installed grugaresth lines between the main cities in the empire—the republic.”

      “Gru-what?”

      “They’re able to send messages via electrical signals that go over wires.”

      “That sounds… complicated.”

      “Less so than learning to make Made devices when nobody in your nation believes in magic.”

      “Some of them know magic exists.” Yanko thought of Dak and how they had met, first in the salt mine and later in Red Sky, and how he’d helped Yanko on his mission.

      “A rare few. All right, I think I’ve got what I need.” Tynlee shifted the blanket to the side and swung her feet to the floor, poking around with her toes for her slippers.

      “Pardon?” Yanko asked.

      She flashed him a dimpled grin that made her look closer to twenty than the forty-something he believed her to be.

      A knock sounded at the door, and she walked toward it while Yanko puzzled over what had happened. Had she delved into his thoughts during those brief moments he had been remembering the past? He hadn’t felt her touch, not in the least. He did realize his thoughts had been more thorough than usual. Huh. Had she truly called herself rusty?

      When Tynlee opened the door and asked, “Another one?” Yanko shifted to look.

      He nearly fell out of his chair. Jhali stood there, her white outfit smudged with dirt, the hood pulled back, her black hair mussed as it framed her cheekbones. Honli Silver Wolf and the servant that had escorted Yanko to the bathing area stood there, the ambassador wearing a deep frown. Jhali didn’t look pleased to be there. Her face was cool and aloof, as usual, but there was also an atypical hint of wariness in her dark eyes.

      “She claims to be a mage hunter,” Silver Wolf said. “She, too, wishes assistance in returning to the Great Land. She’s agreed, with notable reluctance, to lower her barriers so you may verify her story.”

      Yanko wondered why Jhali had come, why she hadn’t simply stowed away aboard an outgoing ship heading toward Nuria. She’d done that easily enough on Pey Lu’s ship.

      “You two know each other?” Tynlee looked back and forth between Yanko and Jhali. It sounded more like a statement than a question, but Yanko felt compelled to answer.

      “She worked for Sun Dragon,” he said, “and has been trying to assassinate me.”

      Jhali lifted her chin. “I only tried once. You make it sound as if I’ve been failing repeatedly.”

      “You didn’t want to assassinate me back in those lava tubes on Kyatt? I find it hard to believe you were trying to catch up with me to ask me out to dinner.”

      Surprise flickered in her eyes. Apparently, she hadn’t contemplated him as a dinner companion.

      “I have little interest in assisting a mage hunter,” Silver Wolf said with distaste, “but I will allow you to ferret out the details of the situation, Consul Tynlee.”

      “You are so generous, Honored Ambassador,” Tynlee said, bowing deeply. And sarcastically.

      Even though the woman looked Nurian through and through, Yanko suspected she had spent many years outside of the Great Land.

      It does take time to cultivate such un-Nurian irreverence, she informed him silently.

      Yanko stirred, uncomfortable with how easily she read his thoughts, especially since he hadn’t consciously let down his barriers. He might not have the mental walls of a mage hunter, but he should be much harder to read than a mundane person.

      “Should I wake Nee and Nushu to guard her while you work?” Silver Wolf asked.

      “No, no,” Tynlee said, waving for Jhali to come in and sit. “We’ll have a chat, just us ladies. Nobody should wish to assassinate a professor of such fine texts as I’ve written, so I believe I will be safe.”

      “It’s not your texts that are in danger of making you enemies,” Silver Wolf said, a little sourly, but he smiled too.

      Tynlee shooed him away.

      Assuming she was done with him, Yanko stood up. For a moment, as Jhali came in and he headed for the door, they came face to face.

      He paused, feeling he should thank her for her help, but he was hesitant to do so. She would probably reject the gratitude and tell him she hadn’t done it for his sake.

      “There are no ships heading to the Great Land,” she told him, surprising him by speaking first. “They say it’s a war zone all up and down our eastern coast, and Turgonian trade ships have no interest in risking the waters right now.” Her mouth twisted in distaste.

      She must have already gone down to the docks and tried to find passage.

      “So, we would need someone with influence and power to have a vessel sent home,” Yanko said, looking toward the hallway where Silver Wolf had stood.

      “We.” Jhali snorted. “You and I are not a we, White Fox.”

      “Nonetheless, I thank you for your assistance in escaping the Turgonians.” Yanko bowed to her.

      Jhali seemed flustered by the gesture, glancing at Tynlee as if she could explain Yanko.

      Tynlee merely watched them, a thoughtful finger to her lips.

      “I doubt you escaped them,” Jhali said. “Your hulking one-eyed spy is waiting in the room with all the sofas.”

      “I am certain he is sitting in a gentlemanly manner,” Tynlee said. “Not hulking.”

      Yanko thought of her earlier words. Just ask your Daksaron. “You know him well?”

      “Not as well as I’d like. As I mentioned, we met a few times for official business. Once, I tried to lure him out to tea so I could interview him for a book. He seemed horrified at the notion of being the center of attention or a reference.”

      “A book on… sociology?” Yanko couldn’t imagine Dak as a reference for such a text. Mathematics, certainly. Engineering, yes. But sociology or culture?

      “Mm, not exactly.” Tynlee smiled cryptically, but as Yanko was heading out the door, added telepathically, I have been working on a spy novel for years. Superb non-fiction is important for sculpting the minds of young students, of course, but making up stories is much more fun. I should like to write a whole series after I retire.

      Oh, Yanko thought back, not sure what else to say. He could imagine the woman writing stories, but he had a harder time imagining Dak as a resource of any kind. He was so tight-mouthed about his work—and who he was related to. How long had it taken Yanko to ferret out his full name? If Tynlee had been Turgonian, maybe Dak would have shared some stories, but he had a notable distrust of Nurians.

      Don’t underestimate the wiles of a woman, Yanko White Fox, Tynlee thought, smiling as he walked out of the room.

      There wasn’t anyone waiting in the hallway to escort him back to the receiving room—or to a jail cell—so he headed in that direction on his own. He found a tired-looking Dak sitting on one of the sofas, with freshly poured tea steaming in a cup in his hand. A pack rested on the cushion next to him, with a sheathed sword sticking out from underneath it. Not just a sword, Yanko realized, feeling the presence of a Made artifact. Sun Dragon’s scimitar. And was that his mother’s robe he sensed in the pack too?

      When Yanko walked in hesitantly, Dak gave him a very frank eyebrow raise.

      “Are you in charge of taking me back?” Yanko asked.

      Dak did not have a rifle or a noticeable weapon of his own, but that did not make him any less dangerous. Yanko tried to reassure himself that there wouldn’t have been any reason for Dak to bring those items if he was on a simple retrieval mission.

      “I can’t as long as you’re within this compound.” Dak gestured at the adobe wall behind him.

      He didn’t mention whether Yanko might be a fair target if he left the compound to head to a ship. But it sounded like there wasn’t any point in going down to the docks right now. Would Yanko be stuck here in limbo indefinitely? He had no idea if the consulate had a ship at its disposal. Even if it did, would the ambassador grant its use to him? Not likely.

      “I am also not in charge of anything currently,” Dak added.

      Yanko lifted his own eyebrows, wondering about Dak’s status. He wasn’t in shackles, no guards were trailing him, and he appeared to have been given the leeway to walk about in the city.

      “I understand that Admiral Ravencrest has composed a report about everything, including my dubious actions on his ship, and a courier will be hand-carrying it on tomorrow morning’s train to our Intelligence Headquarters in the capital. I’m of equal rank to the man commanding the installation here, and we’ve worked together before, so he was disinclined to store me in a cell. He’s given me a desk so I can make myself useful by doing paperwork while I wait for orders to come back from the capital.” Dak grimaced.

      Yanko thought of the electrical wire signaling system Tynlee had described and wondered why the report hadn’t been sent that way. Perhaps the admiral had deemed the news about the continent too sensitive to risk it being seen by the eyes of lowly communications officers? It had to be carried by hand, with a trusted courier guarding it with his life. Which meant that the Turgonian president wouldn’t learn about all of this until that train arrived. In three days? Two? Yanko wasn’t positive how quickly Turgonian trains traveled, but he knew there were some mountain ranges between the coast and the capital. Maybe that would slow things down.

      Or, if he could somehow keep that message from being placed on that train, that would slow things down even more.

      Yanko noticed Dak watching him and fought the urge to squirm. Dak was no mind mage. He might be smart, but he couldn’t read thoughts.

      “So, you just came by to visit?” Yanko asked casually and nodded at the tea cup.

      Dak grunted.

      “And to bring my belongings?” Yanko pointed at the pack. The scimitar was hardly his, but his mother had more or less given him the robe. At the least, she had instructed him to wear it during their practice sessions.

      “Nobody at Turgonian Intelligence Headquarters wants a magical sword,” Dak said.

      “You could have chucked it in the harbor.”

      “I thought you might have use of it someday. I trust you won’t be returning to Nuria anytime soon—” something in the way he said the word made Yanko wonder if the ambassador had stated exactly that, “—but I’m sure you will one day make it back and find your family. Hopefully while avoiding politics and fighting between factions.” His eye narrowed, and Yanko sensed that the words were a firm suggestion, maybe even a warning.

      Yanko appreciated that Dak seemed to care that he made it home safely, but he didn’t appreciate that Dak was possibly part of the conspiracy to keep him from returning home promptly. What if he’d been the one to suggest a delay to the ambassador? Maybe he wanted to ensure that his people had time to debate—and explore and claim—the new continent before the Nurian leaders learned of its existence.

      That frustrated Yanko. Even though Prince Zirabo had originally requested nothing more than that he find that lodestone, and he had done that, he knew Zirabo hadn’t wanted the end result to be the Turgonians gaining a new continent. It was supposed to be for Nuria, damn it. Their people needed it. The well-fed Turgonians did not need more fertile land.

      Yanko took a deep breath and forced himself to sound grateful and appropriately respectful as he said, “I’m sure the weapon and the robe will be useful in finding my family. Thank you for bringing them.”

      Dak nodded, and with his pack delivered, Yanko thought he would leave. But he sipped from the tea cup and leaned back against the sofa. It was strange to see such a big man relaxing with a laughably small cup in his calloused hand.

      “Is there something you want from me in return?” Yanko asked.

      “No.”

      Was he lingering—or lurking—because he thought he could gather some intelligence while he was here in the consulate?

      Yanko thought of Tynlee’s words, of wanting to interview—or was that Interview?—Dak for information on a spy novel. Maybe he should warn Dak that he should go before she made an appearance.

      “Did that soldier, the one by—under—the lorry make it back to your headquarters without…” Dying, Yanko thought, but struggled to be so blunt. The memory of the explosion echoed in his mind.

      “He’s alive,” Dak said. “Broken bones. He’ll be off duty for some time.”

      “Oh. And the explosion? Did it cause…?”

      “Injuries, yes. Nobody died.”

      That was a relief, but he’d still hurt people.

      “I just wanted to avoid being imprisoned,” Yanko said quietly. “Not to injure anyone.”

      “I imagine it’s hard to hurl hurricanes down streets without injuring people.”

      Yanko winced. Dak wasn’t glaring, not exactly, but he thought he read condemnation in those words. Dak hadn’t minded when Yanko used similar tactics against pirates, but they were on his turf now, and these were his people.

      “I’m sorry,” Yanko said quietly.

      Dak pushed the pack and scimitar scabbard toward him. “Maybe you can practice subtlety while you’re here.”

      Again, a reference to an extended stay here.

      “I’ll try,” Yanko said.

      Dak looked toward the doorway before Yanko noticed that someone was there.

      “Good evening, Colonel Starcrest,” Tynlee said, pressing her hands together and bowing. Interestingly, the gesture and her tone lacked the faint sarcasm it held when she addressed Silver Wolf—and everyone else.

      “Consul Blue Heron,” Dak said politely, lifting his cup in acknowledgment.

      Dak was always hard to read, but Yanko thought his eyes conveyed wariness. He probably knew that Tynlee was a mind mage, and if she’d asked him questions before, he might be mentally bracing himself for that. Would he have believed that she wanted information for a “spy novel”? Perhaps not. He might believe that was a ruse and that she had been given the task of extracting intelligence from him. In truth, Yanko didn’t know if the novel-writing story was a true one. It wasn’t as if he, with his meager mind-magic skills, could read her the way she read him.

      “Is Jhali all right?” Yanko asked, wondering how her interview had gone.

      “Indeed. She agreed with me that it’s important to keep one’s toes warm while working.”

      “Really?” Yanko could not imagine Jhali making—or acknowledging—a joke or commenting on something frivolous.

      “Well, she stared stonily at me when I said it. I took that as taciturn acquiescence.” Tynlee walked forward and poured herself a cup of tea from the tray on the low table in front of Dak. “Do the Turgonians not agree that stony silence equates to agreement, Colonel?”

      “No,” he said.

      She smiled at him, as if he had given the perfect answer. His brow wrinkled, and he appeared slightly flustered. If Yanko was reading him correctly, this was the first person who had succeeded in eliciting that emotion in Dak, at least while he’d been in Yanko’s company.

      “Miss Jhali has agreed to use the bathing and laundering facilities,” Tynlee said, sitting down across from Dak.

      “Yanko,” came a cheerful call from the doorway. Arayevo and Lakeo, their hair wet from the baths, waved to him. For once, Lakeo’s short hair wasn’t sticking out in a thousand directions as if she’d been hit by a lightning bolt. “This is the most wonderful prison so far,” Arayevo added. “Did you have lotions and soaps in the men’s bath?”

      “Yes,” Yanko said.

      “Arayevo says that if you smell her armpits, they’re fabulous,” Lakeo added.

      “That’s, ah… important.”

      Arayevo twitched an eyebrow at Lakeo, as if she hadn’t intended to share that particular piece of intel, but out loud, she offered an agreeable, “Yes, the lavender and tangerine wash was delightful.”

      Yanko didn’t want to smell a lavender and tangerine armpit, but he kept the thought to himself.

      The two women must have been told to sit down and wait because they took chairs near the door. Yanko was considering staying with Tynlee and Dak, in part to see if he could gain more information and in part because he wanted to witness Dak using his intelligence-gathering talents on a professor with mind-mage abilities.

      Lakeo waved for Yanko to come join them, and on the chance that they had something important to relay, he did so, taking one of the four cushy chairs surrounding a tea table. Or in Turgonia, it might be a cider table. That was the preferred drink here, wasn’t it?

      Lakeo leaned over her armrest toward him, and he waited, expecting her to initiate a tête–à–tête. Instead, she sniffed.

      “Much better, Yanko. You should bathe regularly.”

      “It is one of my aspirations in life.”

      “You’ve been failing at it lately.”

      “Thanks for noticing.”

      He placed his hands on the armrests, intending to rejoin Dak and Tynlee. But Arayevo lifted her palm toward him.

      “We heard there aren’t any ships leaving for Nuria,” she said quietly.

      “Because of the war back home,” Lakeo said.

      “That’s what I heard too,” Yanko said.

      “If we’re delayed… Do you think the Turgonians will take a fleet back to the new continent right away?” Arayevo said. “And plant their flag? Or giant sword or spear? Whatever Turgonians do.”

      “Possibly not,” Yanko said, thinking of Dak’s words. “Apparently, that Admiral Ravencrest wrote a report, and it’s being taken to their capital on a morning train. Dak said it had information about what he’s been up to in it, but I’m guessing there’s a lot of information about the continent too. It’s a shame…” Yanko leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin, a thought coming to mind.

      “That Dak is glowering at that pretty woman with his one eye all squinty like that?” Arayevo asked.

      “What? No.” Yanko turned to look. Dak wasn’t glowering, at least not any more than usual. “That’s his normal expression.”

      “Well, he should soften it. I think she’s attracted to him.”

      “She just wants to get information out of him. And vice versa.”

      “I don’t think so, Yanko,” Arayevo said, smiling. “At least, that’s not all she wants. A woman can tell these things.”

      Yanko almost said that was silly, but he remembered that Arayevo had known he was in love with her, years before he’d found the courage to say anything.

      “That’s not important now,” Yanko said. “Let’s talk about this train leaving in the morning. With news of our continent.”

      “Our?” Lakeo asked, though she was peering around Yanko’s chair, also looking toward Dak and Tynlee now. “You’re claiming it for yourself?”

      “A Nurian was responsible for bringing it to the surface,” Yanko said. “Even if it was the wrong Nurian.”

      “Yanko did find the lodestone that allowed that to happen,” Arayevo said.

      Yanko grimaced. That had been Dak. He never would have found it on his own. If he could get back to Prince Zirabo with the news and offer his assistance in claiming the land for Nuria, then he could say he’d done something. Then, perhaps, some honor would fall upon his family. More than that, Nuria might have a resource for the future. He would be happy to advise the prince or even the Great Chief on how to make that new land suitable for farming.

      Yanko peered around his chair toward Tynlee, wondering if she would mind if he interrupted her. Honored Consul? he asked silently during a lull in her conversation with Dak—if it could be called a conversation when she was doing all the talking, with Dak only nodding or grunting now and then.

      Yes, Yanko?

      Now that you know the truth, at least from my perspective, do you believe the ambassador will help us? Is there any possibility that he can convince a ship in the harbor to head to the Great City and take us as passengers?

      Honli believes your actions mark you as a criminal and that you should be shipped to the authorities back home, but that there’s no hurry to do so. He was thinking of putting you to work sweeping floors and cleaning the baths while waiting for the chaos to clear up in Nuria.

      Waiting! Yanko leaned out of his seat and gaped at her. We can’t just wait. We have to go back and help. And I have to—

      I know, dear. I understand your plight.

      Can you help? Surely, you don’t want to see Nuria plunged into civil war.

      The war has already started, Yanko, and I suspect that there is little an eighteen-year-old boy can do to help.

      Yanko ground his teeth. When were people going to stop calling him a boy? He hadn’t done anything boyishly foolish for weeks. All right, days.

      I can help. By bringing word of the new continent. Maybe the announcement will make all the fighting stop. The knowledge that we must rally our forces to claim it before Turgonia does could cause our people to band together again.

      From what I saw in your mind, the new continent is underwhelming.

      The Turgonians will see the potential in it and will grab it if we don’t. Zirabo will see the potential too.

      “Consul Tynlee?” Dak prompted in Turgonian. “Are you deeply contemplating the question, busy trying to read my mind, or thinking of what you’ll have for breakfast?”

      Yanko hadn’t heard his question, but he hoped he wasn’t making Dak suspicious by distracting Tynlee.

      “Breakfast, now there’s a delightful notion,” Tynlee said smoothly. “Tonight’s activities are keeping me up far later than usual, you know.”

      “I should go then.” Dak set down the cup and leaned forward.

      “No, you shouldn’t,” Tynlee blurted. Less smoothly.

      Dak’s eyebrows rose.

      “I mean, you’re not the one keeping me up late.” She smiled at him.

      Yanko was watching them but saw Arayevo nudge Lakeo out of the corner of his eye.

      Tynlee and Dak looked over at Yanko as one. Yanko touched a finger to his chest and mouthed, “Me?”

      “Stay a little longer, Colonel,” Tynlee said. “We’ve barely begun to probe each other for information.”

      Dak snorted, but he did lean back in the sofa again.

      I’ll see what I can do in regard to a ship, Yanko, Tynlee said telepathically. Just in case I’m able to work my magic more quickly than I think, gather your belongings and be prepared to leave tomorrow.

      A surge of hope filled Yanko, and he barely resisted the urge to gape at Tynlee.

      She was sipping from her cup and watching Dak, so she wouldn’t have noticed. Dak might have noticed. Even though Yanko appreciated that Dak had brought over the robe and sword, he didn’t want Dak to learn about the possibility of Yanko returning to Nuria soon. Dak might try to hold him up. Yanko suspected Dak had come to like him, at least a little, but he would still consider it his duty to delay Yanko and the Nurians’ efforts to get people down to that continent.

      “Your rooms are ready,” the servant said, stopping between Arayevo and Lakeo, and also nodding toward Yanko.

      “Oh.” Arayevo sounded disappointed. She probably wanted to see a woman attempt to woo Dak.

      Yanko stood up, other plans for the night on his mind. He also wasn’t sure if lingering out here was an option. The servant wore a stern expression as he pointed them toward the hall. Maybe Yanko would find a broom and mop waiting in his room. He picked up the sword and pack, nodding a farewell to Dak, and let the servant usher him away.

      They didn’t go far. The servant pointed him to a small room before leading the women farther down the hall. Yanko leaned his back against the door and waited a couple of minutes for Arayevo and Lakeo to get into their rooms before reaching out telepathically to Lakeo.

      Don’t get undressed, he told her.

      No? she replied promptly. How are you going to imagine me naked if I don’t shed some clothes?

      I’m going to commandeer some paperwork from a courier heading to a train. I could use some help.

      Commandeer?

      It means to officially take possession of something, especially for military purposes, Yanko said. And, uhm, it can also mean to do it without authority.

      He couldn’t pretend he had authority. Since he hadn’t spoken to Zirabo for months, he couldn’t pretend he truly knew what the prince might want from him at this point. The fact that the Great Chief and his family weren’t in the Great City any longer worried Yanko—especially if Zirabo was with them—but he believed he would be able to find them once he returned to Nuria. The Great Chief wouldn’t have given up his position and disappeared completely. From some safe harbor, he had to be fighting to retain his rule, and he would have his kin with him.

      Oh, so you’re going to steal it. While using a fancy word to pretend you’re not stealing it.

      Basically, Yanko admitted. Are you going to help?

      I suppose. What else was I going to do tonight? Sleep? How boring. But you don’t have any idea what the courier looks like or which of the dozens of trains he or she is getting on, do you?

      He’s getting on the one going to the capital. And the Turgonian military is all male, so I’m assuming it’s a he.

      Maybe the Turgonians keep some women around to confuse Nurian spies, Lakeo thought. How will you know which train is going to the capital when you can’t speak or read Turgonian?

      After I’m done talking to you, I’m going to ask Arayevo to keep her clothes on.

      Yanko, you’re very backward when it comes to women.

      He sighed and sent his senses farther down the hall. He found Arayevo in the next room and told her he wanted to sneak out in an hour and hoped she would come with him.

      An adventure in Turgonia? she replied, and he could imagine the brightness in her eyes. I’ll help!

      Good. Yanko yawned and went to sit on the edge of the bunk. He wouldn’t allow himself to grow more comfortable, because if he fell asleep and missed the courier, he wouldn’t get another chance. The Turgonian president would learn of the continent before his people, send forces to claim it first, and all of Yanko’s work thus far would have been for nothing.

      “Just hope I’m not doing something foolish.” Yanko rubbed the back of his neck. “Really foolish,” he amended.
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      It was closer to dawn than to midnight by the time everyone in the consulate fell asleep. Tynlee, the one most likely to notice Yanko leaving, had stayed up scribbling notes in a book long after Dak had left.

      Hoping he wasn’t too late to catch the courier, Yanko slipped out of his room and knocked lightly on Lakeo’s and Arayevo’s doors. He kept his senses outstretched and glanced repeatedly up and down the hall. Nobody had forbidden him to leave, but he also hadn’t asked. He had a feeling the answer would have been a firm no.

      Lakeo and Arayevo were both dressed, but Lakeo’s hair was back to sticking out in numerous directions, suggesting she had been napping. She wore a knife at her belt but had lost her bow long ago.

      Feeling guilty since he had his mother’s robe and Sun Dragon’s magical scimitar again, Yanko wished he had a few coins so he could outfit her with weapons. She was a good archer, and even though he didn’t want to pick a fight, it would be good to have her at his back with some arrows. Arayevo had also lost all of her weapons—rude of that Turgonian admiral not to have returned their belongings when they’d left his brig—but she had the prettiest face of the three of them, so maybe he could send her in as a distraction, to divert the male courier with a warm smile.

      “You sure you’re just going to steal some papers?” Lakeo yawned and pointed at Yanko’s clothes.

      In addition to belting on the scimitar, he had donned the crimson robe. The ambassador would surely point out that it was a crime in Nuria, one punishable by death, to impersonate a warrior mage by wearing one of their robes. But they were a long way from Nuria, and Yanko had learned that the magical robe enhanced his stamina when he drew upon his power. It was worth the risk.

      “The person carrying the papers might object to them being stolen,” Yanko whispered, then held a finger to his lips and nodded toward the foyer.

      They could talk once they slipped out of the compound. As long as Turgonians weren’t waiting outside for Yanko. Just because Dak had an office and paperwork in the Headquarters building now did not mean the soldiers had stopped trying to recapture him.

      Padding quietly in the new sandals the servant had provided him, Yanko led the way toward the exit. The foyer and the receiving room they had used earlier lay dark.

      “Aren’t we taking your secret weapon?” Lakeo whispered.

      “What?” Yanko touched Sun Dragon’s scimitar.

      “I meant the parrot. Who would be better at stealing something from someone’s bag?”

      “Almost anyone.” Yanko rubbed the back of his head in memory of all the times Kei had clubbed him with a wing. The bird was particularly rough with his nighttime landings. “He’s not nocturnal. He’s sleeping on the back of a chair in the reception room and would likely prefer to remain so. I noticed one of the servants feeding him last night.”

      “Because he demanded it with noisy cries of ‘seeds’?”

      “He’s more inclined to demand crackers and biscuits now.”

      “Exotic Turgonian foods, huh?” Lakeo asked.

      Yanko touched the front-door latch, pausing only to examine the area inside and out with his mental senses. He did not detect any traps or alarms, and nothing pinged at his mind as he opened it and slipped out into the courtyard. He did, however, sense a familiar presence behind them in the foyer. Someone he didn’t want to deal with had walked out of a hallway.

      Not sure whether to run or come up with an excuse for this early-morning outing to Jhali, he waved Arayevo and Lakeo into the courtyard and reached for the door. Maybe he could close it before Jhali noticed them.

      “You’re leaving?” she asked from the shadows, as if she’d known they were there all along.

      He wondered how her interview with Tynlee had gone. Had the mind mage slipped through her barriers and learned anything about her?

      “Just going for a walk,” Yanko said.

      That sounded inane, but he wasn’t ready to think of her as one of his confidantes. He doubted she would run tattling to Tynlee or the ambassador that he was leaving, but one never knew.

      “In a Turgonian city full of soldiers who wouldn’t mind killing you?” Jhali asked.

      “That should make the walk highly stimulating.”

      Behind him, Lakeo snorted.

      “Have you come up with a way off this continent?” Jhali stepped into the foyer.

      A couple of low-burning lamps revealed that she wore her usual white garb, now clean of dirt and detritus, and once again carried a dagger. She likely had throwing stars stashed in the folds of her clothing. The woman had a knack for reacquiring weapons that she lost.

      “We’re going to the train station,” Yanko said, though he didn’t yet know where that was. He remembered seeing a locomotive blasting through town on tracks down near the waterfront, so he planned to start there and follow them, hopefully in the right direction.

      “To stowaway on a train to the next port city, so you can get passage on a ship from there?”

      Yanko paused. Of course that wasn’t his plan, but only because he hadn’t considered it. In another port, maybe there would be ships that weren’t Turgonian and that weren’t avoiding Nuria as if it were beset with the plague.

      “We can check into that possibility while we’re at the station,” he said. “Do you want to come along?”

      “Yanko,” Lakeo said. “You can’t invite her.”

      “Why not?”

      “Have you forgotten that she wants to kill you?”

      “Well,” Yanko said, meeting Jhali’s eyes, “she hasn’t tried to do that for a while.”

      “Because we were in the brig for a while.”

      “She could be helpful on our mission.”

      Jhali leaned her shoulder against the door frame and crossed her arms, as if she didn’t care whether or not she was invited to come along. She probably didn’t.

      “This isn’t a mission,” Lakeo said. “It’s a scheme.”

      “What’s the difference?” Yanko looked to Arayevo, wondering how she felt about a potential new companion, but she only spread her arms as if to say this was his mission. Or scheme.

      “You gave it to yourself instead of receiving it from someone important,” Lakeo said, scowling.

      Jhali lifted her eyebrows.

      “Let’s go before anyone else notices us leaving,” Yanko said, turning toward the courtyard doors. “Anyone who wants to come along is welcome to do so.”

      It wasn’t exactly a heartfelt invitation, but Jhali did follow after them, remaining several steps behind. At least until they reached the courtyard wall. Then she jogged past them and leaped into the air, catching the lip and pulling herself atop it. She crouched in the shadows between two lights and gazed out on the street.

      “I could do that if I wanted to,” Lakeo muttered. She was half a foot taller than the mage hunter, so that was probably true.

      Yanko, taking a cue from Jhali’s wariness, paused with his hand on the door. Before checking the street outside, he scanned the wood for magic—alarms or traps that might be designed to keep people in as well as keeping them out. And he detected them. Several alarms along with something that appeared more sinister. The magical booby traps had been subtly laid—someone with an intricate and skilled touch had created them—but he definitely saw them.

      “Don’t jump down,” Yanko whispered up to Jhali. “You’re right on top of…”

      He examined the various wards and alarms, and his mind hurt at the thought of trying to unravel the snarl. He decided to simply address the most menacing trap, one designed to deliver injury if someone climbed over the wall anywhere in the courtyard. After plucking at its magical strings for a few minutes, he sighed in frustration and imagined the trap being destroyed with a blast of wind. Air swept down from above, batting at his topknot, and flailing at the wall. He snorted, certain that wouldn’t do anything, but then had a stroke of inspiration. He channeled the wind into a pinpoint gust and threw it at the source of the trap.

      A snap seemed to echo through the courtyard, but he knew it was only in his mind. And perhaps in the mind of the person who had created it. Tynlee? Someone less friendly?

      “It’s disarmed,” Yanko said. “We’ll all go over the wall. It’s easier than nullifying the door alarms. But hurry.” He jumped up and caught the lip as Jhali had done. “Before someone comes out and gets mad that I broke their trap.”

      He hauled himself astride the thick wall, lay on his stomach, and reached a hand down to help the others. Lakeo gave him a flat look, backed up a few steps, and took a running jump toward the lip. She grunted, not as agile as Jhali in hauling herself up, but she made it. Arayevo was athletic but not as tall as Lakeo. And perhaps she had less pride—or less of a need to prove herself—for she jumped and caught Yanko’s hand, letting him pull her up.

      “You’re right,” he said. “You smell of tangerines.”

      “It was the orange-colored soap if you want to try it next time.”

      Assuming they made it back to the consulate and there was a next time.

      “Do you have your nose in her armpit?” Lakeo asked, jumping down into the street. Jhali already waited against the wall down there.

      “No, but—” Yanko caught movement across the street and sensed someone standing in a shadowy nook. “Look out,” he whispered.

      Jhali must have noticed the movement too. Instead of “looking out,” she sprinted across the street toward the person.

      Yanko jumped down, having no idea if that was someone who had been left to watch for him or an innocent civilian on the way back from a tavern.

      Jhali dove into a roll in the middle of the street. A twang came from the other side, and something—a crossbow bolt?—clinked against the courtyard wall. Jhali leaped up, springing for her attacker.

      Yanko lifted his hand, ready to batter the Turgonian with wind, but Jhali was already battering the man with her fists. Her attacker fought back, but she was fast, darting in and out before her larger opponent could grab her. Yanko also sensed that the man didn’t want to kill her—or anyone. Unlike Dak, he couldn’t hide any of his thoughts, and when he tried to aim the miniature crossbow to fire again at Jhali, Yanko sensed that the small bolts were tipped with a tranquilizer rather than anything deadly.

      Yanko had no wish to be knocked out. He flung another pinpoint blast of wind, breaking the trigger.

      The man cursed and dropped the crossbow as Jhali launched a kick at him, forcing him to defend himself again. Lakeo charged across the street to join the fight, but Jhali did not need any help. Her kick caught the Turgonian hard in the solar plexus, and he stumbled backward, momentarily stunned. She pressed the advantage, kicking twice more, then slamming a palm strike into his nose. His head whipped back, cracking against the wall, and his legs gave way. She yanked out a knife, as if she meant to finish him off with a cut to the throat.

      “Don’t kill him,” Yanko blurted. He would have yelled it, but he sensed more people behind him, back in the consulate. Someone was turning up the lanterns and heading toward the front door.

      Jhali paused, giving him a withering glare over her shoulder. “He is an enemy. He will report back that he has seen us.”

      “The way you work, everyone is sure to be your enemy before you’re twenty-five.”

      Her eyes narrowed to slits, and he felt further withered. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t acquired numerous enemies of late.

      Yanko made himself lift his chin and repeat, “Don’t kill him,” slowly and firmly. “This is my mission, and if you choose to come along, I’m in charge.”

      “Technically, it’s his scheme,” Lakeo told Jhali.

      Yanko frowned at her.

      “What? That’s what we decided.”

      Jhali made a disgusted noise but sheathed her knife. She bent to remove the Turgonian’s weapons.

      The man groaned and looked like he might get up to continue the fight, but Jhali planted her boot and leaned her weight onto him.

      “Do not continue fighting,” she growled at him, and she glared at Yanko again, as if to say they wouldn’t have to deal with this problem if he were dead.

      The soldier grew still. He might have understood her, but he might also have seen the three other sets of legs gathering around him.

      The front door of the consulate building creaked open. Yanko wanted to get away from the area before someone rushed out to stop them, but he paused because he detected some magic about the Turgonian. Another headband?

      He bent and patted around the Turgonian. The man growled and glared at him, one of his eyes already swelling shut. He might have put up more of a fight if Yanko had delved into his pockets, but the item had fallen out and lay under his shoulder. A green disc smaller than a fist, it flashed rhythmically. Yanko examined it briefly with his senses, but he could already guess its purpose.

      “He pressed that button, and it’s signaling someone,” Yanko said.

      “Letting them know that you left the consulate?” Arayevo guessed.

      “That’s my guess. Hurry. Let’s find a steam carriage and get down to the docks.”

      Lakeo opened her mouth to question him, but Yanko held a finger to his lips. Their little group took off at a run, and Yanko veered into the first alley they reached, wanting to get out of the soldier’s line of sight.

      “No,” he told Lakeo as they ran, “I’m not planning to steal a carriage. I thought it might get the soldiers looking in the wrong direction if that one was able to understand us.”

      “Ah, you were trying to be clever.”

      “Always trying,” he murmured, glancing back to make sure everyone on his team—could he consider Jhali a team member?—was following as he zigzagged through streets and alleys.

      She remained several paces back but kept up with them.

      The waterfront and the train tracks were a mile away. Yanko was glad it was still early enough that there was not much activity. Once, however, they had to pause to avoid a steam lorry dispensing uniformed men in an intersection. Soldiers? Or maybe that Captain Aiken had gotten the local law enforcers involved in the search.

      “Why are they trying so hard to get you, Yanko?” Arayevo asked after they diverted around the group.

      “Yeah,” Lakeo said, “you’re not that important, especially now that the rock is on the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Actually, it’s in a keyhole in a volcano that’s well above sea level by now.” They reached a wide boulevard, and Yanko turned to follow the train tracks running down the middle of it, looking for signs that might confirm they were heading toward the station.

      “That doesn’t answer our question,” Lakeo said.

      “I don’t know why they want me so much,” Yanko said, “especially since Dak didn’t seem that perturbed by my escape. Of course, he also seemed certain that I was going to be stuck in the consulate for a while. This could all just be because they don’t want me to get home and report in about the continent. But the ambassador should have already spoken of it to someone on the mainland when he used his communications orb, so I don’t know why the Turgonians are that worried about me.”

      “Are we sure he reported to someone?” Arayevo asked. “Nobody saw him chatting into an orb, did they?”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t be stationed here unless it was to help our people.”

      “But which people?” Lakeo asked. “Aren’t there lots of different factions over there now? Not that I particularly care if he’s loyal to the Great Chief or someone else, but it might be good to know, since our fate is in his hands right now.”

      “Our fate is ours to choose,” Yanko said, though her words troubled him. The Nurian embassy on Kyatt had worked with Sun Dragon instead of for the good of the nation. What if they had chanced upon another ambassador with sketchy loyalties?

      Yanko turned his focus to the route ahead. This main boulevard was busier than the side streets had been. Lorries and carriages clanked along on either side of the train tracks, clouds of smoke rising from their stacks. More than one driver looked out his or her window at Yanko’s group. Or maybe just at him. His crimson robe would have been conspicuous back home in Nuria, and it was even more so here.

      “Hold on, please.” He slipped into a deep alcove and tugged it off over his head. He’d thought he might need the extra magical stamina it granted him, but there were more people around than he’d expected at night. Fortunately, he had worn the tunic and trousers he had been given underneath it.

      Jhali continued ahead as he folded the robe and slipped it into his pack. Yanko left the scimitar belted to his waist. It wasn’t glowing now, and the scabbard would hide most of that even if it did get uppity.

      As Yanko, Arayevo, and Lakeo hurried to catch Jhali, a train came through town, a huge lamp on the front highlighting the tracks ahead of it. It made a chugging noise as the metal wheels clacked along the tracks, and Yanko looked at it with awe as countless freight cars rolled past.

      He’d seen the Turgonian ironclads and steam carriages, but they were not quite so awe-inspiring, perhaps because there were magic-powered Nurian equivalents. His people had nothing like this. He could only guess how many lizard-pulled carts it would take to transport an equivalent load.

      “That may be the station,” Jhali said over her shoulder.

      She pointed toward a yard that seemed to provide storage for the massive vehicles, or were those all trains waiting to depart? Numerous sets of tracks converged in the area, some running north and south along the coast, with others veering inland. The street expanded and parted around a couple of buildings adjacent to the tracks. People waited outside of them on boardwalk platforms, yawning or reading newspapers under lamplights.

      Yanko eyed the bored Turgonians with concern. The morning trains had to be departing soon. Had some already left?

      He had assumed he would arrive before the courier and would have plenty of time to figure out which train he would leave on. There were four trains fired up, the smoke from their stacks blotting out the stars. Which one would head to the capital?

      “I wonder if anyone would notice if we climbed up on one of those buildings,” Yanko murmured, thinking it might be helpful to look down from above. But his senses told him that forty Turgonians were inside the closest building in addition to the people waiting on the platforms.

      “It would be easier if we could read the signs around here,” Lakeo said, waving to one marking a street they were passing. “Arayevo, can you read any Turgonian?”

      “No. I can just understand some of the spoken language.”

      “I suppose this is why good spies know other countries’ languages.”

      Yanko headed for a wide ramp that led up to the platform and what he assumed was the ticketing building. “Does anyone have any money? We could buy a ticket and see which train they point us to.”

      “This is your mission. Shouldn’t you have funds for it?” Lakeo asked.

      “I thought we decided it was his scheme,” Arayevo said. “Not his mission.”

      “Then he should definitely have funds.”

      “Here,” Jhali said, surprising Yanko by handing him a couple of paper bills. Turgonian currency.

      Everything back home was coin-based, so the flimsy paper did not seem like real money, and he had no idea how much she had handed him.

      “Where did you get money?” Lakeo asked her.

      Jhali gave her a cool look and did not answer.

      If she had stolen it, Yanko hated the idea of using it, but the alternative would be trying to sneak onto a train, and that might be difficult. He spotted four uniformed security people striding along the platforms, each armed with heavy batons and pistols.

      “Is it enough for a ticket?” Yanko asked Jhali.

      “Maybe for one.”

      “Well, some sleight of hand may be called for then.” Yanko could do illusions. He’d had plenty of practice creating them for Lakeo back in the mines when she had been carving murals into the salt walls for Uncle Mishnal.

      A twinge of sorrow touched him at the memory, and he found himself again wishing to be back home with his family, and that everything could be as it had once been. He felt an overwhelming urge to abandon this foolish mission—scheme—and go hunt for his family. He had done all that Zirabo asked and more. What more must he do to satisfy duty and honor?

      “Yanko?” Arayevo prompted.

      He had been frozen halfway up the ramp as his thoughts spun through his head. He took a bracing breath and continued up, striding toward a barred window in the side of the closest building. A man stood in front of it, sliding money underneath the bars. A woman inside pushed a slip of paper back out to him. The man yawned and trundled toward a group waiting on one of the platforms. Yanko could read the first ten Turgonian numbers, and he recognized the one for 3 hanging on a sign there.

      A few of the Turgonians frowned over at Yanko’s group. Even without his robe on, he felt conspicuous. Unlike the Kyattese port, where people of all nationalities had mingled without drawing attention, he and the women were the only Nurians in the area. Turgonia had never been welcoming to foreigners, and when outsiders did come to Port Morgrant, they probably stayed near the docks.

      “I’m going to see if I can create an illusion to make us look more Turgonian,” Yanko murmured. “I’ll only be able to hold it as long as we stay together and as long as I don’t have to use my concentration for something else.”

      “Like talking to a ticket person in a language you don’t understand?” Lakeo asked.

      “That might qualify. Here.” He handed her the money and nodded for her to do the talking. “I think women are more likely to handle currency here, anyway. Their men are the fighters, their women the business people and accountants.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      Jhali frowned when her money went from Yanko’s hand to Lakeo’s, but she did not object out loud.

      “Say you want a ticket to Stumps,” Yanko said. “Yagar, in their language. That’s what they call their capital city. Something to do with a preponderance of headless statues all over, if I remember my history books correctly.”

      “I bet the name encourages lots of tourism.” Lakeo walked up to the ticket window.

      Yanko stayed close and waved for the others to do the same as he concentrated on creating an illusion. He didn’t change their sexes or try to make them taller or broader of shoulder. That would have added an unnecessary challenge. He only changed how their faces appeared to others, making the eyes rounder and the noses bigger and more hawk-like.

      “Yagar,” Lakeo said, smacking the bills down on the counter.

      The tired-looking lady inside said something.

      “She says it’s only enough for one ticket,” Arayevo whispered.

      “He’s the only one going,” Lakeo said, jerking her thumb at Yanko.

      He winced because she said it in Nurian. Why couldn’t she have nodded agreement and pushed the bills over to the woman?

      The woman’s eyebrows drifted upward, either because of the Nurian coming from what appeared to be a Turgonian mouth or because the four of them had come up to buy one ticket.

      “We’re just seeing him off,” Lakeo added, oblivious to Yanko’s distress. “We’re his lovers.”

      Arayevo coughed—or maybe that was a sputter. Jhali glared at Lakeo. Yanko smacked his hand to his face.

      The woman took the money and pushed a ticket toward them. “He must come much wealthy family,” she said in accented Nurian.

      “Here you are, Sweets.” Lakeo handed Yanko the ticket.

      He lowered his hand to take it, though he would have preferred to hide behind it. Alas, the beige slip of paper was too small for that.

      “Better move along,” Jhali muttered, nodding toward the road. A group of soldiers in black uniforms was striding toward the ramp.

      “Platform One,” the woman said. “Train go half hour.”

      “Thank you,” Arayevo said in Turgonian.

      Yanko held back a groan at their mishmash of languages. If the soldiers asked if the woman had seen them, there was no way she would forget their group, illusion notwithstanding. Still, he did his best to keep it up as they hustled away from the window. He turned around the corner of the building, putting the structure between them and the soldiers as he peered down the long platform, looking for the right sign. There it was. At the far end.

      The train was already there.

      At first, he thought people were already boarding it, and he almost groaned as he headed in that direction. But he realized the previous passengers were getting off while those under the sign waited. People arriving from the capital or some other city? For some reason, he had never considered that trains would travel through the night, but he supposed they were like ships and had no reason to stop between destinations.

      Yanko slowed his pace, noticing the number of uniformed men in the group under the sign. His stomach sank, and this time he did groan. There had to be ten soldiers among the civilians.

      “Did Dak say the orders were being taken back by a courier or by a platoon?” Arayevo whispered.

      “A courier.” Yanko wanted to linger in the shadow of the building until all those soldiers boarded, but Jhali had stayed back to watch the soldiers coming from the street, and she waved for Yanko to keep going.

      “Those men are going to the ticket window,” she said, jogging up to them.

      Yanko reinforced their illusion and walked toward the sign. “No speaking in Nurian,” he whispered.

      A squawk came from behind them, and Yanko jumped.

      “Puntak, puntak,” Kei said as he landed on Yanko’s shoulder, a wing batting him in the back of the head.

      “Is speaking in Kyattese allowed?” Lakeo asked mildly.

      The bird’s head swiveled, piercing eyes regarding Yanko with reproof. Apparently, parrots had no trouble seeing through illusions.

      “We aren’t really leaving,” Yanko whispered to Kei, wondering if the bird believed they had been abandoning him.

      “That attracted some attention,” Arayevo murmured.

      Several people standing under the sign looked at Yanko and his feathered friend. He supposed it was too late to hide Kei with an illusion.

      “Turgonians with parrots that call them slurs for Nurians probably aren’t that common,” Lakeo said.

      Yanko eyed the belongings of the soldiers waiting under the sign, suspecting he would have to act soon, no matter how many witnesses there were. He assumed that a courier would hand-carry Ravencrest’s packet rather than stowing it in a luggage area, so he sought a promising satchel or briefcase.

      Most of the soldiers carried duffle bags over their soldiers. Maybe they were being reassigned to duty stations in Stumps. If so, they wouldn’t necessarily be looking for him, but that didn’t make him feel much better. He had hoped to steal the letters in a subtle way, so that the courier didn’t know they were missing until he was all the way to his destination, thus ensuring a long delay before someone here knew to send another report.

      Two passengers stepped off the train, a dark-haired woman in plain clothing and a blond man dressed all in black. Nobody came off behind them, and Yanko realized he’d run out of time. If they were the last of the arriving passengers, those at the sign would be invited to board soon.

      He spotted a lone soldier toward the back carrying a leather satchel with a lock securing the flap. Yanko’s breath caught. That had to be their man.

      “Are we actually getting on the train?” Arayevo murmured as Yanko headed casually toward the figure, examining that lock with his senses.

      “Hopefully not.”

      “Because if we do and we don’t get off soon enough, that train is going to the capital,” Lakeo said. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this, Yanko, but that’s in the opposite direction of Nuria. Thousands of miles in the opposite direction.”

      “Thanks for the geography lesson.”

      “It’s important that your lovers keep you educated.”

      Yanko waved away the joke. “You three break off from me and do something distracting to one side of the group, please. This won’t take long. Don’t speak in Nurian.”

      “Be distracting without speaking?” Lakeo asked. “What are we supposed to do? Groom each other like monkeys?”

      Yanko shook his head, not wanting to delay further. The people in the group had also noticed that nobody else was coming off the train, and a few shuffled toward the open door.

      As Yanko strolled closer, Lakeo and Arayevo veering away from him, he called upon his least favorite branch of magic. Fire. Conjuring a fireball now would have seemed easy compared to the precision needed to melt a lock, especially to melt a lock without the person holding it noticing.

      “Biscuits?” Kei plucked at his hair.

      “Later,” Yanko whispered, hoping the parrot wouldn’t draw attention while he attempted this. He tried to telepathically share the idea of parrots snoozing with their heads under their wings, hoping Kei would realize the sun hadn’t come up yet.

      Yanko was aware of Jhali stopping several paces from the group and letting Arayevo and Lakeo advance on their own. They put on a skit of some kind, with Lakeo pointing at Arayevo’s back and Arayevo turning and turning to try to see it.

      Yanko melted the lock. Before the warped metal could clunk to the boardwalk and alert the courier, he willed the air to grow compact underneath it and hold it aloft. He created a pinpoint breeze to whisk it over to his own hand as he manipulated the air again to unfasten the strap. He was careful not to look at the man while he did his work, not wanting him to notice Yanko at all. Fortunately, the courier was facing the train.

      A conductor leaned out of the door and said something, and the group headed toward her. Yanko fought down panic as the satchel moved away from him. He used air to ease open the flap just enough that papers could slip out. There weren’t many inside, and only one was in a sealed envelope.

      The flap brushed the soldier’s hand as Yanko levitated the envelope out, and he winced, certain the touch would be noticed. The courier started to glance down, but Arayevo rushed up to him and said something while pointing toward the door. Asking if this was the right train?

      Yanko took advantage of her distraction and swept the envelope away from the courier as he closed the flap and threaded the strap through the buckle again. He thought about attempting to fix the lock, but as the envelope landed in his grip, a shadow moved at his side.

      A man lunged in and caught his wrist. Kei squawked and launched into the air, wings flapping crazily.

      Yanko jumped back, twisting his wrist to break away. But it didn’t work. The newcomer had a grip like steel, and Yanko almost stumbled to the ground when that hand didn’t give.

      The man barked something, and the courier whirled around. Yanko expected a uniformed soldier, but he’d been caught by the blond man in black who’d stepped off the train earlier.

      As that grip tightened painfully and his bones were in danger of breaking, Yanko reacted on instinct. Using his powers, he threw an image of fire into the man’s mind, as he’d done several times to scare assailants into leaving him alone.

      Not only did the man not react but his grip tightened, and he stepped closer. Another strong hand came up to grasp the back of Yanko’s neck, fingers digging in like daggers.

      Arayevo shouted, and Yanko glimpsed her and Lakeo running toward him, but a woman and several soldiers lunged into their path, intercepting them. The clash of steel rang in Yanko’s ears. Once again, he tried to launch a magical attack at his assailant, buffeting him with a harsh wind. It ruffled the man’s short blond hair and clothing, but he didn’t loosen his grip. Instead, his fingers tightened even more, and pain blasted into Yanko’s concentration. He couldn’t focus to try another magical attack, so he resorted to the physical, jerking his knee up toward his attacker’s groin.

      Not only did he not connect, but before he grasped what was happening, his legs were kicked out from under him. He landed hard on his back, the man dropping a knee on his chest and shifting his hand so he could keep his grip on Yanko’s throat. That grip tightened, this time cutting off his air supply. The man ripped the envelope from his hand and looked at it. His face was cold and utterly impassive, as if he were waiting for a train rather than choking someone to death.

      The courier appeared behind him and shouted something, lifting his satchel. Yanko’s attacker said something—it sounded like a question. His voice was oddly flat and monotone. Yanko squirmed, trying to twist away, but fighting only prompted the man to apply more force, more pain.

      The sounds of fighting continued to the side. Yanko kept hoping Lakeo or Jhali or Arayevo would break through to help him, if only to distract this man for a moment so he could use his magic again. Or try. Why hadn’t his first attack worked? Despite the short blond hair, the man appeared Turgonian. Dak was the only Turgonian that Yanko had heard of with mage-hunter training.

      “Kill him,” the courier said in Turgonian, his face flushed red. “He’s a Nurian.”

      Yanko’s attacker nodded, as if he’d been asked to fetch a coffee, not end a life. Cold dark eyes looked at Yanko, heartless. Merciless.

      Kei! Yanko cried, envisioning the parrot swooping in to distract the man. Help me. Biscuits!

      Ferret god’s luck, Yanko would bake them himself if Kei saved him.

      As the man’s grip tightened, red and blue wings appeared, flapping around the Turgonian’s head. “Jorrat, jorrat!”

      The man didn’t let go of Yanko, but he did jerk his free hand up to defend himself. The courier drew a pistol, pointing it at Kei.

      “No!” Yanko yelled, his throat raw and the word barely escaping. Once again, he tried flinging thoughts of fire, this time into the courier’s mind. He envisioned the flames leaping all around him, burning him. If this didn’t work, he’d throw a real fireball, damn it.

      The courier shrieked, dropped his pistol, and leaped back as he flung his hands in front of his face.

      Yanko’s assailant narrowed his eyes slightly, the first sign of expression from him, and turned his attention back to Yanko. He was keeping Kei’s talons from finding his face with one hand, but his other hand was still around Yanko’s throat.

      “Jorrat, jorrat!” Kei cried, flapping all around the blond man’s head.

      Thank you for trying, my friend, Yanko thought, tears pricking his eyes. He saw his death in the man’s cold face.

      But he wouldn’t give up yet. He attempted to focus enough through the pain to summon a real fireball.

      A woman spoke from the side, a question in Turgonian. Yanko barely heard her over Kei’s continuing squawks, but the man’s grip loosened slightly, and he shifted to look at the speaker. It was the dark-haired woman who had stepped off the train with him. Behind her, no fewer than ten soldiers had come to help, disarming Lakeo, Arayevo, and Jhali and holding them captive.

      Yanko cringed. Not only had he been caught with the condemning evidence of his theft in his hand but he’d gotten them all caught too.

      The woman spoke several more words while pointing at Kei. It was all in Turgonian, but Yanko thought he caught the name Komitopis in one sentence, a question.

      Kei continued to fly around the blond-haired man, spitting his slurs about Turgonians being monkeys. Had someone actually recognized the parrot based on that? If so, was that a good thing? Or would these people think Yanko had stolen the parrot? Maybe instead of being killed instantly, he would be tortured for information first.

      The blond man hauled Yanko to his feet, jerking his arms behind his back and locking them in that same steel grip of his.

      “If you attempt to use magic again,” the man said in flawless Nurian, “I will break your neck.”

      Yanko swallowed. It sounded like a promise, not a threat.

      “If you take us to see Colonel Dak Starcrest,” Yanko said, his bruised throat aching with the words, “I can explain… I mean, he knows…”

      What? Dak wasn’t going to be pleased that Yanko had tried to steal a top-secret message from one of his unit’s military couriers. Maybe he should have kept his mouth shut and hoped they took him back to the consulate and turned him over to his own people.

      But as the soldiers crowded around them and the man marched Yanko off the platform and into the street, he doubted that was going to happen.
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      “This cell is more spacious than the last one,” Arayevo observed.

      Yanko eyed the gray brick walls on three sides of them and the darker gray bars to the front. There weren’t any windows in the basement of the Turgonian Intelligence Headquarters, and the two gas lamps mounted on the walls in the corridor did little to illuminate the cell. Kei had stuck with Yanko and now perched on a horizontal bar between the vertical ones, much as he had on the warship. The soldiers had made a half-hearted attempt to capture him, but he’d eluded them, and they had stopped. Fortunately, nobody else had tried to shoot him.

      “You always see the optimistic side of life, don’t you?” Lakeo grumbled.

      “It’s better than berating people for making mistakes.”

      Yanko rubbed his head where Lakeo had berated him earlier. He hadn’t tried to block the slap. He’d deserved it. That had been a foolish mission—scheme—he’d concocted for himself. He should have focused his efforts on finding a way home.

      As Lakeo and Arayevo continued to argue, Yanko looked to the shadows in the back corner. Jhali leaned against the wall there, her arms folded over her chest.

      “I’m sorry,” Yanko apologized quietly to her. He’d already apologized—repeatedly—to Lakeo and Arayevo, but for some reason, Jhali had been taken away from their group for an hour before being returned. Two stone-faced Turgonian guards had put her in the cell a few minutes ago, and she hadn’t said a word since. “Are you all right?”

      She looked at him but didn’t speak. By now, he was accustomed to that from her.

      “If you need me to magically light the soldiers who dragged you off on fire, just let me know,” he said, though he didn’t expect a reaction.

      She grunted. “You would not do that.”

      “I’d at least light their trousers on fire.”

      “That I believe.” She surprised him by adding, “They did nothing, only questioned me. They recognized me as a mage hunter and wanted to know if I’d been sent to assassinate someone.”

      “Did you tell them you were here to assassinate me?” Maybe he shouldn’t have reminded her.

      Her chin lifted. “I told them nothing.”

      A door creaked open. Yanko reached out with his senses to see if it was the blond man. He’d been standing guard earlier, presumably to carry out his promise if Yanko used his magic, but he was gone now, and he wasn’t the one heading their way.

      Yanko’s belly flopped about like a hooked fish in the bottom of a boat. He didn’t think Dak would harm them, but he suspected Dak would be disappointed in him. Strange how that stung more than the idea of torture.

      Dak came into view, carrying a lantern. His single eye locked onto Yanko right away, and he sighed.

      Yanko almost said he was sorry, but would it be a lie? He regretted that he’d been caught, but he couldn’t regret that he’d tried to keep the Turgonian president and military leaders from learning about the continent before his people did.

      “The ambassador promised me he was going to keep you in the consulate, scrubbing toilets and sweeping floors for months. It hasn’t even been eight hours.” Dak pushed a hand through his hair. He wore a uniform without insignia again and looked like he might have gotten out of bed recently. If he’d just arrived at the headquarters, that could explain why the local soldiers had questioned Jhali. If Dak had been here, he could have explained who she was. Assuming Dak was sharing information with his colleagues. And why wouldn’t he be?

      “I can’t abandon my people, Dak,” Yanko said.

      “You’re a kid. It’s not your job to steal information from foreign governments.”

      “Prince Zirabo—”

      “Asked you to find that lodestone, right? That’s what you told me the letter said. Nothing about starting a war with Turgonia.”

      “That’s not going to happen, is it?” Yanko asked, his chest tight, scared.

      By the gods, his nation had enough problems to deal with now without having Turgonian fleets steaming over to their shores.

      Dak grunted. “I don’t know, Yanko. I’m in a tenuous position right now, as I told you. I—”

      The door clanged again as it opened, and Yanko sensed two people coming in. He held back a groan. One was his new friend, the blond man.

      Kei stirred on his perch. “Jorrat, Jorrat!”

      The blond man and dark-haired woman walked into view, the man gazing coolly through the bars. Yanko’s neck throbbed in memory of those fingers wrapped around it, and he fought the urge to take a step back and perhaps hide behind Jhali.

      The woman cocked her head curiously at the parrot, then smiled at Dak and offered her hand. He nodded at her, apparently recognizing her, and accepted the warm grip. The blond man clasped his own hands behind his back and didn’t give Dak any warmer an expression than he’d given Yanko while choking him.

      “Sicarius,” Dak said, nodding once.

      In the back of the cell, Jhali stirred, as if she recognized the name.

      “Colonel Starcrest.” The man—Sicarius—returned the nod, his impassive face never changing.

      The woman spoke much more animatedly. She looked to be about thirty, with olive skin and deep brown eyes that radiated warmth and good cheer. She hadn’t spoken a word to Yanko, but he was inclined to like her, and not only because she had stopped her friend from killing him. Of course, Yanko couldn’t understand any of what she was saying in that cheerful tone. Maybe she was suggesting that torture followed by a firing squad were the appropriate punishments for someone who’d stolen a parrot from an important Kyattese family.

      She did look curiously at Kei a couple of times. When she wound down, she withdrew an envelope from a satchel not much different from the one the courier had carried. At first, Yanko thought it was the same envelope, but this one was gold instead of beige. A riot of color in gray-loving Turgonia.

      Dak looked at it and uttered a nondescript, “Huh.”

      Yanko looked at Arayevo, wondering if she understood what they were saying.

      “Jorrat, biscuits?” Kei asked.

      “You don’t typically find biscuits in a Turgonian prison,” Dak said, switching to Nurian and quirking an eyebrow at Yanko. As if Yanko had anything to do with what the bird said. He’d tried several times to teach Kei his name—and to encourage him to stop using racial slurs to address people. It hadn’t worked.

      “Perhaps in a Kyattese one,” Sicarius said, also switching to Nurian. “They have hammocks.”

      “You’ve spent time in one?” Dak asked.

      “Delivered felons to them.”

      “I didn’t know the Kyattese had ever used your services.”

      “This was recent, at President Starcrest’s request.”

      “Ah.”

      The woman said something in Turgonian. Yanko guessed she didn’t speak any Nurian and that he wouldn’t spend much time chitchatting with her. She waved the envelope.

      Dak nodded but held up a finger. He pointed at his prisoners in turn and introduced them. “Lakeo, Arayevo, Jhali, and Yanko.” His name warranted another couple of sentences in Turgonian, which involved pointing at Kei and mentioning the Komitopis family again.

      Yanko hoped he was explaining that the parrot had followed him and that he hadn’t stolen Kei.

      “Yanko,” Dak said, “this is Amaranthe and Sicarius.” He paused, as if considering if he should give more than first names to a Nurian kid. “They are agents working for Imperial—Turgonian—Intelligence Headquarters in Stumps. Why can’t I remember that we’re not an empire anymore?”

      “Because you’re still surly, stoic, and fierce like an imperial soldier?” Yanko suggested.

      “Surly?” Dak didn’t protest the other adjectives.

      Surprisingly, Sicarius nodded once.

      Amaranthe smirked, and Yanko decided she might understand Nurian, after all. Maybe she didn’t feel comfortable speaking it. Or maybe she thought chattering Nurians would reveal more with her around if they didn’t think she understood it.

      Dak continued his explanation for Yanko’s sake. “Amaranthe and Sicarius work under Tikaya Komitopis and have visited her family’s home before and recognize Kei.”

      “Recently,” Sicarius said.

      Dak smiled faintly, but the smile faltered as something seemed to occur to him. “How recently?”

      “You should read your message.”

      Dak looked down at the envelope. There wasn’t an address or name.

      “Is it from Rias?” he asked. “Or Tikaya?”

      “Yes,” Sicarius said.

      “Ah.” Dak’s mouth twisted.

      Yanko never could sense what Dak was thinking, but his expression suggested he wasn’t sure if it was good news or bad news.

      Given that he was President Starcrest’s nephew, messages from home couldn’t be that surprising, but maybe this had something to do with Yanko’s mission and the new continent. The Turgonian president couldn’t know about all of that already, could he? No. The courier hadn’t made it to the capital yet. But if these agents had been on the Kyatt Islands after Yanko and Dak had been there and had spoken to Mela Komitopis, the president could know a lot.

      “I’ll be back shortly, Yanko,” Dak said, moving down the corridor with Sicarius and Amaranthe. “After Colonel Grek figures out what he wants to do with you.”

      Yanko grimaced, not liking that his fate would be in the hands of someone he didn’t know. Maybe, if Sicarius went away with Dak to talk, he would be distracted, and it would be safe to use his magic to escape from the cell.

      “I wonder what’s in that letter,” Arayevo whispered, her eyes alight with a familiar adventurous gleam.

      “Maybe Yanko should attempt to steal it so we can check,” Lakeo said. “Clearly, he needs practice.”

      Yanko sighed. “I was doing all right until that man—agent—appeared out of nowhere.”

      “Out of nowhere?” Lakeo asked. “He walked off the train.”

      “I didn’t think I needed to worry about someone not in a uniform.”

      “Do you know who that is?” Jhali asked, coming forward and peering through the bars.

      Yanko could sense that Dak, Amaranthe, and Sicarius had gone through the door. They were standing outside it, talking quietly as Dak opened the envelope.

      “Who?” Arayevo asked. “Sicarius?”

      “Yes, Sicarius,” Jhali said. “He’s an assassin. Or was. An infamous one. He was Emperor Raumesys’s right-hand man, they say. He came to Nuria a few times to assassinate people at his emperor’s whims. Warrior mages and mage hunters both were sent to hunt him down and never succeeded. Two of the mage hunters were from my sect. They never made it back.”

      “You’re saying he’s good?” Lakeo asked dryly.

      “I’m saying Yanko is lucky to be alive.” Jhali looked at Kei. “That bird saved your life.”

      “I’ve promised to bake him biscuits,” Yanko said.

      “That might be hard, given our current lack of kitchen amenities,” Lakeo said. “Odd that Turgonians don’t include ovens in their cells.”

      Yanko’s stomach growled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. He didn’t know what time it was but was certain the sun had risen, and he hadn’t slept all night.

      “Try not to irk the man,” Jhali said, looking at Yanko again. “He may be an agent now—” the way her nose crinkled suggested she was skeptical Sicarius was anything but an assassin, “—but he’ll still be more dangerous than a pit of vipers. And he’s reputed to have had mage-hunter training, so magic won’t do much on him.”

      “I noticed.” Yanko twitched a shoulder. Since he’d already met Dak, another Turgonian with mage-hunter training wasn’t all that surprising. It was more surprising that Jhali was making the effort to warn him. Maybe that meant she didn’t want to assassinate him herself anymore. Or maybe she wanted to make sure she was the one to do it so she got credit when she returned home. “But thank you for the warning,” he said in case it was in good faith.

      The door clanged, and Yanko turned, expecting Dak’s return. But two of the stone-faced soldiers walked into view.

      “You come with us,” one told Yanko in broken Nurian.

      “Are we going on an adventure?” Arayevo asked.

      “Are we going to a firing squad?” Lakeo grumbled.

      The soldier unlocked the gate without answering. “This way.” He waved at Yanko, then held a hand up when the others started after him. “The colonel wants him only.”

      Jhali scowled darkly.

      “Uh.” Yanko doubted anything would happen to the women down here, but they were his allies, and he didn’t want to leave them behind. Wishing he’d spent more time reading Senshoth’s book on mind magic, he gazed into the speaker’s eyes and tried to add a hint of compulsion when he said, “I’m sure the colonel meant for us all to come. They know more about the world than I do.”

      “I’m sure the colonel meant for you all to come,” the man said agreeably, startling Yanko with his compliance.

      His comrade blinked in surprise, but he had fewer rank bars on his pin, and he didn’t object as everyone filed out.

      Yanko still found the idea of manipulating people distasteful, so the ease with which he achieved it concerned him, but his mother had suggested it could be a strength for him. He found it even more distasteful to incinerate people with fireballs, and this was admittedly less death-inducing.

      “If we’re being taken to a firing squad,” Lakeo muttered, walking beside Yanko, “I’m not going to thank you for talking him into bringing us.”

      “Wouldn’t you be lonely if I was shot to death without you?”

      “I’d pine terribly, but then I’d rejoice that I was still alive.”

      “I’m sure that’s not our fate,” Yanko said.

      The guard who’d let them out gave Yanko a long look over his shoulder. Yanko hoped that wasn’t disagreement.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They weren’t taken to a firing squad. They were taken to the office of the installation commander, Colonel Grek.

      The scarred man had shaggy white hair and a mustache that hid his top lip. He looked about as friendly as the predatorial grimbals of Turgonia’s northern frontier. Yanko had read about and seen the furry white creatures in books. The picture he remembered most distinctly had been of a grimbal standing over the frozen remains of a human while tearing off pieces of flesh.

      Yanko hadn’t met the man before, but that didn’t keep the colonel from glaring at him. That glare didn’t diminish when the women walked in after him and Kei flew in and landed on Yanko’s shoulder.

      “Do Turgonians have any friendly military officers?” Yanko muttered to Arayevo as they fanned out in front of a large oak desk.

      “They beat friendliness out of you at the academy,” Dak said from the side. “It’s considered a weakness.”

      He stood with his arms folded over his chest, that envelope still in hand, though it had been sliced open, the message inside presumably read.

      Amaranthe and Sicarius were also in the office, standing shoulder to shoulder against a wall. Colonel Grek flicked a hand at the guards, and they let themselves out. He didn’t seem concerned about having a mage and a mage hunter in his office. With Dak there, Yanko wouldn’t have tried anything, regardless, but having Sicarius manhandle his neck earlier made him feel especially compliant.

      Jhali perused the room thoughtfully, her gaze lingering on the second-story window. Their weapons had been taken when they had been dumped in the cell, but they weren’t restrained in any way. Maybe she’d had enough of this circus.

      “I suppose we need to have this meeting in Nurian,” Grek said, enunciating slowly and pausing to find the words he wanted.

      “Yanko doesn’t speak Turgonian,” Dak said. “Arayevo knows some. I don’t think the others do.” He considered Jhali.

      She didn’t comment.

      Sicarius quietly asked Amaranthe something. She hesitated, then shook her head. One of his eyebrows twitched slightly. She grinned and poked him in the ribs. The eyebrow twitched again, and he faced forward without comment. She kept grinning. He was such a serious man that Yanko was surprised he allowed such familiarity from a partner.

      “Nurian will be best if there are no objections,” Dak finished.

      Grek sighed but nodded.

      “Yanko,” Dak said, “we may have a use for you.”

      “Oh?” Yanko asked carefully.

      He liked the idea of not having to stage another escape from Turgonian captors, but the idea of being of use to the enemies of his nation made him nervous.

      “I’ve received orders from my president and the head of his Intelligence network.” Dak extracted a single typewritten page from the envelope. He looked like he would offer to show it to Yanko but must have remembered that Yanko couldn’t read Turgonian. He needed to find time to study the language. “You’ll never guess who they’ve assigned me to find.”

      “Me?” Yanko asked.

      “They barely know who you are,” Dak said dryly.

      “Should I be concerned that they know who I am at all?”

      “I would be,” Lakeo muttered from behind his shoulder.

      “Two of his agents—” Dak gestured at Amaranthe and Sicarius, “—happened to be in Kyatt at the same time as Sun Dragon almost made their volcano erupt in an attempt to get to you. I wasn’t aware of it at the time. They heard about some of the commotion and visited the Komitopis house the day we left. They reported what they learned there back to headquarters in our capital.”

      “Oh.” Yanko’s guess had been correct.

      But the president couldn’t yet know that the continent had risen, could he? Back on Kyatt, Yanko and Sun Dragon had only been at the beginning of their search for the lodestone.

      Amaranthe said something in Turgonian with a smirk. She seemed to be following along well enough, even if she wasn’t speaking in Nurian.

      “Yes, it seems that someone else reported in to the head of Intelligence even before his two agents arrived back in the capital,” Dak said.

      “Koanani,” Amaranthe said, her smirk widening as she named the sixteen-year-old girl that Yanko had met that night at the Komitopis house. The girl that Dak had later told him was one of the Turgonian president’s children.

      “She used her grandmother’s communications orb to tell her parents about it all?” Yanko guessed.

      Dak nodded. “This all means that Rias and Tikaya have had some time to think about this.”

      “Wait, is Honored President Starcrest’s wife—” Yanko fumbled over the proper title since he couldn’t imagine calling her by her first name, “—also the head of your Intelligence network?” He had a feeling he should have known that already.

      “Yes,” Dak said. “She’s as smart as he is, if in different areas of study. They match each other well.” His eye grew a touch wistful, and Yanko imagined him wishing he’d find a match of his own.

      “But they don’t know about the continent yet, do they?” Yanko glanced at Colonel Grek, thinking he might get more of a reaction from him than from Dak, who was as stone-faced most of the time as Sicarius over there.

      Grek scowled and gripped his desk. Maybe it hadn’t been a good idea to remind him of the attempt to intercept the message.

      “They will soon,” Dak said, “if they don’t already. Rias has a lot of agents around the world. And no, Yanko, before you ask, I don’t know what he’ll do about it. That’s not what my new orders revolve around.”

      Yanko glanced at the letter again. You’ll never guess who they’ve assigned me to find, he’d said, and it slowly dawned on Yanko who he must mean.

      “They want you to find Prince Zirabo?” Yanko asked.

      “They do. Apparently, we—Intelligence—don’t have any more idea where he is than your people do. Rias is worried he might be dead or that if he’s alive, he’ll be used by one of the rebel factions in a bid for the dais.”

      “Why does the Turgonian president care?” Jhali asked, speaking for the first time.

      Yanko was surprised she cared enough to ask. Did it matter to the mage-hunter sects which faction came out on top or if the Great Chief and all his kin were wiped out? He’d always assumed they were apolitical and merely worked for the highest bidder.

      “They’ve known each other since long before Rias became president,” Dak said.

      Yanko raised his eyebrows, expecting more of an explanation, since that didn’t seem reason enough to risk sending a spy into a warring nation. Especially a spy who was a close relative.

      Dak didn’t explain further.

      “Wait, you have new orders?” Yanko asked. “Aren’t you, uh—”

      He glanced at Grek again. As recently as last night, it had sounded like Dak was more or less confined to the Headquarters building to do paperwork.

      Dak smiled wolfishly. “These orders were written before Ravencrest made his report, a report that just left on the train this morning. These orders also arrived this morning.” He waved at Sicarius and Amaranthe.

      “So… you can’t be sent off to some Turgonian jail if you’re on another mission for the president?” Yanko asked.

      “I can when I return, but for now, Grek can’t hold me.” Dak waved the paper.

      Grek didn’t look that upset about it. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to imprison the president’s nephew to start with.

      “What about your, uhm, electric wire message thing?” Yanko had forgotten the Turgonian word for it, but it had sounded like it allowed for near instantaneous message transmission, almost like a communications orb.

      “Top-secret transmissions aren’t sent over it,” Grek said, meeting Dak’s eye. They shared nods.

      Yanko suspected Dak had an ally in Grek, and he found himself pleased. Especially if… “Does this mean—er, why are you telling me all this, Dak?”

      Grek raised his eyebrows, as if he also wondered.

      “You also want to find Zirabo,” Dak said. It wasn’t a question. “And you have power that nobody in this room—nobody in this city—has.”

      Yanko thought of Tynlee and doubted that was true, but this sounded like a chance for him to get back to Nuria, so he nodded and leaned forward on the balls of his feet.

      “I believe you would be useful to have along,” Dak finished.

      Grek pressed his lips together and shook his head. But he didn’t say anything. Maybe he and Dak had already argued about it, and Dak had come out on top.

      “As your prisoner?” Yanko asked. “Or will you be reprising the role of my bodyguard?”

      Grek’s eyebrows flew up. Sicarius didn’t react, but Amaranthe brought a fist to her mouth, and her eyes gleamed with amusement as she looked Dak up and down. Yanko knew warrior-caste Turgonians didn’t sign up to protect Nurian mages that often.

      Dak appeared dour—more dour than usual at the reminder—but all he said was, “We can assess our cover story as the situation requires it and assume whatever role is most likely to lead to success.”

      “So, sometimes you’ll be a prisoner,” Lakeo whispered.

      Dak faced Sicarius and Amaranthe. “You will travel with us?”

      Yanko almost blurted a, “What?”

      He didn’t want strange Turgonian agents along on his mission. He knew Dak and what to expect from him, but he didn’t know these new people at all. Did “agents” from the Turgonian Intelligence Service outrank an army colonel? They hadn’t been introduced with military rank. Was Dak in their chain of command? Or vice versa?

      “For the ocean crossing. We have been given another mission in Nuria.” Sicarius’s cool gaze flicked toward Yanko, and he said nothing more.

      Erg, what mission? How many Turgonian agents were being sent to poke around in Nuria, and why?

      Dak didn’t ask for details, not in front of Yanko.

      Grek said something long in Turgonian.

      “Thank the badger goddess,” Arayevo whispered.

      Yanko turned toward her for an explanation.

      Dak translated first. “Fleet Admiral Ravencrest and his ships have already sailed, so we can’t ride with him.”

      “Darn,” Lakeo said.

      The corner of Dak’s mouth quirked. Maybe he wasn’t eager to travel with the admiral again either.

      “We’ll find passage another way,” he said.

      “You may have to throw your name around,” Grek said. “I wasn’t exaggerating when we spoke yesterday. It’s known to be an erupting volcano over there right now, so no merchant or military ships are sailing to Nuria, not out of our ports.”

      “I think Dak would have more success throwing his fists around,” Lakeo said.

      “Or money,” Arayevo said. “Maybe we could hire a smuggler.”

      Yanko grimaced, hoping that didn’t mean Captain Minark and his ship were around.

      “There aren’t any known smugglers in port right now,” Grek said with certainty.

      Yanko wondered what all the Turgonian Intelligence people monitored. A lot, it seemed.

      He cleared his throat. “Perhaps the Nurian ambassador has a ship.”

      Yanko couldn’t imagine Honli Silver Wolf doing him any favors, but if the Turgonians negotiated with him, Yanko wouldn’t mind riding on a Nurian ship. It would make him feel like he had an advantage. The Turgonian agents would be guests on his people’s ship, and the captain would be loyal to—

      “We’re not asking the Nurians for any favors,” Grek growled.

      Dak nodded in agreement. “Besides, they wouldn’t wish to give us a ride over to spy on their country.”

      “I thought we were just going to find Zirabo?” Yanko raised his eyebrows and glanced at Sicarius and Amaranthe.

      They didn’t give away anything. Even the more expressive Amaranthe said nothing.

      “I wouldn’t be a good Intelligence officer if I didn’t take notes along the way,” Dak said.

      Yanko wasn’t sure whether to feel pleased or insulted that he openly admitted such things to him. Did they not see him as a threat? As someone who would report back to his people? Or did they not care if the Nurians knew they were spying? Yanko supposed his people wouldn’t be surprised. Ambassador Silver Wolf undoubtedly had agents who did some spying here in Turgonia.

      “Are there any Kyattese ships in the harbor?” Dak asked Grek.

      “I believe so.” Grek pulled a folder off a shelf and leafed through it. “The Kylooalooi,” he said, grimacing around the pronunciation of all the vowels. “A merchant ship on its way from Kendor back to their islands.”

      “I’ll talk to the captain,” Dak said.

      “Nuria isn’t on the way to the Kyatt Islands,” Grek said.

      “I’m more inclined to ask the Kyattese for a favor than the Nurians. If they grant it, I’m positive the price tag will be lower.”

      Grek checked his folder again. “They are scheduled to leave tomorrow morning.”

      “Good,” Dak said.

      Since Yanko had been pursued by the Kyattese police when he had been there, he wasn’t excited by the prospect. Would his status have changed now that Sun Dragon was gone? Or would the Kyattese consider him a criminal because of his role in the man’s death? Then there was the matter of Lakeo and the books she had taken from the Kyattese University library.

      Yanko rubbed his face.

      “We’ll talk to them and hopefully board their ship today,” Dak said. “Grek, can you supply Yanko and his friends with basic supplies?”

      “You’re taking all of them with you?” Grek frowned at them, that frown lingering on Jhali.

      “What, you want to keep the women in jail to entertain your men?”

      Grek gave him a humorless look. “Send them back to their consulate for Silver Wolf to deal with.”

      “And report on who we’re sending to Nuria?” Dak didn’t look at Sicarius, but Yanko, thinking of Jhali’s warning about the man, did. Was it possible he was being sent to eliminate some of the rebel faction leaders, to ensure a candidate Turgonia opposed didn’t end up on top?

      Sicarius remained as expressionless as ever.

      Yanko was relieved that he was about to head back to Nuria, and that his mission aligned with Dak’s, but he worried that the Turgonians didn’t have his people’s best interests in mind.

      Arayevo nudged Yanko. “There’s steam coming out of your ears,” she whispered.

      “What?” Yanko touched his head—his topknot was a mess, dangling off to one side.

      “Because you’re thinking so hard,” she clarified.

      “Oh.”

      Yanko shook his head. He would share his thoughts later when they were alone. For now, he wondered if he owed it to his people to find a way to warn them about the Turgonian spies. But who would he warn? Silver Wolf? The man had wanted to condemn him to scrubbing toilets. Not that Yanko should let that sway him. This went far beyond personal relationships.

      Maybe Tynlee would be the one to talk to. She’d been far more open-minded, and she was smart and educated. She might have sound advice for him.

      Grek left his desk and walked past Yanko to the door. He opened it and waved his soldiers back in. “Put these four back in their cell for now. They’ve proven they can get in a lot of trouble in a few hours.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Yanko looked at Dak, hoping he would object.

      “It won’t take long to gather supplies,” Dak told him.

      Yanko held back a sigh, reminding himself this was a far better outcome than he’d expected when they had been steaming toward Turgonia.

      But as the soldiers led them back to the lower level of the building, he envisioned Tynlee’s face in his mind. Could he speak telepathically to someone more than a mile away? He’d communicated with Kei across such distances before.

      Picturing the consulate in his mind and Tynlee within it, he reached out. Honored Consul?

      A prompt and somewhat bemused reply came. Yanko?

      Yes, Honored Consul.

      Where are you?

      The Turgonian Intelligence Headquarters.

      Oh, dear. Did they kidnap you?

      Uh, not exactly. He was reluctant to explain his foolish attempt to steal the courier’s orders, but he found himself confessing anyway. He didn’t want the Turgonians to be implicated in a kidnapping scheme, especially not Dak. Dak, whom Yanko always seemed to be at loggerheads with. He wished that weren’t the case.

      Not sure how much time he had, he shared everything he knew with Tynlee.

      I see, she finally said.

      What do you think we should do?

      I must consider this information.

      Was she disapproving? Surprised? Yanko didn’t get either sense from her.

      Thank you for giving it to me, Tynlee added.

      You’re welcome, Honored Consul. He sensed her withdrawing, breaking the telepathic contact.

      Yanko wasn’t sure what he had expected, but he was left wondering if he’d done the right thing in sharing everything with her. Or if he’d just betrayed Dak.
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      Yanko, Lakeo, Arayevo, and Jhali, escorted by Dak, Sicarius, and Amaranthe, arrived at the waterfront in time to see the Kyattese ship sailing away. Kei chirped in inquiry.

      Dak stopped at the head of the pier and stared at the ship’s wake. He asked Sicarius a question in Turgonian. Sicarius gave a simple, “Yes.” Yanko recognized that word and guessed Dak had been asking for confirmation that Colonel Grek had said the Kyattese were supposed to be in port until the following morning.

      “Is that our ship?” Lakeo whispered.

      “I don’t think anything had been arranged yet,” Yanko whispered back.

      Dak rotated to face him, his single eye squinting. “Do you know anything about that?” He pointed at the departing ship.

      “Me?” Yanko shook his head. “I’ve been in your cell for the last three hours.”

      He was going to continue his protest, especially since he truly knew nothing about this, but Dak’s glare shifted over his shoulder, and his expression grew even more suspicious.

      Consul Tynlee exited a nearby steam carriage, one of the young Nurian men from the consulate holding the door for her. Two armed, athletic-looking young men in blue silks slid out, taking up positions to either side of her. A servant appeared, hefting a trunk over one shoulder.

      Yanko wondered if he had been responsible for the departure of the Kyattese ship. Inadvertently. Had Tynlee urged them to leave? But if so, why? And where was she going with that trunk?

      “Greetings, Colonel Starcrest,” Tynlee said brightly in Nurian, though Yanko had little doubt she spoke his language. “Are you also leaving Port Morgrant? When you arrived so recently?”

      Dak continued to eye her suspiciously as she and her entourage approached. Tynlee did not look at Yanko, but that didn’t keep Dak from including him in his suspicious eyeing. Yanko studied the boardwalk at his feet. One of the reasons he hated working against Dak was that Dak was a thousand times smarter than he looked.

      “We had intended to ask the Kyattese for passage,” Dak said. “They were due to leave tomorrow. For some reason, they’re departing early.”

      “Not everybody loves Turgonia as much as Turgonians do.” Tynlee waved her hand airily. “What were you going to offer them for passage? Is your whole crew here going? Your numbers have expanded. Is that the assassin Sicarius? And the agent Amaranthe Lokdon?”

      Sicarius was close enough to hear the exchange, but he didn’t react to the question. Amaranthe’s mouth parted slightly. She seemed taken aback by the attention of the Nurian consul—or perhaps being properly identified. Yanko hadn’t known her surname, so he hadn’t been the one to impart that information.

      “Consul Tynlee,” Dak said, “I can’t talk right now. I must find alternate passage.”

      As he shifted away from her, Tynlee winked at Yanko and said, “The reason I asked what you’re willing to pay for passage is because it so happens that I’m leaving on a journey back to my homeland this very day. Concern for my family and colleagues, you understand. The consulate happens to keep a couple of fast yachts in port, and I’ve convinced Ambassador Silver Wolf to allow me to take a short leave since he’s here to oversee operations. He’s worried about his family too, you understand, and it’s high time that someone trustworthy go in person to check. All we’ve received are messages filtered through the handful of Nurian embassies around the world and our headquarters in the Great City, and not even the latter of late. We haven’t even been able to establish communications with anyone in the Great City for more than two weeks.”

      Tynlee’s humor had disappeared, and she squeezed her hands together as she finished speaking. The older of the two warriors—bodyguards?—at her side frowned and whispered something Yanko didn’t catch, but it had the tone of a warning.

      Yanko assumed Tynlee had encouraged the Kyattese to leave early to set up the need for Dak’s team to ride on her ship, and that she was partaking in a ruse, but she’d sounded genuinely distressed as she explained her frustrations. But Yanko didn’t trust his ability to read a mind mage, as anyone trained in that discipline had as much ability to block probes as a mage hunter. Maybe this was all to fool Dak. But would it work when Dak had been suspicious as soon as he saw the Kyattese ship departing?

      “You are offering passage?” Sicarius asked, his tone deadpan. He was another one that wouldn’t be fooled by a woman wringing her hands, Yanko wagered. “For all of us?”

      “I would be most happy to take the Nurians home.”

      “I’ll bet,” Dak said.

      “It is our duty to protect our own,” Tynlee said, “as I’m certain you can understand.”

      Kei squawked and shifted from taloned foot to taloned foot on Yanko’s shoulder.

      “And I would, of course, invite you along, Colonel. For the price of a few stories. Reference material for my novel, of course.” Tynlee smiled warmly at him.

      “Of course,” Dak murmured.

      Amaranthe said something to Sicarius in Turgonian. He extended a hand toward Tynlee, as if making an invitation to her. Amaranthe addressed Tynlee, drawing her attention, and spoke in Turgonian. Tynlee stroked her chin and listened.

      Dak interrupted, scowling and pointing at the now distant Kyattese ship, then at Yanko. Amaranthe shrugged, said a couple of words to him, and then went back to speaking to Tynlee. If she’d been startled earlier, she appeared to have recovered.

      Frustrated at not knowing what was going on, Yanko turned to Arayevo. “Are you catching any of that?”

      “She’s bargaining for passage for herself and the assassin,” Arayevo whispered. “Dak’s telling them they’re being tricked, that you and Tynlee arranged for the Kyattese ship to leave so they’d be forced to sail on the Nurian ship.” Arayevo raised her eyebrows. “Did you?”

      Yanko hesitated, aware of Sicarius looking in their direction. He replied telepathically to Arayevo.

      I reached out to her this morning to let her know what was going on. If it had only been Dak going to Nuria to look for Zirabo, I might not have, but these other two agents could be up to trouble. We should try to leave them here if we can.

      Uh, the consul just agreed to take them aboard.

      “What?” Yanko blurted, spinning back to the other conversation in time to see Amaranthe smile and shake Tynlee’s hand in the Turgonian fashion. After the handshake, Tynlee bowed in the Nurian fashion.

      “Our yacht is this way.” She extended her hand toward one of the docks in the distance. “It’s already supplied and ready for the journey.”

      “I lack surprise,” Dak grumbled.

      “Dear Colonel, you’re such a suspicious sort,” Tynlee said. “Perhaps the gods merely wish to aid you on your quest and have sent me in a timely manner.”

      “Suspicion is inculcated in Turgonian Intelligence officers,” Dak said, though he did follow after her. “I’d be shocked if it weren’t the same for Nurian diplomats.”

      “Oh, but I’m a teacher and a researcher first and foremost. I only came to work for the consulate because it was an opportunity for travel. How can one write about human cultures and sociology when one is stuck in one’s own nation? I’ve very much enjoyed my opportunity to study Turgonians.”

      She smiled at Dak. Dak didn’t return the smile. He looked glum, like a lame goat knowing it was being taken out back to be shot.

      Amaranthe wore a cheerful expression as she walked alongside Sicarius, trailing Dak and Tynlee’s entourage. Nobody bothered to walk behind Yanko and his friends, and prod them with weapons. Maybe it was presumed that they wanted to go along.

      Honored Consul? Yanko asked telepathically when Tynlee finished her attempt to charm Dak.

      Yes? Tynlee answered without looking back.

      I’m afraid I didn’t catch all of that conversation. Did you invite the Turgonian spies along? Is that… wise? He knew it was presumptuous to question her, but he couldn’t help but feel this would be a good opportunity to leave Amaranthe and Sicarius in their homeland. He’d thought that might have been her intention when she’d arranged the ship swap.

      You didn’t catch it all? Amaranthe Lokdon has no mage-hunter training. You would not find it difficult to peer into her thoughts.

      Er, I don’t do that… much. I’m not a mind mage.

      No? You reached me easily from across the city. I assumed you’d been studying for a long time.

      Yanko thought of Senshoth’s book, but he couldn’t claim he had done more than read a few of the pages before it had been lost. Not long. I didn’t have many tutors when I was growing up, and it wasn’t where my interests lay.

      He found it encouraging that she hadn’t learned everything about him in their telepathic interview the night before.

      What specialty do you claim?

      I think I mentioned that I’d studied earth magic before. That’s because I’m good at it. It’s always come most easily to me. Yanko braced himself to be teased about a specialty that only women traditionally studied in their culture, though Tynlee didn’t seem the type to tease people, at least not in a mean-spirited way.

      Is that so? The robe you’re carrying in your pack suggests other interests.

      Yanko’s cheeks warmed. He shouldn’t have been surprised that she could sense it and discern the color from its magical signature. He hoped she wouldn’t admonish him—or worse—for carrying it when he hadn’t graduated from Stargrind.

      It was a gift from my mother. I still hope to attend Stargrind one day so I may rightfully wear it. My family wishes me to become a warrior mage, even if my affinities lie elsewhere. He didn’t intend to explain further but couldn’t help thinking of his father and also wondering if his brother, who had been injured when last they met, was well.

      I see, Tynlee thought, and maybe she saw more than he intended. To answer your original question, I was indeed planning to separate Colonel Starcrest from his fellow spies. I know the colonel somewhat and believe he’s honorable. The other two are known to me only by reputation, and Sicarius has a beastly one. He committed many heinous crimes at the orders of the former emperor. That he’s apparently working for President Starcrest now concerns me. I had always believed Rias Starcrest an honorable man, but that was when he was a naval officer. Power and pressure can change a person.

      Then why bring the assassin along?

      Amaranthe pointed out that I could keep an eye on them if they traveled with us. Tynlee’s dryness came through the telepathic link. I thought I was using my power to manipulate her, but I’m not positive I wasn’t manipulated myself.

      You said she’s not a mage, right?

      Correct. I refer, of course, to the old-fashioned method of manipulation. With words and smiles.

      They reached the gangplank of the most vibrantly colored ship on the pier, perhaps in the entire bay. The sleek sailing yacht gleamed with fresh yellow, orange, and turquoise paint, and flamboyantly garbed sailors were on deck, awaiting their arrival.

      Dak stopped and glowered at the ship.

      “Beautiful, isn’t she?” Tynlee asked.

      “Where are the weapons?” Dak asked.

      “Weapons?”

      “Yes, projectiles that pierce enemy ships or, preferably, blow them up.”

      “It’s a Nurian diplomatic yacht.” Tynlee sounded genuinely confused. “It would be an act of war for someone to attack it.”

      “I’m sure that’ll deter pirates.” Dak flicked a dismissive hand toward the lemon-yellow hull. “Pirates that will see it coming from twenty miles away.”

      “Then it’s fortunate you’ll be traveling in the company of so many mages, mages who can help pirates understand the error of their ways. Do you know that I have a small chapter in my textbook, War, Society, and Human Behavior, that discusses reasons people pursue criminal activities? I had the opportunity to interview a number of pirates incarcerated near the palace in the Great City. You would think the acquisition of wealth to be the greatest drive, but every single one of them spoke of or thought about—” she touched her temple, “—a desire for freedom, to live without anyone controlling their fate.”

      Arayevo had paused to listen, and she smiled wistfully.

      “You can imagine how much this selfish desire creates conflict within the Nurian soul,” Tynlee went on. “We are a people raised to put our nation and our family ahead of personal needs and wants.”

      “So I’ve heard.” Dak looked at Yanko.

      “Suicide rates are three times higher in Nurian prisons than Turgonian ones,” Tynlee said. “However, you’re three times more likely to be murdered in a Turgonian prison, so neither is a healthy place to end up.”

      Dak faced her. “Are you telling me all this because you’re trying to distract me from how bright your yacht is?”

      “I’m merely informing you that I’ve studied the criminal mind and can likely convince pirates to leave us alone.” She smiled and walked up the gangplank with her guards trailing her. The captain, a wispy white-haired Nurian man no taller than she, bowed deeply to her as she boarded.

      “Are you still coming?” Yanko asked when he drew even with Dak. He hadn’t yet stepped foot on the gangplank. It was painted turquoise to match the highlights of the ship. Yanko found the color appealing after all the drabness of Turgonia.

      “Yes,” Dak said. “Though I’m starting to lament that Admiral Ravencrest left.”

      “Because he’s not Nurian?”

      “Because his ships had weapons. And I knew what to expect from him.” Dak frowned at Tynlee’s back as she chatted with the captain.

      “He’s not likely to make you the star of a novel.”

      Dak grunted. “She’s not writing a novel, and certainly not about me.”

      He sighed, shaking his head, and headed up the gangplank.

      Yanko didn’t have a solid read on Tynlee yet, either, but he couldn’t see why she would have bothered to lie to him about her novelist aspirations. He could, however, see why Dak, ever distrustful of Nurians, wouldn’t take her words at face value.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Yanko, Yanko.” Yanko touched his chest while holding a fistful of seeds with his other hand. Kei perched on the railing in front of him, watching that seed-filled hand.

      “Puntak, puntak,” Kei said cheerfully.

      Yanko shook his head and said his name again slowly. He tried to telepathically say it into the bird’s mind as well, on the chance that would help. He’d had luck conveying to animals that he wished them to do certain things, but he used images for that, not words. Human words didn’t typically mean much to them.

      “Maybe he’s too old to learn,” Lakeo said, walking up to the railing, a book under her arm. “Didn’t those people say he had been their grandfather’s bird?”

      Yanko wasn’t sure how long parrots lived but said, “He still seems young and spry.”

      “He does beat you about the head with great alacrity when he wants something.”

      Kei ruffled his wings. “Seeds!”

      Yanko, not wanting to be beaten about the head with Lakeo looking on, doled out a few into his empty hand. The bird plucked them up without gentleness.

      Behind Kei, the sea rose and fell in steady waves. It was windy with a cloudy sky, and they were making good time. Yanko was nervous every time he thought about returning to the land where he was now considered a criminal, but he hoped he could avoid running into anyone who knew that before he found Zirabo. And that Zirabo would be in a position to clear his name. But if the Great Chief was missing… who was in charge of the country now? Did Zirabo have any power anymore?

      “Do you have time to show me a few things?” Lakeo tapped the book.

      “Magic?” Yanko guessed since her journey had begun with her longing to get into a university on Kyatt so she could learn the mental sciences.

      “There are cases of books in the ship’s library. Most of them are boring, but this one looked like it might be helpful.” She held it up so he could read the title.

      “A Study in Fire and Flame?” he asked.

      “There are exercises. I don’t know enough, and I got stuck.” She shrugged. “I thought you might find it useful to work through them, and then you can show me how to do it.”

      Her lips thinned, and he suspected she’d spent a lot of time trying to learn on her own before seeking him out. There was a time when she wouldn’t have admitted to needing help or have asked him for anything.

      “My father would be delighted if I spent my voyage studying fire magic,” Yanko said.

      “Might as well. I haven’t seen any lime trees around that you can stick dead fish into.”

      He snorted, wondering if Minark had kept that lime tree alive. Yanko had constructed a special container for it so it could survive the seas, and he would be sad to learn it had perished.

      “A pity.” He extended a hand toward the door that led to the cabins, the mess, and the library. He’d glanced in the latter and would consider it more of a book closet. The yacht was far more luxurious than the Turgonian ironclad had been, but it was also quite small, with fewer than ten cabins for the crew and passengers.

      Arayevo and Lakeo were sharing a room, and Yanko had been stuck in with Dak again. He wasn’t sure who Jhali was rooming with as he’d barely seen her in the four days they had been at sea.

      A distant boom sounded as he was about to follow Lakeo down the steps. Instinctively, he swept out with his senses and searched the horizon with his eyes.

      “Another vessel approaches,” the first mate called from the bow where he was manning the wheel. The small craft did not have a crow’s nest.

      “Pirate?” came Dak’s voice from the steps.

      He almost bowled over Lakeo and Yanko as he raced onto the deck, a rifle in one hand, a cutlass in the other, and his pistol and ammo pouch hanging on his belt. If Yanko hadn’t known better, he would have believed Dak had been sleeping with the weapons, anticipating that there was no way their bright yellow, weaponless yacht could reach their destination without being attacked.

      “It’s a Nurian ship,” the first mate said.

      Yanko trotted after Dak so he wouldn’t miss the conversation, but he wanted to use his senses to investigate that ship. He could barely make it out beyond the rising and falling waves.

      “That doesn’t answer my question,” Dak grumbled.

      Another boom floated over the ocean.

      “Is it doing the firing or is something else firing at it?” Dak turned to Yanko as he asked the question.

      “It’s too far away to be targeting us,” the mate said.

      “So far,” Dak said.

      At first, Yanko only sensed fish and octopuses and whales and all manner of life in the sea around them. With all that out there, it took him a moment to find the ship and the human souls aboard it. Scared human souls.

      “They’re running from something,” Yanko said. “They must be.” He frowned as he swept out farther, trying to detect another ship, or maybe a fleet of ships. Pirates?

      But he didn’t sense any other vessels sailing after the Nurians. Could an underwater boat be after them? Another boom rang out, and he shook his head, confused. Underwater boats didn’t have cannons.

      Look up, Tynlee’s voice sounded in his head as she approached their group. Sicarius, Amaranthe, and Arayevo had also come onto the deck, veering toward the railing closest to the distant ship. The clouds hide the attacker, she added.

      The clouds?

      Yanko shifted his senses skyward, half-expecting to find a massive flock of birds attacking the ship at the behest of a distant mage. But birds didn’t fire cannons.

      No, it was a ship in the sky floating under a massive balloon. He’d never sensed—or seen—anything like it.

      “A dyrugar,” Dak said.

      Yanko opened his eyes and peered in the same direction as Dak. Now that he knew where to look, he could make out a black oval shape within the gray clouds.

      “I’ve… never heard of such a thing.” Yanko stared.

      “Our people simply call it an airship.” Tynlee didn’t sound as shocked by the appearance of such a thing. “Only the Turgonians have the technology to build them, as far as I know.” She lifted her eyebrows and looked at Dak.

      “Our army has a few,” Dak said vaguely. “They’re mostly experimental. They’re easy targets and highly flammable so not the ideal vessel to put a lot of troops and resources into. There are a handful of privately owned ones in Turgonia as well.”

      “But it would more likely be a military vessel harrying a Nurian ship, wouldn’t it?” Yanko, his mind piqued by the word flammable, used his senses to investigate the strange flying vessel.

      “Are we sure that’s a Nurian ship?” Dak asked.

      “It’s pink and orange,” the first mate said.

      “It’s a Nurian ship then. But could it belong to a pirate? If that’s a Turgonian airship, it likely has a legitimate reason for attacking.”

      Yanko frowned as he sensed that the hull of the strange ship—it was halfway between a sailing vessel and an enclosed box—was made out of metal. Turgonian steel. Why would it be considered flammable?

      Yanko sensed forty or fifty people within the strange airship, many of them standing at a railing on an open deck at the front of the enclosed cabin and others manning cannons from open ports on the sides of the hull. Down on the Nurian ship, Yanko sensed about twenty people, with pain and fear radiating from their minds.

      “Maybe we should sail closer and find out,” Yanko suggested.

      “Maybe we should sail farther away and not,” Dak said.

      The answer surprised Yanko until he noticed the wary expression on Dak’s face and realized that he and Yanko could end up at odds if they sailed over and saw that the Turgonian military was attacking a Nurian ship for some reason. His duty would be to help the Turgonians. Yanko’s duty—or perhaps his honor, since he no longer had an official duty—would urge him to help his own people. Maybe they were pirates, but maybe they were innocent merchants or refugees fleeing from the war.

      “This ship does not have weapons,” the first mate pointed out as the captain joined them at the wheel. “Unless one counts our cannon.”

      “Cannon?” Dak asked. “Singular?”

      “Yes, it’s for emergencies,” the captain said.

      “It’s stored behind those buoys and life jackets.” The first mate pointed to a wooden cabinet, the doors painted the same vibrant turquoise as the trim of the ship, save for a gold anchor and a mermaid on the front. “It’s old.”

      “How old?” Dak eyed the cheerfully painted cabinet.

      “Well, it’s made of bronze,” the first mate said. “Or maybe copper.”

      “I believe Ambassador Silver Wolf’s predecessor purchased it from a Turgonian ship that was outfitting itself with more modern armament,” the captain said. “For emergency purposes only. As we said, this is a diplomatic vessel. Few pester us.”

      Dak rubbed his face. “Why am I imagining a rusty cannon sitting on a pier with a free sign propped against it?”

      “It’s not rusty,” the captain said with an indignant sniff.

      “It has a slight patina,” the first mate said, “that doesn’t come off. But it gives the weapon character.”

      Tynlee had been gazing toward the airship and Nurian vessel, her eyes glassy as she used magic, perhaps for an assessment similar to the one Yanko had made.

      “Sayzon,” she said to the captain. “Steer us closer, please. I am not convinced that our people are pirates. I wish to assist the Nurian vessel.”

      The captain and the first mate exchanged long looks with each other. Long concerned looks.

      Yanko caught Dak exchanging similar looks with Sicarius and Amaranthe. Would the president’s agents also feel obligated to assist the Turgonians?

      The first mate hadn’t adjusted the wheel yet. He bit his lip and looked at Yanko, as if he would or could countermand Tynlee.

      “Adjust course,” Tynlee told him, steel in her voice. And magic. Yanko sensed it.

      The first mate shifted the wheel without hesitation. The captain frowned, lifting a hand to object.

      “We will not attempt to draw their fire,” Tynlee assured him. “I will convince the captain of the Turgonian vessel to leave the Nurian ship alone. I need to be closer to do so, but I am certain I will be able to achieve that goal. Turgonians are weak when it comes to mental defenses.”

      “Really,” Dak said.

      “Colonel,” Sicarius said, and Yanko jumped.

      He hadn’t noticed the assassin’s approach.

      “We must speak.” Sicarius said it like an order rather than a request.

      Dak’s eye narrowed, and he looked like he might object to being ordered around by the—civilian?—spy. But he grunted and walked off with Sicarius and Amaranthe.

      Yanko stepped up to Tynlee’s side as their yacht cut through the water on its new course, closing on the Nurian ship. Unfortunately, the Turgonian airship, its great black balloon like a dark storm cloud hovering over them, was also closing on it. The boom of the cannons grew louder.

      “What can I do to help, Honored Consul?” Yanko asked.

      “You can call me Tynlee, Yanko. And I will handle this. Mind manipulation will be the simplest magic to employ and should result in no casualties on our side.” Her gaze was locked on the airship, and she didn’t look at him. In a low voice, she whispered, “A little closer. A little closer.”

      Cannons fired from the airship ports, and Yanko winced as they tore into the side of the wooden sailing ship. Even though he didn’t know anything about the combatants, other than their nationalities, he was inclined to think of the Turgonians as overly muscled bullies picking on a weaker foe.

      Maybe he could conjure a great wind to blow that hulking Turgonian balloon onto a different course. Was that what steered the vessel? Or did it simply stay aloft with hot air, similar to the hot-air balloons he’d once seen at the beach when he’d gone on a trip with his great uncle?

      Abruptly, as he stared at the black balloon, he realized what part of the ship might be flammable. Not the metal hull of the cabin or the frame, but the balloon. It had to be made of some kind of flexible fabric, didn’t it? If so, he could burn it.

      But Tynlee had told him to leave this to her. Should he?

      It would be an act of war if he took down a Turgonian ship, and if he did it in front of Dak, Yanko had no doubt that Dak would know who had been responsible.

      Another boom sounded, and this time, they were close enough to see the cannonball flying down from above. Though they were still a long way from the battle, Yanko found he could compress the air in front of its path, creating a shield. He smiled smugly as the cannonball bounced away instead of hitting its target. Surely, it wasn’t an act of war to simply shield a ship.

      “Actually,” Tynlee said, her brow furrowed with concentration, “if you could distract our Turgonian friends, I would appreciate it. I’m having trouble affecting the captain, but as we get closer, it should be easier. I just need time.” She glanced toward the trio of Turgonians out of earshot on their deck. “But they’re debating if they are obligated to help their people, if only by keeping us from acting. In other circumstances, I might not mind if a noble Turgonian warrior tossed me over his shoulder and carried me belowdecks, providing he was handsome enough, but not today.”

      Yanko opened his mouth, intending to let her know he was shielding the ship—maybe she was too focused on the airship captain to have noticed. But that wouldn’t negate her concerns about their own Turgonians. Dak could fling Yanko over his shoulder as easily as he could Tynlee. And there wasn’t any circumstance in which Yanko would find that acceptable.

      “Yes, Honored Consul.”

      More cannons fired, and as Yanko walked slowly toward the Turgonian group, he created a shield to wrap all the way around the Nurian vessel. He hoped he could keep his focus on that as he spoke with the agents. He was tempted to run to his cabin for his warrior-mage robe, but he feared that the situation might change drastically in that time. He was loath to disappear even for a minute.

      Dak watched his approach, his arms folded over his chest. Sicarius also observed Yanko, but he was listening to Amaranthe who spoke animatedly, and Yanko had the impression that she was trying to convince them of something. Not to take over the yacht, he hoped. Yanko would have to fight any attempt to do that, and he didn’t want to hurt Dak. He didn’t want to hurt anyone. But he believed he could. Mage-hunter training did not nullify physical magic. If Yanko threw a fireball, it would hurt even Dak and Sicarius.

      “Tynlee has determined that we will convince the Turgonians to leave, and I am helping her,” Yanko said. “Will that be a problem?”

      “Are we certain that is the right thing to do?” Amaranthe asked in slow but precise Nurian. So she did speak it. It sounded like she might be new to the language and a little uncertain. “I was suggesting that we get the captains of the two ships together for a chat and determine if any crimes have been committed. And by who.”

      Yanko had been ready to protest, but her words weren’t what he expected. Also, he had to pause to concentrate on rebuffing a barrage of cannonballs.

      “By who?” Yanko asked. “Is there a question?”

      “Amaranthe pointed out that we’ve crossed the boundary line from Turgonian waters into Nurian waters,” Dak said. “If the Nurian ship committed a crime and fled, our people could be within their right to pursue them across the line. But if the Turgonians for some reason instigated an attack, we should find out why. I don’t know why they would have, since we aren’t at war with Nuria right now.”

      “Which is why we should chat first before starting a fight.” Amaranthe opened her palm toward the sky.

      “Chat,” Sicarius said flatly.

      “I know.” She patted his arm. “You don’t chat. Shall we call it negotiating a moratorium on shooting each other pending the result of an investigation?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do bigger words make chatting more acceptable?” Dak asked.

      “More professional, perhaps. How are we going to arrange this negotiation when they’re a hundred feet in the air?” Sicarius pointed toward the airship.

      “I can bring it down,” Yanko said.

      Dak frowned at him. “In such a manner that they’ll be open to negotiation afterward?”

      “Uhm.” Yanko was still fantasizing about lighting that balloon on fire. Was there another way he could force the ship down? “Maybe Tynlee can convince the crew to bring it down. Do you think it’s seaworthy if the air is let out of the balloon?”

      “It’s not air,” Dak said.

      “Perhaps she can simply handle the negotiating while they’re up there,” Amaranthe said before Yanko could ask for clarification. “She is telepathic, isn’t she?”

      “Yanko,” Lakeo called from the railing. “Are you the reason cannonballs are bouncing off before hitting the Nurian ship?” She waved toward the people hunkering on the deck of the Nurian craft—the yacht was close enough now that they could see their scared faces as they stared up at the airship.

      “I may be,” Yanko said, reinforcing his shield as more booms erupted from the airship.

      “Down!” Jhali shouted.

      Two of those cannonballs sailed in their direction.

      Yanko flung his hands out as he rushed to shift his shield from the Nurian ship to theirs. The pair of cannonballs bounced away and splashed into the water twenty feet from the yacht, but more cannonballs reached the Nurian vessel. One tore through a mast, and it toppled like a felled tree, the sail crumpling. Another tore through flesh and blood, knocking a man overboard and killing him.

      Yanko cursed, furious with himself.

      “Do you still wish to negotiate with them?” Sicarius asked in his deadpan voice.

      Amaranthe frowned at him.

      Before she could reply, Tynlee ran up, waving her arms. “They’re not Turgonians, not all of them. The captain is a mage. That’s why I wasn’t able to manipulate him. I believe they’re pirates.”

      “Our people would not allow pirates to have one of our airships,” Dak said coolly.

      “I’m sure it wasn’t a gift,” Tynlee said. “Will you join us to fight against them?”

      “We have only your word that they are pirates,” Sicarius said.

      “They’re shooting at us.” Tynlee flung her arm toward the airship as cannons fired again.

      “Your mage shielded their primary target,” Sicarius said.

      Yanko braced himself as cannonballs arced out, half of a round of ten going toward the Nurian craft and half toward their yacht. He dared not join in the conversation. He constructed a shield directly in the path of the cannonballs flying toward the other ship, praying to the cheetah god for speed and accuracy. They weren’t bunched up, so he had to carefully channel the wind to block each one. Sweat broke out on his forehead as his magic knocked the cannonballs aside.

      “Yanko!” Lakeo yelled. “Wrong ship!”

      He shifted his focus back to them, struggling to keep his concentration as the volley plummeted toward the deck of their small craft. Some would miss, but some wouldn’t. There wasn’t time to carefully construct a wall of air, so he merely flung raw power outward, acting as much on instinct as calculation.

      The cannonballs flew backward as if they had bounced off a trampoline. Most of them soared past the airship without disturbing it, but two slammed into the metal hull. Unfortunately, not with enough power to do more than leave a dent, but Yanko hoped it made the soldiers—or pirates—inside twitch.

      It would probably only make them angry so that the entire next volley came at the yacht.

      “I give you my word that it’s a diverse crew drawn from many nations and definitely not Turgonian soldiers,” Tynlee said, but she didn’t ask again for help. She turned to look at the airship, through its hull, most likely, seeking out susceptible minds that she could manipulate. The crew couldn’t consist of all mages.

      Yanko clenched his jaw. He believed Tynlee. It was time to do more than merely manipulate minds.

      “I can’t defend us indefinitely,” he said, glancing at Dak. “I’m going to burn that balloon.”

      He wasn’t asking for permission but thought Dak might give away whether that would be an effective strategy, whether the balloon was the flammable thing he’d mentioned before. Yanko would hate for it to prove fire retardant and for his attack to fail.

      Dak met his eyes briefly, then studied Tynlee for a longer moment. Amaranthe drew a pistol, but they were too far away from the ships for her to do anything with it yet—unless she intended to shoot Yanko or Tynlee. Sicarius was watching Dak, and Yanko had the abrupt realization that he might be here to report on Dak’s activities and choices as much as to pursue his own spy mission. Had Dak’s loyalties been in doubt even before Yanko’s failed attempt to intercept those orders? Perhaps as far back as the Kyatt Islands when he’d chosen to help Yanko hunt for the lodestone?

      “I’ve got them squabbling with each other,” Tynlee said, her eyes distant as she worked her magic. “Maybe…”

      The airship had stopped firing, and the nose turned away from the Nurian vessels. Had she caused some of the crew to bump the wheel or whatever was used for steering?

      After being shot at and seeing fellow Nurians hurt, Yanko wanted that ship down in the water where they could stop the pirates from attacking anyone else ever; he didn’t want to let them flee.

      Dak sighed. “Ignite the gas in the balloon, Yanko.”

      “What? Gas?”

      “It’ll be hydrogen.”

      Yanko abruptly understood what Dak meant about the airships being flammable, for all fire magic had its basis in cleaving hydrogen from oxygen in water molecules and igniting the hydrogen. Before, he’d assumed the balloon was filled with hot air, but now, he looked at the airship with new eyes, shifting his attention from the fabric to the gas inside.

      “I see,” he whispered.

      But igniting it might blow up the entire ship including the crew inside the cabin. Even if they were pirates, could he be the one to incinerate them? Perhaps if he controlled the explosion carefully…

      “Why tell him that?” Sicarius asked Dak.

      “If pirates stole a military vessel, the military will want it back,” Dak said.

      “Destroyed?”

      “We can’t board it if it’s up there.”

      Yanko tried not to listen to the conversation, since he needed his focus to work his magic, but he couldn’t help but think again that the agents from the Turgonian capital might report back on Dak if he seemed to be overly interested in helping a Nurian kid. Or a Nurian government employee.

      Shaking his head, Yanko went through with his plan. As Dak had suggested, he ignited the gas.

      There was no way to keep a chain reaction from occurring, but he shielded the cabin below from the explosion. The balloon went up fast with a boom more impressive than what the cannons had issued.

      The cabin plummeted, startling Yanko with the suddenness. He reacted on instinct and shifted his shield of air, turning it into a cushion to slow the craft’s descent. The structure still landed with a huge splash, the water spraying the Nurian ships. It had landed between the yacht and the damaged vessel.

      At first, Yanko worried the mostly enclosed structure would sink, since it was made of metal, but the buoyancy of the air inside kept it afloat. It bobbed on the waves, the cannons still visible in the open ports.

      “Take us in,” Dak called to the captain.

      Tynlee looked at him in surprise.

      Dak waved his rifle and touched the cutlass on his belt. “If they’re truly pirates, we’ll deal with them.”

      Yanko sensed that Tynlee had only sought to save the beleaguered Nurian ship, not board the pirate ship and drive daggers into their hearts, but she nodded. “I would like to know why they were attacking our people. Just because they looked like easy prey? Or for some political motivation?”

      “We’ll bring you some to question,” Dak said.

      “We?” Sicarius looked at Amaranthe. He was as expressionless as ever, but he seemed to still question whether this was the proper course of action.

      “We.” Dak pointed at Yanko.

      “I’m ready,” Yanko said. “No, wait.”

      He raced down to retrieve the warrior-mage robe. He hoped he’d taken the wind out of the pirates’ sails, but he doubted they would surrender easily, especially when they outnumbered Yanko and his comrades ten to one.
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      As the yacht sailed close to the downed airship, Yanko braced himself to use his magic. The deck attached to the front of the metal cabin bobbed atop the waves, and he spotted men in the open hatchway with rifles and bows in hand. Smoke flowing out from the interior obscured the view, but more people coughed from inside.

      Most of the visible men had dark hair, but Yanko glimpsed someone with a red-blond braid. He hoped that indicated that Tynlee had been right, that these were a mixed group of pirates rather than soldiers. Uncertainty twanged at his senses when he glimpsed a couple of black Turgonian military uniforms.

      Why do you interfere? a male voice snarled into his mind, speaking in Nurian. We had not targeted you.

      You targeted a Nurian ship, Yanko replied telepathically, assuming this was the captain and mage that Tynlee had warned him about. He wondered why the man had singled him out instead of speaking with Tynlee. Because he knew she’d tried to manipulate him? It hadn’t sounded like she had been successful.

      “Do you agree to cease hostilities?” Tynlee called across the water. “We wish to come to an agreement.”

      The smoke flowing out of the hatchway thickened, hiding the pirates from view. A barrage of gunfire came from the direction of that hatchway, suggesting the pirates weren’t interested in agreements.

      The ships were close enough now for those weapons to be dangerous, so the yacht crew ran for cover. Dak crouched behind a lifeboat and fired into the smoke. Yanko created a barrier that would protect him, Arayevo, and Lakeo. Unfortunately, he couldn’t shield the entire yacht, not with Dak returning fire. Yanko also spotted the first mate with a rifle. In the bow of the ship, Jhali crouched behind the binnacle, a pistol in hand. She hadn’t started firing yet and seemed to be biding her time.

      Yanko didn’t see Sicarius and Amaranthe. Were they hiding belowdecks? Maybe Turgonian secret agents didn’t like open battle.

      As Yanko concentrated on keeping his barrier up, he also attempted to manipulate the air on the enemy ship so he could clear the smoke. Then his allies would be able to see their targets.

      Dak fired, and a cry of pain came from within the smoke. Maybe he didn’t need to see to target people.

      “Can you knock them into the water?” Arayevo asked.

      “Not while I’m also protecting us.” Yanko considered her question. Could he risk lowering his barrier for long enough to focus on sending a gust of wind to knock the pirates off the deck? He sensed many more of them crouching inside the hatchway, readying weapons. He wouldn’t be able to knock them off the deck, but—

      A cannon fired, and the ball slammed into Yanko’s barrier, the reverberations resonating through his body. He’d forgotten those weapons were still in play. He gritted his teeth and channeled more air into his shield.

      “I see,” Arayevo said. “What if we just take cover?”

      “That sounds like a genius idea,” Lakeo said.

      As Yanko realized that would be simpler and less taxing than using his power, a hand gripped his arm and pulled him across the deck. Dak.

      “Get down,” Dak ordered, pulling him behind the life boat he’d been using for cover.

      He waved, and Arayevo and Lakeo rushed over to crouch behind it.

      “I was using my magic to protect us,” Yanko said, not wanting Dak to think he’d idiotically been standing out in the open without any cover.

      “Use the boat to protect yourself. Then use your magic to do something useful.” Dak demonstrated by leaning out and firing.

      “We were suggesting that to Yanko already,” Lakeo said, “but I guess Turgonian bodyguards can make their suggestions a reality more quickly.”

      Yanko wanted to protest their logic, but they were right. Though he didn’t feel as safe now as he had behind his magical shield—bullets kept smashing into the railing of the yacht and also into the wooden lifeboat—he could focus all his energy on the offensive. He started by sweeping a gust of wind across the airship to drive away that smoke.

      “Should I close to boarding distance?” the first mate called from the wheel. He crouched behind it for cover but also had a hand on it, guiding the craft.

      Yanko, sensing fourteen pirates out on the deck, was on the verge of using wind to knock them off the ship when Dak said, “Someone already boarded.”

      Yanko hesitated. “What?”

      Then he recognized the auras of a couple of the “pirates” on the deck. He peered over the top of the lifeboat, not completely trusting his magic.

      Sicarius, his short blond hair plastered to his head, had swum to the airship, and he stood on its deck with his back to the hull, engaging four pirates at once. He was a blur of movement, striking so quickly that the pirates were the ones that seemed at a disadvantage, their hasty attempts to block too slow to be useful.

      Somehow, Sicarius anticipated an enemy standing farther back and taking aim at him, and he shifted slightly, so that another pirate was in the way. It took Yanko a moment to realize the agent fought with nothing but a dagger and his fists and feet. It proved more than enough.

      A firearm banged, and Yanko glimpsed Amaranthe on the pirate vessel. Not as brazenly out in the open as Sicarius but hanging off the railing and using a support for cover as she picked off targets. She, too, had clearly swum over, her hair and clothes soaking wet.

      “Yes,” Dak barked to the first mate, a note of disgust in his voice. “Get us to within boarding distance.”

      “Envious that you’re not over there?” Yanko asked.

      Dak gave him a baleful look but didn’t deny it.

      The first mate looked toward Tynlee, who had also found a spot where she could stay out of the line of fire while she worked her magic.

      She nodded back to him. “Take Dak and Yanko to the pirate ship, and then maneuver to the Nurian craft if you can. There are many injured over there, and I don’t believe they have a healer. They will need my assistance.”

      “Just Dak and Yanko?” Lakeo protested.

      “Dak and Yanko,” Kei said. “Dak and Yanko.”

      Yanko would have been pleased that the parrot had finally learned his name, but Kei was looking at the smoke with agitation and didn’t seem to know what he was saying.

      Jhali must have caught the words, because she frowned in Tynlee’s direction.

      “I’m sure anyone can get off if they truly want to fight,” Yanko said, not sure whether to be proud that Tynlee thought he was the appropriate person—or at least one of the appropriate people—to deal with pirates, or mortified that he was being volunteered to rush into battle.

      Dak roared and sprang out from behind the lifeboat. He sprinted to the railing, jumped onto it, and launched himself into the air. Yanko wouldn’t have thought their ship close enough for such a maneuver, but he reached the airship’s railing and caught it, pulling himself over. Dak rushed into battle with the pirates fighting Sicarius.

      The men yelled in dismay. Even though there were still ten of them, with many more inside the cabin, they clearly didn’t like combating the assassin, and when Dak plowed into them from behind, the group seemed confused, acting as if the two Turgonians had them surrounded and pinned. A few fought back against this new threat while others raced toward the hatchway, as if they would be safe inside.

      Yanko, aware of other pirates leaning out to shoot, threw a gust of wind. It knocked against the hatch, tearing a clasp from a hook, and it clanged shut. He searched for a locking mechanism but didn’t see anything.

      A rubber gasket ran around the edge of the hatch, though, and he remembered a piece of trivia from a Kyattese science book he’d read as a boy. Rubber expanded when chilled. He wished it were the other way around, because he had far more practice at creating heat, but he reached down with his senses into the near-freezing water below the sun’s influence and swept some of it upward. He streamed it against the edge of the hatch, willing it to chill the rubber but not knowing if it would be enough. To his surprise, the water turned to ice, glistening in the sun as it hardened against the hatch.

      I thought you aspired to be an earth mage, not a weather mage, Tynlee spoke into his mind. She was waving for the first mate to guide the yacht toward the Nurian craft.

      I’m not sure how I did that, Yanko replied before wondering if he should admit that. With earth magic, he understood how it worked, the science that all magic was based on. He’d never studied weather magic and wouldn’t have guessed one could simply turn the air cold.

      It must be nice to be so gifted, came the dry response.

      I’m still forming an opinion on that.

      She snorted into his mind but added, I see why Dak was willing to take you with him.

      Reminded that he was supposed to be boarding that ship and helping Dak, Yanko gave Kei a telepathic suggestion to stay behind, then summoned the wind to create a platform of condensed air under his feet. He encased himself in a protective bubble as he levitated off the yacht, his skills having improved in the weeks since he’d half-tumbled into a ravine after Dak.

      Kei squawked and flew away, more because he found it alarming that Yanko was flying than out of a desire to stay out of trouble. Whatever kept the bird from taking a stray bullet.

      Yanko needn’t have bothered with the shield. The pirates on the deck were too busy with Dak and Sicarius to notice him floating over, his red warrior-mage robe fluttering in the breeze he created to propel himself.

      He spotted Jhali and Lakeo in the water below, swimming across and reaching the side of the pirate ship. They found a spot on the strange square hull where they could climb up to the deck. Yanko was surprised either woman was in a hurry to join the fight. Did mage hunters attack pirates on principle? Lakeo, he imagined, might think she could find some stolen pirate booty that she could claim for her funds. Even if, so far, she hadn’t had any success keeping the booty she kept acquiring. But as far as Yanko knew, she still longed to finance an education at the Kyatt University or otherwise bribe someone to instruct her in the ways of magic.

      As Yanko drew close enough to come down on the deck, he sensed the pirate crew banging at the hatch and trying to figure out why it wouldn’t open. They would find a way out sooner or later. Fortunately, Dak and Sicarius, with Amaranthe picking off pirates when she could, had almost cleared the deck. The two men were deadly, leaving corpses in their wake. Amaranthe chose less critical targets, legs and shoulders, wounds that took the pirates out of the fight but didn’t kill them. Yanko wondered if Dak and Sicarius, consummate Turgonian warriors, would finish them off later, whether she wished it or not.

      With the last pirate down, Dak charged toward the hatch, his pistol jammed into his belt in favor of the cutlass that dripped blood. He reached it before Sicarius, almost as if he was saying he would lead the charge. Ice still rimmed the hatch, and the expanded rubber seal did not give way when Dak tugged on it.

      He looked straight back at Yanko, his eyebrows rising.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t just leave them in there?” Yanko thought he could refresh the ice and keep the hatch sealed for the rest of the day if need be. Or at least until Tynlee spoke to the Nurians on the other ship and figured out what was going on.

      Dak pointed at a fallen pirate, a pale-skinned, red-haired man with a scraggly beard. He looked to be dead, and Yanko wasn’t sure what Dak wanted him to see. Then he realized the pirate wore the trousers and jacket of a Turgonian soldier, though he’d sawn off the sleeves of the jacket and the cuffs of the trousers. As Yanko had noticed earlier, several of the men wore partial or complete uniforms. But none of them had the shaven, trimmed appearance of Turgonian soldiers. It grew clearer that they’d taken this ship from soldiers, soldiers they may have killed to claim those garments.

      “Open it,” Dak growled, jabbing his cutlass at the hatch and leaving blood on the metal.

      Yanko had plenty of practice heating material through fire and creating friction. He half-melted the ice and half-batted it aside by funneling air. Dak’s eyebrows twitched again as a gust stirred his hair.

      “Wait a moment.” Yanko sensed pirates crouching inside, prepared to fire. He’d seen Dak rush into rooms before without checking for traps—or enemies. As intelligent as he was, he had a copious share of Turgonian battle lust.

      As he waved the hatch open, Yanko formed a barrier just inside of it. When the pirates fired, their bullets bounced back at them. Several slammed into the pirates themselves, and Yanko staggered in distress at the unforeseen consequence of his actions. Cries of pain assaulted his ears at the same time as he felt their pain through his senses.

      Yanko let Sicarius and Dak rush inside while he stumbled to the side and gripped the railing to support himself. Jhali rushed past, dripping water and giving him a glance that was hard to read. It might have been concern, or it might have been a sign that she thought he was weak for letting the others rush ahead. Ahead and over the bodies of three pirates who had died when their bullets ricocheted back into their chests.

      Yanko closed his eyes. He’d done enough for now. If he hadn’t blown up the balloon and brought the airship down to where they could board it, people wouldn’t be dying.

      But, he reminded himself firmly, taking a breath of salty air to try to still the nausea in his belly, these people had been attacking his countrymen. Killing his countrymen. And they’d likely killed a bunch of Turgonian soldiers to steal the airship. If so, they deserved to die, didn’t they? He just wasn’t sure he had the wisdom to make that judgment. Or be the executioner.

      “Are you all right?” Amaranthe asked in Nurian as she touched his shoulder.

      Yanko straightened and pushed himself from the railing. “Yes.”

      Unlike so many of the Turgonians, she didn’t try to mask her face, and she radiated sympathy. She probably thought he’d been hurt. He didn’t feel like explaining the truth to someone he barely knew.

      “Using magic is… draining.” In more ways than one, he added silently.

      “Ah.” She lowered her hand and gave him an encouraging smile. “The others can handle the pirates. Don’t drain yourself too much.”

      Yanko remembered that she hadn’t been shooting to kill. Maybe he’d finally found a Turgonian who didn’t list nobly slaying enemies in battle as a primary occupation—or an exciting and desirable hobby.

      Amaranthe opened her mouth, but instead of saying more, she turned toward the Nurian ship. Tynlee, her two bodyguards, and Arayevo were on the deck over there, with a gangplank and grappling hooks now attaching the two ships and allowing them to sail side by side. The yacht was much smaller than the other vessel. It looked like a merchant ship, what remained of one. It would need a lot of repairs.

      Arayevo waved at Yanko when he caught her gaze. She must have decided to help Tynlee instead of swimming over to join in the fight. Tynlee also turned to look back at them.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever stop finding that odd,” Amaranthe said after a moment.

      “What’s that?” Yanko asked.

      “Someone using the Science to speak into my mind. Tynlee says one of us—Sicarius or I—may want to come over and hear what the Nurian captain has to say. I’m a little surprised she’s offering free information. Maybe she’ll expect some Turgonian information in exchange. That seems to be how diplomacy works among the nations of the world.” She smiled faintly. “I guess I’m taking a swim.”

      “I can help you.”

      “With swimming? My crawl stroke isn’t that great, I admit. I grew up in Stumps. Most of the year, it’s too cold to contemplate immersing oneself in the lake.”

      “Uh, I meant with magic. If you find levitation less odd than telepathy.”

      “Hm, maybe not less odd, but I’ll accept the offer if you have energy left for it.” She plucked at the soggy hem of her tunic and headed for the railing.

      Yanko, who was only weary in the emotional sense, easily conjured enough air to lift her and carry her to the Nurian ship. She landed, waved back to him, and headed toward a cabin into which Tynlee had disappeared.

      Tynlee? Yanko asked, sensing her presence inside with several of the Nurian crew. She seemed to be talking to people but was also helping someone who’d been laid on a cot—someone injured. Did she have some ability to heal in addition to her mind magic? If that was what she was doing, he hated to disturb her.

      Yes? she replied.

      Should I help here or…? Yanko groped for a way to ask if the information Tynlee wanted Amaranthe to hear would be useful for him to hear. He didn’t want to come across as an annoying snoop, but he also didn’t want to be kept in the dark.

      Perhaps you and Dak should come over after you’re done there.

      Yanko and Dak? Did that mean this tied into the mission they both shared? Of finding Zirabo?

      I’ll get Dak, he said.

      Tynlee didn’t reply. Maybe she was busy healing that person.

      Yanko braced himself to walk into the carnage inside the cabin of the airship.
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* * *

      Yanko stepped past the bodies of dead pirates, glad the smoke or poor lighting made it hard to see details inside the airship cabin. The interior smelled of melted metal and rubber and other acrid scents he couldn’t identify. His nostrils twitched, and his eyes stung.

      Clangs came from deeper within the ship. Yanko stood next to a kitchen and mess hall, and a single passageway led deeper, doors open and shut all along it. Cabins for the crew, he guessed. He glimpsed a circular stairwell in the corner of the mess hall leading to a lower level.

      The smoke stirred to one side of the passageway, and Yanko lifted his hands and prepared a mental defense. Lakeo stepped out of a doorway, and he lowered his arms.

      She lifted a pocket watch on a gold chain. “Is this real gold, Yanko? It looks valuable, don’t you think?”

      “Yes.” He tried to think of a way to discourage her from looting the pirate ship while Dak and Sicarius were still killing pirates, but the clangs died down, so maybe they had finished. “And Turgonian. Those are their numerals on the face.”

      “So? You think one of those agents would be willing to buy it off me? I don’t know how you plan to get around when we reach Nuria again, but I have zero money, and I don’t have a family who will put me up while I look for a job.” Her mouth twisted.

      Yanko understood her concerns, but… “I think the agents are going to expect this ship to go back to Turgonia and the items inside to be returned to the families of the soldiers who were lost in the pirate attack.” Yanko wondered how that had happened, how some scruffy pirates had managed to steal the valuable craft from trained Turgonian soldiers.

      “Yes,” a cool voice said from the smoky passageway.

      Dak stepped out of the smoke and extricated the pocket watch from Lakeo’s fingers. Sicarius appeared behind him, and Yanko realized he was several inches shorter than Dak, and not that tall for a Turgonian man. Though he’d proven he was every bit as deadly as any other Turgonian. Even with his magic, Yanko wouldn’t want to face him again in battle. He wasn’t even sure he would bet on Dak to come out on top if the two of them squabbled.

      Lakeo propped her fists on her hips. “Well, can’t I at least loot the pirates’ stuff? Nobody cares if their stolen loot goes back to their families, right?”

      Dak looked at Yanko, as if he were responsible for Lakeo’s obsession with acquiring treasures. Sicarius also looked at Yanko. His face was spattered with blood but as impassive as ever, and Yanko had no idea what he was thinking.

      “Is Amaranthe on the deck?” Sicarius asked.

      “Tynlee asked her to join her on the Nurian ship,” Yanko replied. “She thought the Nurian captain had information you two should know.”

      “And she offered it for free?” Sicarius said.

      “I don’t know. It was a telepathic conversation, and they didn’t include me.”

      “Rude,” Lakeo said.

      Sicarius didn’t speak, merely slipping past them, barely stirring the smoke on his way out. He said nothing about the pocket watch or loot.

      “We found the captain,” Dak told Yanko. “He was indeed a mage. A Kendorian, I believe.”

      “Does found him mean killed him?” Yanko glanced down the passageway. He’d forgotten there was a mage aboard, one that had threatened him, and felt guilty for assuming Dak and Sicarius could deal with any trouble they found inside. Though it sounded like that had been a correct assumption.

      “He didn’t expect to face two Turgonians with mage-hunter training.” Dak smiled tightly, but his brow soon furrowed. “There was another officer yelling orders when we first charged in. We haven’t found him yet. Can you tell if anyone is hidden?”

      “There’s a whole second level under us.” Yanko pointed to the steps.

      “Yes, the boilers, engines, furnaces, and other machinery will be down there.” Dak sounded like he was familiar with the design of the craft. He knew all about underwater boats, so why not airships?

      Though a big room full of machinery sounded like a good place to hide, Yanko reached out with his senses, looking for signs of life on their current floor before peering down there. They wouldn’t want to leave pirates at their backs. Machinery also sounded more likely than crew cabins to be booby-trapped. He didn’t know if pirates would think to set explosives to blow up their ship if they were captured, but Turgonians were known for that. And some of the pirates had possessed typical Turgonian coloring.

      “Did you check the last two cabins?” Yanko pointed down the passageway, sensing two people back there. Neither of them seemed to be injured. He sensed that they hoped the Turgonians wouldn’t find them, that they would leave, and that the pair could find a way to repair the ship and make it to some port.

      “Yes.” Dak tilted his head. “Though we didn’t look under bunks.” Judging by his tone, he thought the idea of hiding under a bunk or elsewhere was unseemly.

      Yanko didn’t admit that he would definitely hide under his bed if hulking Turgonians charged onto his ship. Instead, he tried to figure out how the two crew members had eluded Dak and Sicarius. They seemed to be in a box or—ah.

      “There’s an armoire back there that will interest you.” Yanko pointed up the passageway again but paused with his finger dangling in the air. He also sensed someone in almost the same spot but on the lower level. Unlike the others, that someone was injured and in pain.

      “An armoire?” Dak asked. “Do you think Tynlee finds my current wardrobe unacceptable?”

      “It is monochromatic,” Yanko said distractedly. The man in pain didn’t seem to be hiding. It was more like he was pinned or otherwise unable to escape. Had some beam or strut fallen during the crash? “I sense someone down below. I’m going to look.”

      Dak hesitated. “We should stay together. This is a Turgonian ship, regardless of who was piloting it today.”

      “You’re thinking of booby traps too? You and Sicarius charged in rather recklessly.”

      “It’s best to act quickly and decisively so the enemy doesn’t have time to formulate tactics,” Dak said, a touch stiffly. “And my concern is for you wandering around the ship alone, not me.”

      “Because I’m more likely to be blown up by a Turgonian booby trap than you are?”

      “Your robe looks like it would burn easily, but no. I trust my ability to recognize them.”

      “You have your cocky moments, Dak,” Yanko said.

      “Possibly.” He looked over Yanko’s shoulder.

      “The person down there is injured and stuck,” Yanko said, reluctant to leave someone down there who might be on the verge of death. He doubted the men hiding in the armoire were going anywhere with so many people still outside.

      He turned in the direction Dak was looking, expecting Lakeo, who had slunk off while they had been talking, no doubt looking for loot that Dak wouldn’t object to her keeping. But Jhali stood behind him. Yanko barely kept himself from jumping. He didn’t think he needed to be alarmed by Jhali showing up behind him anymore, but he wasn’t entirely certain about that.

      Blood that didn’t appear to be hers smeared the sleeve of her wet white mage-hunter garb, so she must have found a battle somewhere.

      “I will go with White Fox,” Jhali said.

      “You’re offering to be his bodyguard and risk yourself to pull him out of harm’s way if there are booby traps?” Dak asked skeptically.

      “I’m offering to help him retrieve an injured person,” Jhali said.

      Dak shook his head and opened his mouth again.

      “It’s fine.” Yanko lifted a hand. “There’s an armoire back there waiting for you. And if I had to guess, I’d say Tynlee is fond of blue and yellow.”

      Dak’s lips thinned, but he shrugged and headed down the passageway.

      Yanko hoped Dak’s reluctance to let him go off alone with Jhali didn’t mean he knew more about her intentions than Yanko did. Did he still believe Jhali was a threat to him? That, given the chance, she would sink a dagger between his shoulder blades? Was Dak better at reading people than he was? Nurian people? Yanko would like to say that was unlikely, but he couldn’t.

      When he looked at Jhali’s cool expression, he abruptly had reservations about going into some dark boiler room alone with her. But he’d battled her and come out on top before, he reminded himself. Besides, it would be cowardly to back out now.

      “This way,” he murmured, heading for the stairs.

      As they descended the spiral metal steps, Yanko told himself not to glance over his shoulder repeatedly. Just because a confined, smoky, windowless hold was a great place for an assassin to finish off her prey was no reason to find it alarming.

      “What are you going to do when we reach home, Jhali?”

      She didn’t answer. Maybe she didn’t believe this was the time for small talk.

      Yanko conjured a globe of light to guide them, but the smoke was worse down below and made it difficult to see. He relied more on his senses to investigate the open, lower level.

      Machinery hummed and radiated heat. He realized that the purpose of the balloon had only been to give the craft lift and that it relied on engines to power propellers for forward momentum. Other contraptions allowed for steering. The airship seemed almost as complicated as the Turgonian underwater boats.

      Jhali cleared her throat, maybe wondering why he had stopped at the base of the steps to stare into the smoke around them.

      “He’s in the back in a little room,” Yanko said and glanced back.

      He let out a startled squawk when he saw that Jhali had drawn her weapons and held a Turgonian pistol in one hand and her throwing stars in the other. He rushed to form a protective barrier around himself.

      She raised her eyebrows and shifted the pistol so that it didn’t point at his back.

      “You weren’t thinking of shooting me, right?” Yanko tried to smile and make it sound like a joke, but he doubted he succeeded.

      If she had drawn the weapons in anticipation of danger ahead, why wouldn’t she have been pointing the pistol at the deck or at least away from him?

      The way she hesitated before answering wasn’t encouraging. “I wasn’t going to shoot you, no.”

      “But you were thinking about it?” Maybe he should have dropped it, but it would be better to know if he needed to watch himself around her going forward. Or part ways with her as soon as possible.

      “I admit I was thinking that Mistress Zu Chey will be disappointed that I failed my mission. I will likely be punished when I return.”

      “Maybe it’s time for an early retirement. No need to return, eh?”

      She frowned at him. “It would not be right to abandon those who raised me after my parents were killed.”

      “Ah. I didn’t realize…” Yanko, remembering the injured man, made himself turn and head toward the room he’d detected. “I don’t know much about your situation since you never talk about it. For instance, is being a mage hunter a job or a lifetime commitment?”

      “It is not a job.” Jhali followed him, pointing the pistol toward the deck this time. Where had she even gotten a Turgonian weapon? “I owe much to Zu Chey and the other leaders in my sect.”

      “And you still hate me because of who my mother is,” Yanko reasoned, trying to be logical, though it unnerved him that she’d been wrestling with herself back there. While holding a pistol in his direction.

      “If Snake Heart indeed died from my throwing star, my need for vengeance will be satisfied.”

      Yanko grimaced, remembering his mother’s pirate lover—Gramon—carrying her off that beach while she bled profusely from her throat. Had she survived the injury? Yanko had no way to know.

      “Comforting,” he murmured. “But you still have an assignment to kill me, right? Or did that end with Sun Dragon’s death?”

      “Sun Dragon is the one who hired the sect to send someone to kill you because he wanted no competition in retrieving the lodestone. Since I already had reason to hate your family, I was chosen. Sun Dragon paid the fee in advance, so his death is irrelevant. The sect will feel obligated to carry out the assassination and report its completion to his family.”

      “That’s wonderful. So even if you don’t do it, someone else will?”

      “Someone else will try. You are surprisingly difficult to kill.”

      Yanko grunted, not in agreement, not when she’d had a pistol pointed at his back and he’d had his guard down.

      “You will simply have to save the lives of all future mage hunters who are sent after you.”

      Yanko glanced back at her face. Had that been a joke? He hadn’t witnessed a sense of humor from her yet.

      Her face remained hard to read. Maybe the ability to convey a featureless expression was developed during mage-hunter training. Or a constantly dour expression, such as Dak favored.

      “Is that why you’re not trying to kill me now?” he asked. “Because of the brig on the sinking ship?”

      “It… has made this difficult.”

      “Because you’re growing to appreciate my charisma and my noble desire to help our people?”

      “No.” The flatness of the syllable made him suspect his charisma irritated her more than it appealed. “Because it isn’t honorable to kill someone who saved your life. I have been considering whether to give more weight to my duty to my mentors and surrogate family or my personal honor.”

      She had called him naive before when he’d spoken of honor, but it was clear it meant something to her.

      He decided to abandon the subject, both because they had reached the room in the back and because he didn’t want to irritate her when it sounded like she truly was wrestling with herself. Who was to say that the next time she stepped onto the mat that it would come out in his favor? Or what if she saved his life at some point? Would they be even then? He’d thought she might consider that to be the case after she’d helped him escape in Turgonia but perhaps not.

      His yellow light shined through the smoke to reveal a solid metal door without a handle or knob. Yanko touched his fingers to it and found it warm. Heat from the nearby engines or some magical energy? He closed his eyes and examined it with his senses. If this was a Turgonian ship, any booby traps should be physical rather than magical, but the pirate captain had been a mage.

      A weak cough came from inside.

      Something magical plucked at his senses. A Made item. It didn’t seem to involve the door; it was inside the room with the man.

      On the chance that they stood before a simple pocket door, Yanko rested his palms on the surface and tried to pull it aside. It didn’t budge.

      Jhali pushed an inset lever that he hadn’t noticed. The door slid aside.

      Lakeo would have made a sarcastic comment about his manhood. Jhali said nothing.

      Inside, an old man lay curled up in the corner farthest from the door. Glowing red chains were attached to shackles around his wrists and ankles and also attached to a throbbing red panel embedded in the wall. They glowed not because they were hot but because they contained magical energy. Someone had thought this old man required more than steel for bindings? Why?

      “That doesn’t look like part of the original Turgonian design,” Jhali noted.

      “No.” Yanko examined the chains with his mind, hoping it would be a simple matter to break them with magic.

      At the sound of their voices, the man looked up with bleary eyes. Sores and bruises marred the skin that was visible through the shredded remains of a black Turgonian uniform. There wasn’t any insignia or rank on it, but maybe he had been traveling with the soldiers when this ship had been stolen. Had he witnessed what happened to the crew?

      He lifted his bearded chin and said something in Turgonian.

      “I only speak Nurian,” Yanko said in case the prisoner understood. “Are you part of the original crew?”

      The man was far older and frailer than the typical Turgonian soldier. Maybe he was an officer who’d refused to retire.

      He said something else defiantly. Yanko recognized the Turgonian word for pirates.

      “Actually, we’re not pirates. We’re…” Yanko paused. Yes, exactly what was he these days? “I’m Yanko White Fox.”

      “I’m sure that’ll clear it right up for him,” Jhali said.

      “We’re with the Nurian diplomat Tynlee Blue Heron. We stopped the pirates.”

      The man frowned at him. Yanko supposed there wasn’t any point in speaking to someone who didn’t understand his language.

      But the man switched languages and said in perfect Nurian, “Since when do diplomats pick fights with pirates?”

      “Well, we had three Turgonians on board.”

      The old man snorted, more in acceptance than defiance.

      “Will you go get Dak, please?” Yanko asked Jhali. “I’m going to try to break those chains.”

      “With more effectiveness than you used on the door?”

      There was the sarcasm he’d been waiting for.

      “You’ve been spending too much time with Lakeo,” Yanko said.

      Yanko thought a faint smile ghosted across her lips, but he had to be wrong. Jhali didn’t smile.

      After she disappeared, he went farther into the room and knelt so that he was on eye-level with the glowing red panel that the chains were attached to.

      “Who is Dak?” The man considered Yanko warily, maybe not ready to believe he wasn’t in the hands of more pirates.

      “A Turgonian military officer.” Yanko wouldn’t give his name since Dak had kept it from him for so long. Spies, presumably, didn’t like to wander around tossing out their identities.

      “And who are you, Yanko White Fox?”

      “Nobody at the moment, I’m afraid.” He rested his hand on the panel, feeling the magic like a vibration against his fingers.

      The man looked at his chest. “That robe suggests otherwise.”

      “It was a gift.”

      “That you didn’t earn?” Did the man know about Stargrind and what becoming a warrior mage entailed? His accent was so slight that Yanko would have believed he had spent time in Nuria.

      “Not exactly,” he said.

      “Too bad. When I first saw it, I was confident you could free me. Now, I’m wondering if you’re going to blow us both up.”

      “I blew up the balloon. That’s the only explosion I aspire to today.”

      The man sighed. “We should have listened to Admiral Starcrest. President Starcrest.”

      “You’ve met him?”

      “Many times, yes. Helium doesn’t have the lifting power of hydrogen, but it’s still lighter than air. I suppose mages would be less likely to cause helium to explode in a fiery inferno.”

      “I know very little about helium.”

      “You don’t look old enough to know much about anything.”

      Maybe Yanko shouldn’t have shaved his beard. “I’m good with bees and plants,” he murmured.

      The old man didn’t seem to know what to say about that, so Yanko concentrated on the panel. He heard a shout from above, followed by the clang of steel. Maybe that meant Dak had opened the armoire. If so, he might be busy for a minute.

      A firearm rang out from the deck above, and the old man’s eyebrows twitched.

      The magic in the panel wasn’t familiar. The captain had been Kendorian, and Yanko knew little about the magic studied there. He let his mind sink into the molecules of the metal and detected how the magic had been woven into the chain, reinforcing it. More than that, he sensed a booby trap of sorts. Tiny explosive elements integrated into the links of the chain. They had the power to injure someone attempting to cut the metal.

      Yanko decided that rather than cutting the bonds, he would heat the metal of the shackles to the melting point. He could free the man while leaving the booby traps in place.

      The sounds of fighting died down as he worked. The old man gasped, drawing back as Yanko borrowed heat from the furnace outside the room and channeled it into the metal. He created shields of compressed air to protect his skin, then melted the bindings away from the chains. As footsteps sounded on the stairs, the shackles slumped to the deck in formless lumps.

      The old man struggled to rise—he must have been locked in that spot for weeks. Months?

      Yanko helped him up as Dak appeared in the open doorway.

      “Professor Hawkcrest?” Dak gripped the jamb, his mouth dangling open.

      The man squinted at him, then nodded.

      When Dak recovered and continued speaking, he switched to Turgonian.

      The old man—the professor?—staggered forward, still using the wall for support, and gripped Dak’s forearm with one hand. Dak returned the clasp carefully. He frowned up and down at the professor, no doubt noting his frailness and the torn uniform, a uniform that hadn’t been washed for a long time. He hadn’t been washed for a long time. Or fed much, from what Yanko could tell.

      Dak started to lead the man toward the stairs but paused when the professor asked a question.

      “No,” Dak said, switching to Nurian. “You have Yanko to thank.” He waved at Yanko. “And Consul Tynlee. I’ll introduce you to her. They were the ones who diverted. I merely poked holes in some pirates once we got close enough.”

      “A noble pastime, nonetheless. I wish I’d had the opportunity to do it myself.” The professor swallowed, pausing to gaze into the smoky darkness. “I could do little after they threw most of the crew overboard. I was never a great warrior hero, but it is disappointing to find that your body has more limitations than it once did.”

      “Your designs are the stuff of legend. You’ve been a hero in other ways.” Dak nodded and guided the man away.

      Yanko trailed after them, though they switched back to Turgonian, and he didn’t get any more clues about who they had rescued. But he was relieved they had rescued people and that Tynlee had been right about the pirates.

      He dreaded the idea of what would happen if he and Dak ran into Turgonian soldiers following a mission, and that mission put Nurians in danger. They wouldn’t be on the same side then. Yanko hoped that day never came.
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      After Yanko rounded up the loot-seeking Lakeo, they levitated over to the Nurian ship. He found Tynlee in a cabin with the captain, most of their group, and several cots loaded with injured Nurians. He’d seen others on the deck with blankets pulled over them and feared that as many had died as had been injured.

      Yanko was glad they had sailed over to help but wished they had arrived fifteen minutes sooner. This ship was even more damaged than the airship, with holes perforating the hull and the vessel listing to one side. The rasps of saws and bangs of hammers announced the crew was already at work with repairs.

      Professor Hawkcrest was finishing telling his tale when Yanko entered, with Lakeo trailing after him. Fortunately, he spoke in Nurian, so Yanko caught up quickly.

      The professor said the airship had been in dock in a small port town on the far southern tip of the Turgonian coast, and he had been working late into the night, overseeing the installation of engine upgrades. Only a few soldiers had been aboard, since the captain had allowed the crew to take leave. The pirates had struck well after dark, using their own captain’s Kendorian magic to take them by surprise. They had ruthlessly killed the soldiers and taken off before dawn, leaving only the professor alive. The pirates had believed a warrior-caste prisoner would be valuable if they needed to barter with Turgonians, and they also hadn’t known how to work the airship and had assumed he would.

      “I didn’t tell them anything,” Hawkcrest vowed, looking at Dak as if he feared judgment. “But one of them was a former Turgonian soldier who’d been stationed on an airship before, and he figured out how to get it out of dock.”

      “I understand, Lord Hawkcrest. It’s unfortunate—and brazen of pirates to attack even a small Turgonian port.” Dak’s jaw tightened, a muscle ticking in his cheek. “We’ll make sure to get you on a ship heading back home so you can officially report,” Dak added, looking toward Amaranthe and Sicarius.

      Amaranthe nodded.

      Hawkcrest grimaced. “Are you sure you can’t leave me on a beach on one of the Kyatt Islands? I do hate making reports of my failings to the government.”

      He hadn’t mentioned a military rank, so Yanko assumed he was a technical advisor.

      “If anyone can make a report to Rias without worrying about being reprimanded,” Dak said, “it should be you, my lord. You used to correct his math equations at the university, after all.”

      “They rarely needed correcting. And nobody’s a lord anymore.”

      “He hasn’t dissolved the warrior-caste system.” Dak frowned. “Has he? I admit I’ve been out of the country for most of the last year.”

      “No, but we’re all equal now in the eyes of the law. And when we walk into his office to report bad news.” Hawkcrest sighed and shook his head. As gaunt as the man was after his weeks chained in the airship, Yanko couldn’t imagine anyone going too hard on him.

      “I don’t think we’ll be able to make it to Kyatt,” the Nurian captain said. “We’ll have to visit the closest island with a few trees we can use to make repairs.”

      “And our yacht is destined for Nuria,” Tynlee said.

      Hawkcrest grimaced again. “I’m not inclined to spend time on their beaches.”

      “If you come with us, we’ll figure out a way to get you home from there,” Tynlee said. “Our diplomatic headquarters is in the Great City, and I have sway among my colleagues there. Even if your embassy can’t help you right now, we will.”

      “I am at your mercy.” Hawkcrest bowed.

      The Nurian captain, a middle-aged man in fine silks, though they were now covered with blood and grime, cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t bet on any embassy in Nuria being a safe place right now. Or anywhere in the Great City—or the Great Land—for that matter. That’s why we loaded our ship with all the wealth in our warehouses and headed out for other ports. I was hoping to sell our goods and ride out the storm halfway across the world. I wasn’t expecting a pirate airship to attack, but we did have a few magical baubles worth some coin.” He sighed and shook his head.

      Yanko leaned forward. “What’s happening in the Great City? The Great Land?”

      Tynlee clasped her hands behind her back. Maybe she’d already heard what he was going to say. Was this what she’d wanted Amaranthe and Sicarius to hear?

      The captain glanced at the Turgonians. “Honored Consul, should I speak openly with them here? I’ve already given them everything pertinent to their people.”

      “What did you give us?” Dak asked. “I’m sure our agents are already aware of the explosion.”

      Explosion? Yanko looked back and forth between them. He couldn’t magically extract information from Dak’s brain, but he was tempted to try to read the captain with more than his eyes.

      “I told you that the Turgonian embassy in the Great City had been blown up,” the captain protested. “It only happened a week ago, so I’m certain your people don’t know about it yet. I thought you would value what I offered free of charge.”

      “You thought we would value that you’re trying to save your people from a war by reporting an atrocity to ours preemptively?” Dak asked.

      Amaranthe gripped her chin, listening intently but not jumping into the discussion.

      “I thought that was quite magnanimous of me since I have nothing at stake,” the captain said. “I simply wanted you to know that the bombing wasn’t at the order of the Great Chief. He’s not even in the city. The rebel factions are trying to make trouble, and some idiot thought pissing your people off would be a good idea. Or perhaps it was someone who decided to take revenge for some past wrong when nobody was looking.” The captain raised his hands. “I am hoping you’ll report back to your superiors that the majority of Nurians do not want a war with Turgonia, not now. A lot of people think the Kendorians may have bombed the embassy, hoping to cause further trouble for our nation right now.”

      Yanko rubbed the back of his neck. He couldn’t imagine how crazy events in the Great City must have gotten for someone to think blowing up a foreign embassy would be a good idea—or without repercussions. That barricade at the harbor of Red Sky had seemed a riot of anarchy at the time, but to have such open acts of war—or was this an act of sedition?—happening in the Nurian capital itself?

      “That is the information I’m willing to give to Turgonia,” the captain said, waving his hands toward the door. “You have my thanks for assisting Consul Tynlee. Please leave us now, so we can speak privately.”

      Dak and Sicarius both looked like they might prove obstinate, but Amaranthe murmured something in Turgonian, clasped her hands behind her back and strolled out past Yanko. Dak and Sicarius hesitated but then followed.

      Dak met Yanko’s eyes as he passed, but if there was a secret message in the look, Yanko couldn’t decipher it. Maybe he hoped Yanko would later share what he learned. It depended on what it was. Dak might have better luck getting information by putting on an orange shirt and flirting with Tynlee. Though Yanko wasn’t certain he had figured that out yet.

      “You travel with strange company, Honored Consul,” the captain murmured.

      Tynlee smiled serenely. “My life is terribly predictable and boring when I surround myself only with Nurians. You have news for those of us born under the Great Sun?”

      “After you saved my ship and some of my crew, thank the badger goddess, I will give you whatever I can. I…” The captain looked toward the door and lowered his voice. His gaze locked onto Yanko—actually, Yanko’s robe—and he seemed to notice him for the first time. “Ah, forgive me, Honored Warrior Mage. I did not realize—you must have been paramount in the victory. I thank you also.”

      “Uh.” Yanko had donned the robe for the magical stamina it gave him, but as Tynlee’s gaze turned toward him, her eyebrows elevated, his cheeks caught fire. He didn’t want to explain to the captain that he hadn’t earned the robe yet. Nor did he want to take credit for the victory. Why hadn’t he thought to remove it before stepping onto a Nurian vessel?

      “Yanko is shy,” Tynlee said, “but he was indeed paramount in our victory over the pirates. Thank you for noticing, Captain.”

      Yanko bowed, unable to make the movement smooth, for he was a fraud. However inadvertently, he’d just made Tynlee an accomplice to his fraud.

      He’s fleeing the nation, Tynlee spoke into his mind. It’s unlikely you’ll meet him again. Perhaps by the time you do, you’ll be a warrior mage in truth.

      I would have to reapply to Stargrind and successfully complete the years of training there, and with everything that’s going on at home, I doubt the school will be taking on new applicants soon.

      I do not know. Her face grew troubled as she turned back to the captain. “What else is happening in the Great Land, Captain?”

      “Chaos, I’m afraid. We were lucky to get out when we did. For a time, the harbor in the Great City was barricaded by the armies and navies of the Great Chief himself, but Admiral Lahtu brought his naval forces in. The Great Chief didn’t have as many people to draw upon as usual because the faction calling itself the Swift Wolves led the roundup of the moksu families, depriving the current rulers of their powerful allies. It was during the battle that we slipped out. Many did. Many are fleeing the nation.”

      “Roundup of the moksu families?” Yanko looked at Tynlee.

      “It’s been going on for months, from what I understand,” the captain said. “Honored families being captured and put into internment camps. Women and children included. Especially those with family members known to be mages. The Wolves, as they’ve been referring to themselves, want a land where magic doesn’t determine your status, where all Nurians have the right to acquire wealth and an education.”

      Tynlee tapped her chin. “I understand why those of lesser means wish for a change, but this is so violent, so destructive. And now someone is trying to involve the Turgonians?”

      Yanko barely heard her. All he could think was that this was what may have happened to his family. Maybe their disappearance hadn’t had anything to do with Yanko and his secret mission from Prince Zirabo. Maybe the White Foxes had been rounded up because they had once been a great family, close to the Great Chief. Could whoever was capturing moksu families not have realized the White Foxes were on the disgraced list? Or had they simply wanted to ensure that the Great Chief couldn’t change his mind about that disgrace and call upon them?

      “Where are the moksu prisoners being taken?” Yanko asked before he realized he was interrupting another conversation between Tynlee and the captain. “I apologize, Honored Captain, Honored Consul.” He bowed hastily, hands pressed together. “But my family—I believe this may be what happened to my family. Before I left, they disappeared from our homestead.”

      “There are numerous camps, but the most important families and thousands of prisoners overall are rumored to be held on an island prison from which there is no escape.”

      Thousands? Yanko gripped the wall for support.

      “Not Krychek Island, I hope,” Tynlee murmured.

      “No, that’s doubtful,” the captain said. “That’s occupied already. And far too close to the Turgonian coast.”

      “Krychek?” Yanko hadn’t heard of the place.

      “A penal island where the Turgonians send their worst criminals,” Tynlee said. “The Turgonian president spent some time there, I read.”

      Yanko wrinkled his nose at the idea. Only in Turgonia could someone go from being a war hero to a criminal to the leader of the nation. He reminded himself that he was considered a criminal right now. He hoped he didn’t end up on some penal island… unless that was where he had to go to find his family.

      “What island, Captain?” Yanko asked. “Do you know its name?”

      “I don’t. I am not moksu, and it seemed best to stay ignorant on the matter. It’s been a long time since asking questions among strangers could be considered safe. I’m relieved to be on my way away from Nuria.”

      Yanko frowned. “Surely, it’s better to stay and help than to flee.”

      “Only if you wish to get an arrow in your heart.” The captain looked at Tynlee. “Or have diplomatic immunity.”

      “I’m not sure whether diplomatic immunity conveys immunity in your own country,” Tynlee said dryly. “Is there any other news you have that we should know about?”

      “Have you heard anything about Prince Zirabo?” Yanko added.

      “The Great Chief’s youngest?” the captain asked. “No. He’s a diplomat too, isn’t he? If he’s smart, he’s arranged to be on a mission in another country right now.”

      Yanko frowned at the idea that Zirabo would hide in another country when Nuria most needed wisdom and counsel. He doubted that was true.

      “I’m sorry,” the captain said, “but I don’t have anything more to give you. Just know that there’s trouble everywhere back in Nuria. I don’t think the newspapers are even being printed. You’d be wise to find another port for now. Presumably, with your diplomatic immunity, you can go anywhere.” He extended an open palm toward Tynlee. “I wish we had as many options. The rest of the world isn’t going to be eager to accept refugees from Nuria, not when we’ve warred with so many nations.”

      “The Kyattese won’t turn you away. And you’ll find more qualified healers than I there.” Tynlee rose from the cot where she had been sitting and bandaging an injured man.

      “For a price,” the captain said. “It would be nice if more people with the ability to use magic would do so without charging for it.”

      “We’ll stay a little longer, and I’ll help as I can. I regret that my studies in healing were minimal.”

      “I’m sorry, Honored Consul. I didn’t mean you. I’m grateful for your help.”

      Tynlee wiggled her fingers in acknowledgment and walked out. Yanko didn’t have any further questions for the captain, so he trailed after her with Lakeo following. She’d had so little to say. He wondered if she planned to head off on her own journey once they landed. He supposed it depended on whether she had found any decent booty on the pirate ship.

      Tynlee stopped when they had moved away from the door and looked at Yanko. “He spoke the truth in there. I got a few glimpses of things he’d seen in the last weeks he was in Nuria. I’m afraid for our people. And I worry for you on this mission of yours. Since you are moksu and a mage, you’ll need to be very careful traveling through the countryside. I would definitely put that robe away.”

      “Yes, Honored Consul. I will. It’s useful in battle, and I forgot to take it off afterward.”

      “In a battle I asked you to join, I know.”

      Yanko hadn’t meant to imply that it was her fault he’d been caught wearing it and lifted a hand in protest.

      “I suggest you avoid all battles while looking for the prince.” She patted him on the back and walked off to help others.

      Kei squawked as he flew in from the yacht and landed on Yanko’s shoulder. “Rum-swilling sea monkeys! Sea monkeys!” His beady eyes peered around the deck.

      “Actually, those were the pirates.” Yanko pointed his thumb toward the remains of the Turgonian airship. “We’re on a Nurian ship now.”

      “Jorrats, Jorrats!”

      “How are you going to avoid battles when your parrot insists on insulting everybody within hearing range?” Lakeo asked.

      “I don’t know.” Yanko rubbed his face. “I don’t know.”
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* * *

      The Great City was burning.

      Yanko stood at the yacht’s railing and stared across the water at the flames lighting the night sky. He had never been to the Great City, but he had read all about it in books and studied maps and illustrations. He knew which of the six hills held the Great Chief’s palace. It was aflame, as was much of the waterfront. Distant booms floated from great warships in the harbor, the crews firing openly on the city.

      “Why?” Yanko whispered to himself, though he wasn’t alone at the railing. Most of the yacht’s crew as well as Dak had come out to look as soon as the flames had come into sight. “Why destroy the capital?”

      “A new ruler may have an easier transition if the physical home of the government that’s existed for centuries is destroyed,” Dak said.

      “Turgonia didn’t do that, and you changed completely from an empire to a republic.” Yanko didn’t know as much as he should about how their transition had gone, but it was hard to imagine such a change without some bloodshed.

      “No, but Emperor Sespian didn’t particularly want his job, and he seemed content to dissolve the empire and embrace the new republic. Your Great Chief is—was?—a different matter.”

      Tynlee drifted up to join them, gripping the railing for support that the calm sea shouldn’t have demanded. “The problem with studying the mental sciences,” she whispered, “is that you learn to feel the emotions of human souls in pain. A great many people in the city are in pain.”

      “The docks are burning,” the captain called from behind them, “and ships are firing on the waterfront. We can’t put into the harbor there. Honored Consul? Another port?”

      Tynlee dropped her chin to her chest, not answering.

      “Yellow Delta?” Dak suggested. “It’s less than a hundred miles away but a sleepy mill town. It shouldn’t be a contended city for the factions.”

      The captain waited for Tynlee to reply.

      She took a deep, shaky breath, then nodded. “Yellow Delta, Captain. May the dolphin goddess guide us to a safe port. May there be a safe port.”

      The hair on the back of Yanko’s neck stirred in warning. Someone on the mainland or one of those ships was using magic to investigate them. Tynlee’s head came up sharply, and he knew she sensed it too.

      “Can you shield us from prying eyes, Yanko?” she asked. “I can protect my own mind, but…”

      “I’ll do my best.” Yanko reached out, trying to find the source of the scrying magic. There, on one of the warships, a mage looked toward them with more than his eyes.

      Yanko attempted to create an illusion of an empty sea. There was nothing out here but a few logs bobbing in the waves. Maybe a whale.

      He hoped it wasn’t too late for that. Though Tynlee and her yacht shouldn’t be an obvious target—what could any faction gain by kidnapping a minor diplomat?—those people had to be on edge. Maybe they would attack anyone who they didn’t recognize right now.

      Yanko sensed the other mage withdrawing his touch, either believing they weren’t there or believing a little yacht wasn’t worth worrying about. Either way was fine with him.

      “Good,” Tynlee murmured, perhaps sensing it too. “Yes, Captain,” she called over her shoulder. “Take us down the coast to Yellow Delta as quickly as possible. Better to arrive before dawn, so our passengers can depart without notice.”

      She looked at Yanko, but she looked longer at Dak.

      “I appreciate your willingness to help me travel unnoticed into your country, my lady,” Dak said.

      “I trust Yanko will keep an eye on you. And vice versa.”

      Yanko found it interesting that she believed that, since she couldn’t likely see into Dak’s mind any more than Yanko could.

      “I’m less certain about the other spies,” Tynlee said wryly, looking toward the stern of the ship where Amaranthe and Sicarius stood in the shadows, also watching the coastline.

      Yanko wasn’t certain about them either.

      “But they did assist us in battling the pirates and saving the Nurian ship,” she said.

      “So we owe them a favor?” Yanko wondered if that was her thinking.

      “We’ve given them passage. I think that makes us even.”

      “Does that mean you’re not offering us a ride back?” Dak asked.

      “I promised your professor that I’d take him to a friendly port as soon as I speak with a few of my colleagues and get updates. I might be willing to come back for you, should you provide me with a few intriguing stories for my novel research. I’m still hoping you’ll think of a few things that aren’t classified and that you can share.” Tynlee smiled, though her gaze kept shifting to the shore, and her heart didn’t seem in the request.

      “Mm,” Dak said, offering nothing more.

      “Have you made up the characters for your novel yet?” Yanko thought Dak might be more inclined to give Tynlee a few tidbits if he believed the project was real.

      “The hero is a former warrior-caste Turgonian officer who was cast out of his empire—hm, I must update my notes and make that a republic, unless it becomes a historical novel, of course—for a crime he didn’t commit. Now, he travels all over the world, working for a mysterious organization that seeks to unite the world and guide the various governments and people toward peace.”

      “Sounds like fiction,” Dak said.

      “That’s why it’s delightful.”

      “Why would a Nurian author write a story about a Turgonian hero?”

      “They have big muscles and look good with their shirts off.”

      Dak stared at her. “That’s… not usually important in the spy novels I’ve read.”

      “Clearly, you’ve been reading inferior novels.”

      Yanko was starting to regret that he’d asked for details. Fortunately, Tynlee didn’t speak further of Turgonian muscles.

      They fell silent as the yacht sailed down the coast about two miles off shore. Here and there, a light announced some small community or wayside inn, but fortunately, there were no more burning buildings.

      When the lights of Yellow Delta came into view, more densely clustered than the lights elsewhere on the coast, Yanko let out a relieved breath. The town lay nestled in a protected bay bisected by a river, and all appeared quiet and restful.

      A single lamp burned at one end of the beach, and Yanko felt an otherworldly tingle when he looked at it. Some magic in use? The lamp was too dim to illuminate much around it, and the yacht was too far from land for him to sense much else.

      “What’s that place?” Yanko pointed. “Does anybody know?”

      “There’s a shrine there,” Tynlee said. “I can’t remember to whom—the tortoise god? Or is it the dolphin goddess? I believe the fishermen visit it and ask for guidance about whether the seas will be calm or dangerous.”

      Yanko thought of the tortoise he’d seen during his search for the lodestone and how it had guided him to the Mausoleum Bandit’s waterfall stash. At the time, he’d wondered if its appearance meant some god was keeping an eye out for him. Later, he’d dismissed the notion as silly, the idea that the gods cared about him. And yet, he wanted to believe they did, that they cared about what befell Nuria and wanted to see him succeed.

      The tingle made him debate the possibility anew. Maybe he would visit the shrine if there was time. It appeared to be about three miles up the beach from the rest of the city.

      “Taking us in, Honored Consul,” the first mate called from the wheel.

      Yanko found the lack of a barricade in the bay encouraging.

      They sailed into an empty slip without opposition, and Yanko let himself hope that the open fighting in the Great City hadn’t affected the majority of the countryside yet.

      Dak touched his shoulder and pointed. Two lanterns burned, highlighting a pair of posts at the base of their dock. A flagpole stuck out of one, and where Yanko would have expected the bright yellow, green, and purple of the Great Land another flag flapped. It was a plain white with a hint of blood red in the center.

      “The red crescent moon and stars,” Dak said, though he couldn’t have determined that from this distance in the poor lighting. He must have seen the flag before. “It’s the symbol of General Tang Chu, the leader of the Swift Wolves, the faction promising to create a more democratic Nuria and get rid of rule by mages and honored families.”

      A chill went through Yanko. “He’s the one who ordered the honored families rounded up and placed in internment camps?” Realizing Dak hadn’t been privy to that information, even though he clearly had his resources regarding the rebel factions, Yanko looked to Tynlee.

      “The Swift Wolves are the faction the merchant captain told us about, yes,” she said, not commenting on whether Yanko should talk about it in front of one of their Turgonian agents. “Perhaps we can learn more about it in this town, especially if his troops occupy it.”

      “I will be looking for information on Prince Zirabo,” Dak said.

      “As will I.” Yanko hadn’t forgotten his mission, but he did feel bleak about the odds of success now. First, he had to find Zirabo, and then, they had to figure out how to get a fleet of Nurians together and out to the new continent in time to claim it. With war filling the country, how would they manage to put together such a fleet? The Turgonians might have already arrived at the new land and planted their flag. He shook away the defeatist thoughts. He couldn’t give up yet. “It’s my duty,” he added firmly.

      After he completed his mission, he could look for his family.

      “I will seek out information on the internment camps,” Tynlee said. “The Nurian government doesn’t maintain an office here, but I have a contact in Yellow Delta, assuming she’s still at the same address.”

      “Another diplomat?” Yanko asked.

      “My publisher, actually.”

      “You have a publisher already? For the Turgonian muscle book?”

      Dak made a noise between a laugh and a snort and a grunt.

      “For my academic texts,” Tynlee said a little tartly.

      “Oh, sorry.”

      “I suspect I’ll have to find a Kyattese publisher for my novel when the time comes. They’re more liberal in what they’ll print. I would ask the Turgonians, since the hero will surely appeal to Turgonian men and women, but I haven’t found them overly eager to work with Nurian authors. My academic texts, despite being foundational in many universities around the world, haven’t yet been translated into Turgonian.” She pursed her lips at Dak, as if he were somehow responsible for this shortcoming.

      One of the crew members lowered the gangplank.

      “I’ll get my belongings,” Yanko said.

      He trotted down to the cabin he shared with Dak and grabbed Sun Dragon’s scimitar and his pack, the warrior-mage robe stored out of sight inside. Other mages would sense the items, but there was nothing to be done. He didn’t want to be without them in case he ended up in a battle.

      When he returned to the gangplank, he found Dak speaking quietly in Turgonian with Sicarius and Amaranthe. Tynlee and her two bodyguards were already strolling up the dock toward a watchman—or maybe a port-authority officer—ambling sleepily toward the yacht with a lantern. She greeted him with a cheerful hello.

      Dak said some parting words and waved toward the city. Sicarius nodded curtly and hopped to the dock, eschewing the gangplank. Dak strode across it, the wood trembling slightly under his big frame.

      Amaranthe surprised Yanko by turning to him before following the men. She started to extend a hand, but then did an approximation of a Nurian bow.

      “It was good to meet you, Yanko. I hope you and Dak are successful in your search for Prince Zirabo. I’ve only met him a couple of times, but he seems good for your people, so I hope he’s all right.”

      “Thank you.” Yanko returned the bow, but he wasn’t sure how much else to return. “I’m not sure whether it’s right for me to wish you success on your mission or not.”

      Amaranthe winked instead of taking offense. “Such is the way of the secret-agent world.”

      She waved and jogged off after Sicarius—wherever he had gone. He hadn’t simply strode up the dock, and Yanko had lost sight of him. Amaranthe’s parting words hadn’t done anything to make him worry less about what those two would be up to in his country.

      “Yanko?” Arayevo called from behind him.

      He turned to find Arayevo and Lakeo walking toward the gangplank. Jhali wasn’t in sight. Yanko wondered if she was waiting until later to skulk off on her own mission or if she had already gone, disappearing as easily as the Turgonian spies.

      For some reason, it stung him that he might not see her again and that she hadn’t said anything to him. He hadn’t expected a warm farewell, but maybe a parting shot. Or a warning that he should watch his back for other mage hunters, because the sect still had orders to kill him. He grimaced.

      Lakeo poked him in the shoulder.

      “Yes?” He focused on her and Arayevo. Mostly Arayevo. “Are you coming with me to look for Zirabo, or…?” He didn’t want to see her go, but he’d reluctantly come to accept that she would never fall in love with him and go off somewhere simply because he wished it. Nor did she share his love for and loyalty to Nuria.

      Lakeo was the one to answer. “I’ve got a few things to sell.” She waved at her pack. “Then I’ll catch up with you.”

      “Enough to finance your education?” Yanko didn’t want the details of what she’d looted, but he did wonder if she would also leave. He trusted that after all they had been through together, she wouldn’t go off without a word, but he highly doubted she truly cared if Prince Zirabo was alive or dead. Or if Nuria burned, for that matter.

      “Nah. We should have taken down wealthier pirates. Maybe next time.” Lakeo shrugged. “Besides, since I’m technically a criminal on Kyatt right now, I’m not sure if I could enroll in their university even if I had the outrageous tuition money. I’d have to wear a costume and assume a secret identity.”

      Yanko eyed her bare muscled arms. “You’re somewhat memorable.”

      She thumped him on the shoulder. “Thanks.”

      “If you help me complete my quest, perhaps Prince Zirabo would have the diplomatic sway to have the Kyattese police forget about your crime. It was small, after all. A minor theft.”

      “From the way things look to be going in Nuria right now, Prince Zirabo probably doesn’t have the sway to wipe his own ass.”

      Yanko winced at the language. The world might be falling apart, but that didn’t mean he found it acceptable to say crude things about the chosen family.

      “But if you want me to keep helping you, just say it, Yanko.”

      “I want you to keep helping me.” Yanko was surprised that the words came out sincerely. He had Dak for muscle, so he probably didn’t need Lakeo’s burly arms, and she had a sharper tongue than Kei, but… he considered her a friend. They had been through too much together for him not to. Besides, he could keep an eye on her if she stayed close. If she went off on her own, he worried her dreams might get her into trouble that she couldn’t extract herself from.

      Lakeo leaned back, her mouth parting. Had she not expected him to admit that?

      “Oh, all right then. Good.” She thumped him on the shoulder again. “I’ll be back soon.”

      She ambled down the gangplank.

      “I will also meet up with you later,” Arayevo said. “Unless you wish to visit the Falcon’s Flight with me?”

      “Isn’t that Captain Minark’s ship?”

      “Yes. I saw it on the way in. It’s docked down there.” She pointed to a slip farther from land than theirs.

      Yanko stared in dismay. He’d been worrying about the smuggler turning up in Turgonia. What would he be doing here? And Arayevo wouldn’t go back to him, would she? Visit, she’d said. What did that mean? Yanko may have accepted that he and Arayevo weren’t meant to be, but it stung to think that she might still want to travel with that odious smuggler, Minark. She’d called him monkey brains.

      “I don’t usually put much stock in the gods or even have any certainty that they exist,” Arayevo went on, “but I do wonder if some divine hand might have guided us here. What are the odds that we would end up at the same port as Minark?”

      Yanko scowled. Even though he’d just been thinking about the gods protecting and guiding him, he hadn’t had that smuggler in mind.

      “It’s probably the only port that’s not on fire,” he muttered. He knew he sounded grumpy and sullen, but he couldn’t keep himself from blurting, “You’re not going to rejoin him, are you?”

      Arayevo hesitated, her gaze shifting out toward the dark sea beyond the protected bay. “He’s a dolt, I admit, but you know I’m drawn to the sea. And adventure.”

      “Maybe Consul Tynlee could offer you a position on her consulate’s yacht. You’re a good sailor now. Any captain should love to have you.”

      She turned a wry smirk toward him. “A diplomat’s yacht isn’t a typical vessel for adventure.”

      “We fought an airship and pirates on it.” Yanko didn’t truly expect her to accept the offer, an offer he had no right to make, but he couldn’t help himself. He couldn’t give up on changing her mind about sailing with people who skirted or outright broke the law. It still appalled him that she thought it would be delightful to be a part of his mother’s pirate fleet.

      “I doubt that’s a regular occurrence.”

      “Regular encounters with enemies have a tendency to get one killed.”

      “And yet, you’ve made a habit of encountering enemies.”

      “Not by choice,” Yanko said. “You know me. I’d happily be back home, tending my bees and garden and taking the hounds on the mountain trails.”

      “I know. And that’s why I don’t think you’ll ever understand.” She patted him on the arm. “I’m just going to check in on him and the crew. I have friends among them. Maybe he or the others know something about Zirabo. I’ll ask for you.”

      Yanko forced a smile, though he feared she would be lured away again by the promise of adventure. “Thank you.”

      After Arayevo and Lakeo disappeared into the shadows along the dock, Yanko headed slowly down the gangplank. He tried not to feel lonely, but everyone else had gone their own way, and he lacked even Kei’s company. He’d left the parrot snoozing in the cabin since Kei had proven numerous times that he wasn’t nocturnal. Further, his mouth—his beak—tended to get Yanko in trouble.

      “He’s with me,” Tynlee said, waving to Yanko when he reached her and the port-authority officer.

      “Is everybody with you?” The man waved in the direction Arayevo and Lakeo had gone.

      Dak and Amaranthe had disappeared as thoroughly as Sicarius had, and Yanko suspected they hadn’t gone past the officer. Yanko didn’t crane his neck to look for them, lest he draw the man’s attention.

      “A diplomatic consul does not travel without an entourage. He’s my assistant,” Tynlee added when the officer looked contemplatively at Yanko.

      “Moksu?” the officer asked.

      Yanko blinked. Was this man helping round up those from honored families?

      Tynlee chuckled. “Would a moksu boy deign to help some minor diplomat?”

      “Perhaps not, but he has that cocky useless look about him.”

      One of Tynlee’s bodyguards snorted. Yanko didn’t know how to respond. This was such a different response than typical—when he’d left Nuria, it had been considered a crime not to bow deferentially to one from an honored family. To suggest such people were superfluous…

      Yanko shook his head. At least the man wasn’t asking to search his pack for magical artifacts.

      “That’s simply because he’s young. But he has uses. Yanko, carry my pack.” Tynlee thrust it at him.

      “Yes, Honored Consul.” He accepted a hefty backpack, the poky corners of books stabbing him in the chest through the canvas, and headed past the officer, hoping the man wouldn’t stop him.

      “The captain will cover the docking fee,” Tynlee added, and Yanko sensed her using a tendril of her magic to convince the officer not to question her further.

      He waited at the end of the dock, eyeing the flag that Dak had pointed out, until she joined him.

      “He has orders not to let any strangers into the city without thoroughly questioning them,” Tynlee said. “I had to convince him without him realizing he was being convinced. I’ll take my leave of you here—trusting you’ll find Dak, wherever he went—and remind you again to be careful and not to use your surname.”

      “I know. I won’t.” Yanko shuffled the heavy pack back into her arms, surprised she’d been carrying it herself. It had to weigh fifty pounds, and she was a small woman, scarcely over five feet tall. “Are those some of your textbooks?”

      “Some of the latest Turgonian mysteries, thrillers, and romances. My publisher asked to see them. I thought I would be shipping them from the Great City, but perhaps since I’m delivering them in person, she’ll be even more inclined to give me information about what’s been going on.”

      “Turgonian… romances? I wouldn’t have guessed such things exist.”

      “Every culture has romance, Yanko. Don’t be silly.”

      Yanko thought of all the dour Turgonian men he’d met, with their big muscles, big guns, and big warships. “Are the men involved?”

      “Usually.” She snorted. “Return to the yacht if you need to sail back with me. I’ll likely be here gathering information for a few days. Poor Professor Hawkcrest will have to hide in the yacht.”

      “Thank you, Honored Consul, but I don’t anticipate leaving Nuria unless it’s to claim our new continent with Zirabo.”

      “Give Dak the same offer then, please.”

      Yanko bowed and walked in the opposite direction of Tynlee, trusting he would find Dak eventually. Dak had wanted to bring him along, so he shouldn’t be avoiding him.

      He didn’t know the city or where he should start looking for information but thought a tavern along the waterfront might be full of gossiping sailors. Before he’d reached the first one, Yanko spotted a man in a pillory, his wrists and head locked into the uncomfortable wooden structure. Rotten fruit littered the cobblestones around his feet. A whale-oil lamp burning across the street did nothing to shed light on his face, but it did illuminate two sleepy watchmen standing nearby. Whoever the prisoner was, he was important enough that someone wanted to make sure nobody sneaked up to free him.

      Though Yanko didn’t expect to recognize the man, out of habit, he checked the prisoner with his senses. He stumbled, tripping over a cobblestone. He recognized the man.

      Yanko’s flailing arms caught the attention of the watchmen, and they peered in his direction. He caught his balance and walked forward, not looking at them or the pillory. As he passed, the prisoner finally looked up, and Yanko confirmed with his eyes what his senses had already told him.

      It was Gramon, his mother’s ally and lover. How had he come to be captured and stuck here? Was his mother nearby? And her fleet? Or had Gramon parted ways from her after the incident with the golden lodestone? Or had she died due to that neck wound, leaving him to find his own way?

      Yanko ached to stop and ask a dozen questions, but his stumble had woken the watchmen, and they kept an eye on him as he passed. The last thing he needed was to be arrested for associating with a pirate. He made himself continue past without making eye contact with Gramon.

      He was extremely tempted to reach out telepathically and ask his questions. But Gramon was Turgonian. He might object or grow alarmed at telepathic contact. Yanko also found himself reluctant to touch the man’s mind. He hadn’t been horribly despicable, but he’d been willing to torture Yanko. He’d also been willing to torture Jhali.

      Still, the questions burned in his mind, and as soon as Yanko stepped around a corner and out of sight, he leaned against a cool adobe wall and braced himself to contact Gramon.

      Is my mother alive? It was the most burning question in his mind, the one he most needed to know the answer to.

      Seconds ticked past, and Gramon didn’t reply. Yanko could tell he was awake, and he didn’t sense the mental walls that Jhali and Dak possessed that blocked magic, including telepathy. But maybe Gramon was unwilling to speak with him.

      She lives, he finally said, the words as grudging as they were terse. He didn’t volunteer anything else, and nothing about his mental tone suggested he would answer questions for Yanko. Maybe Gramon’s parting from Pey Lu had been painful, and he didn’t want to think about her.

      As long as she hadn’t died back there on that island from Jhali’s throwing star. After all the horrible crimes his mother had committed, Yanko shouldn’t care one way or another if she lived or died, but it was hard to hate someone who didn’t hate him. Who’d offered to teach him and take him into her fleet. Of course, he could never contemplate becoming a pirate, and he was certain that her interest in him would have been nonexistent if he hadn’t had some of her talent for magic, but… he couldn’t pretend he didn’t care.

      Yanko reached out to Gramon again, reminded that, whatever had happened since, he had been the one to carry the injured Pey Lu back to her ship before the Turgonians could catch up with her. Before she could bleed to death on that beach.

      Instead of attempting further communication, he examined the wood pillory binding the pirate. The lock that secured it was strong enough that a man would never be able to break it with pure strength, but for Yanko, snapping a lock was a simple matter.

      He sensed a tendril of surprise from Gramon as he heard the faint sound and felt his prison loosen. Then Yanko walked away.
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      There weren’t as many taverns and boarding houses along the waterfront as in larger cities, and with his magic, Yanko located Dak’s familiar aura. Dak had chosen a pub called the Drunken Duck, claiming a small table in the back for himself. It was crowded when Yanko walked in, with no other tables free, but he imagined Dak had thrown a few elbows or glowered with his single baleful eye and won himself a spot. There weren’t any other Turgonians that Yanko could see, but nobody seemed inclined to pay attention to Dak.

      A man was sticking small flags into a big map of the nation that had been painted on the back wall, and he had the room’s attention. People jeered, groaned, or cheered as the flags went in. The man held a newspaper folded in one hand and glanced at it while he worked.

      Yanko paused. Was that map a real-time representation of the fighting going on in the country?

      He longed to jump onto a table so he could see more than the northern mountains and seas, but he was reluctant to draw attention to himself. It had startled him when the port-authority officer guessed he was moksu simply by looking at him. He couldn’t imagine why—it wasn’t as if he was dressed in fine silks and gold jewelry—but it had been a reminder to lie low. The last thing he needed was to be captured by a gang of thugs and shipped off to that remote island.

      Admittedly, the potential thugs in the tavern weren’t as intimidating as some. Maybe after Yanko had spent so much time around Turgonians, his own people seemed diminished, but he saw a lot of skin stretched tight over cheekbones and hands with every tendon visible. None of the tables held bowls of food, and the beer and rice wine appeared watered down. Nobody in the entire tavern, perhaps the entire city, was well-fed.

      Sadness and frustration tightened Yanko’s throat at what was happening to his people. Maybe the nation hadn’t been ideal under the Great Chief’s rule, but it had been better than this.

      He headed toward Dak, vowing to take a good look at that map as soon as the room settled. Dak grunted when Yanko sat in an empty seat at his small table.

      “I see you missed me terribly in the hour we were parted,” Yanko said, forcing levity into his tone. Railing about his feelings to Dak wouldn’t get him anywhere. He liked Dak, but he could never let himself forget that Turgonians would prefer it if Nuria broke itself apart instead of remaining a force to contest them in battles.

      Dak grunted again. He had secured a mug of beer, though he hadn’t drained much of the pale beverage yet. Yanko wondered if he was waiting for some Turgonian contact. Could he have such a person in a city they hadn’t anticipated visiting? And if so, could he have reached out to the person so quickly?

      “Are we waiting for something?” Yanko asked.

      Dak eyed him sidelong. “I’m waiting to see if you’ll jump up on the table and start a bar fight.”

      “I’m planning to avoid drawing attention to myself. For numerous reasons.”

      “Oh? Have you grown wiser in recent months?”

      “I doubt it.” Yanko grimaced, afraid he would be recognized, no matter how circumspect he was, and be thrown into jail as a criminal.

      Dak smiled faintly. “You’re doing all right.”

      Yanko felt inordinately bolstered by the praise. “Do you have a plan or a reason for choosing this specific tavern?”

      “The map interested me when I peeked in.”

      “Ah, me too. Have you gotten a look at it yet?”

      “Not a good one. I, too, must avoid drawing attention.”

      Yes, a looming Turgonian eyeing an up-to-date map of the conflict in the country might rouse suspicion. The person sticking pins into the wall had disappeared, and people were settling down. They ought to have a decent view of it soon.

      “Is that what Sicarius and Amaranthe will be doing in Nuria as well? Avoiding attention?” Yanko didn’t expect Dak to give him any information on their plans, if he even knew them, but he couldn’t help but feel he should try to gather details to share with Zirabo.

      “Of that, I have no doubt.”

      “Do you think we’ll see them again?”

      “Zirabo isn’t their mission,” Dak said quietly.

      “But you don’t have any idea what is?”

      Dak gave him that sidelong look again.

      “Or you do and won’t tell me?” Yanko asked.

      “I’d only be making guesses, but no, I won’t share them.”

      “Ah.” Yanko decided not to push. Dak had already gotten in trouble for being perceived by his people as helping him. Yanko hoped they would find Zirabo both for himself and for Dak. Maybe success on this mission would help clear the doubt from his name when he returned home.

      “If you find it heartening, I don’t believe Rias would arrange an assassination. It’s not his way.”

      Yanko hoped that meant the agents were merely here gathering information. “Do you have any contacts in Yellow Delta?”

      “Unfortunately not. I had many, at one time, in the capital. I’m tempted to find a lizard carriage heading that way, but I suspect my contacts and many others have fled the city. I would rather simply find Zirabo.”

      “Me too.”

      Yanko twisted in his seat to eye the map, now that he could see it. Colored flags were attached to the pins, and groupings dotted both coastlines and the interior of the nation. Large swaths of orange and red—was that the same red that marked the white-and-red flag flying in the bay?—occupied the interior. The coast with the capital and the most populous cities was covered in a mishmash of six different colors of flags. Green and blue seemed to be contesting the capital. Red marked Yellow Delta. Orange the next major city down the coast.

      “Do you know which colors match which factions, by chance?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Do any of them mark the Great Chief and his allies?” That would be the logical place to seek out Zirabo.

      “No.”

      “How was he ousted so completely so quickly?” Yanko shook his head. He had been gone a couple of months, but it seemed like it should have taken years for so much to change so quickly.

      “This has been brewing for more than a decade. It was your Great Chief’s choice not to take his advisors seriously. I believe Zirabo himself warned him a few times of the growing unrest.”

      Yanko reminded himself that the rebels had already been in action when they’d taken the salt mine and attacked his brother. Which faction had been responsible for that?

      He looked down the coastline to Red Sky and then inland, to his mountain home and the mines on the dry side. He didn’t expect anyone to have the salt mine his family had overseen marked—what newspaper would bother reporting on such a small resource?—but he gaped when he saw a green flag on the spot. His gaze lurched back to the mountain village in the valley that his family owned. Or had owned. Who knew how land would be divvied up if the ruler of the nation changed?

      He half-expected another green flag, or for the area not to be marked, but a red flag stuck in the mountains right by the tiny blue dot that marked his family’s lake. Yanko gripped the edge of the table. Hard.

      “Swift Wolves,” he whispered. It looked like his family had been rounded up for an internment camp. “Do you know anything about the leader?” What was the name Dak had shared on the yacht? “General Tang Chu?”

      Yanko had a hard time imagining someone who was neither magically gifted nor from an honored family having the connections and resources to raise an army capable of taking cities and kidnapping people who were gifted.

      “We know quite a bit about him,” Dak said, “as he’s been one of your army officers for more than thirty years, but we’re not positive he is who he’s claiming to be.”

      “Er, what?”

      “It’s not common knowledge, but our agents have learned that he has a twin brother.”

      Agents like Amaranthe and Sicarius? Maybe they were being sent to spy on the faction leaders.

      “The twin brother,” Dak went on, “was trained as a mage hunter from an early age. The Chu family has reputedly loathed magic-users for a long time. They must have put a son into that intense training program.”

      “A mage hunter? Is he from Jhali’s sect?”

      “She never told me her sect.” Dak looked curiously at Yanko. Wondering if he had some intelligence that Dak lacked?

      Yanko wished that were so. “She didn’t tell me the name of it, just that her leader is Zu Chey. A woman.”

      “It could be a different sect, though most of the smaller ones that once existed have combined into two major ones. I bring this up because there’s speculation that Tang Chu was replaced by his brother Jootan. Tang was never known for being revolutionary or seditious. Little is known about the twin except that they are identical in appearance.”

      “I’m going to assume our friend isn’t associated with that faction,” Yanko said, avoiding sharing Zirabo’s name aloud as he waved at the red flags on the map and the city around them.

      “He is the epitome of someone from an honored and privileged family, so it seems unlikely,” Dak said. “But just because the faction purports to want a commoner on the dais doesn’t necessarily mean they wouldn’t work with magic-users. In your country, they would be extremely disadvantaged if they didn’t. It’s hard to imagine even mage hunters taking so many cities and resources without help.”

      “True. Our friend isn’t a warrior though.”

      “No, but he has that flute that can persuade people. That’s valuable.”

      Yanko nodded, remembering the artifact.

      His gaze shifted back to the map and the flag at the salt mine. “Do you know the name of the green faction?”

      “Actually, I do not. The green have a treed mountain on their flag with a cannonball and a fireball in front of it. As far as I know, they’re simply known as Admiral Lahtu’s men. He’s a naval officer from an honored family and a mage. Weather, I believe. He also has a sister who is not a magic-user, but who was responsible for thwarting a few Turgonian attacks during the war. She must be close to sixty by now, but she was a great combatant and a talented tactician, something that’s rare among your people, to be frank. You rely a great deal on magic.”

      “Yes, my mother told me something similar.”

      “The sister may be advising the admiral. They both served together during the war—I believe Rias faced them in battle more than once.”

      Yanko closed his eyes, trying to remember old pictures he’d seen in the newspapers of the admiral, but nothing came to mind. The last war between Turgonia and Nuria had ended before he’d been born. It had been his mother’s war. His father’s too, but he hadn’t been the one to destroy ships and become famous during it.

      “Admiral Lahtu, from what I’ve heard, is the one who forced your Great Chief out of the Great City and made it possible for the rest of this to start up,” Dak said. “He was honored by the Great Chief and his ally, serving loyally and leading the northern navies in the peace after the war. Our people don’t know why he turned, whether he’d had the ambition to rule all his life or the Great Chief did something to alienate him. We consider the latter not unlikely. It’s also possible the admiral got tired of the Great Chief acting for glory instead of the good of your people. Either way, the admiral’s supporters believe it would be wise for your nation to put an experienced military leader on the dais.”

      “Is he someone the Turgonians want to see come out on top?” Yanko’s stomach twisted at the thought, mostly because of that green flag planted on his family’s salt mine.

      Other green flags marked other natural resources up and down the coastal mountain range, so maybe taking the mine hadn’t been personal for them. But it was personal for Yanko.

      “We wouldn’t fight against it,” Dak said. “You know our people respect enemies who fight well, whether they win or lose. But…”

      Yanko raised his eyebrows once. Back on the Turgonian warship, before they’d fought Sun Dragon, Yanko had asked him who the Turgonians would back, and he hadn’t given an answer, but he had seemed wistful at the idea of Zirabo as a leader. But they had both agreed that the youngest son of the Great Chief wasn’t an ambitious man and was more likely to back a leader than put himself forward as one.

      “The Great Chief’s cousin Mir Gray Badger has the support of a small group of academics. She’s a professor and an entrepreneur and has some resources to call upon, but… she’s represented by the purple flag.”

      Yanko had heard of the professor. She had more than twenty textbooks published, including two on the earth sciences. It wasn’t her specialty, but she had interviewed a number of old female earth mages, wanting to collect their knowledge before they passed on. Her specialty was…

      “She teaches astronomy and physics, I think,” Yanko said, dredging the information from the bio that had been in the back of the books. He wondered if Tynlee knew her.

      Dak nodded, one corner of his mouth twitching.

      Yanko searched the map for purple flags. There was one in the Great City on the hill that held the two universities. And then there was one in a city on the eastern coast. Her homeland?

      “Her odds don’t look good,” Yanko said. The other factions had dozens of flags all over the nation. The red might have hundreds.

      “No,” Dak said. “Even if Turgonia were to support her openly, it wouldn’t be enough. Too bad.”

      “Would an academic make a good national leader?” Yanko honestly didn’t know the answer. He supposed a scientist couldn’t be any worse than someone who inherited the leadership position because of blood, but he imagined that an experienced military leader accustomed to dealing with enemy nations and assigning people to various commands might be ideal.

      Dak spread a hand, palm up. “I know that Rias believes we’re entering a great technological age, and he finds it alarming to have leaders of powerful nations without any background in science—not magical science—and technology. To have people making decisions and creating policies when they’re ignorant on such matters is potentially very dangerous.” He shrugged and set his palm on the table. “As an engineer himself, he’s naturally biased.”

      Yanko could mention that he found it alarming that the Turgonian leaders had, for countless generations, had no knowledge of magical science. But he didn’t want to pick a fight on something academic. Besides, he was pleased that Dak was freely offering all of this information, that he was treating him like an ally rather than a pesky Nurian kid he’d been stuck with again.

      “I wonder if that’s the kind of person Zirabo would back,” Yanko said. He believed Zirabo had a gentle soul—he was the one who’d believed that finding a new land that could, in time, be turned into an agricultural mecca to feed their people was the best way forward for Nuria.

      “I think it would be if she had more of a following,” Dak said. “But you’d be hard-pressed to even find her, if that map is correct. And it agrees with what I last heard of how the various factions are doing. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to send someone up to the capital to try to locate her.” He looked toward the door. “You didn’t bring Arayevo and Lakeo with you?”

      “Lakeo is pawning her pirate loot, and Arayevo is visiting Minark.”

      “Minark? The smuggler captain who has your lime tree?”

      “And who abandoned us on that nameless island, yes.”

      “He’s docked here?” Dak rubbed his jaw.

      “Arayevo saw his ship on the way in.” Yanko didn’t want to see the bald captain, so he didn’t like the speculation in Dak’s eye. “Why?”

      “I was thinking of questioning some of the locals, but a smuggler might have some up-to-date news, at least related to coastal events. It’s unlikely that he knows where the prince is, but he would be safer to question than the patrons here.”

      “I’m positive he won’t volunteer any information to either of us.”

      “I thought he might volunteer information to my fists.”

      “Anyone ever tell you that you’re brutish for a spy?” Yanko asked, deciding he shouldn’t be pleased at the idea of seeing Minark take a fist in the face.

      “Yes.”

      “Often?”

      “Yes.”
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* * *

      Gramon was gone from the pillory when Yanko and Dak passed the spot on the way back to the dock. Yanko wondered if he would ever see the man again. He also wondered if he had done the right thing. He didn’t see any dead watchmen nearby, but that didn’t mean Gramon had escaped without hurting anyone. The last time Yanko had freed prisoners, it had resulted in the deaths of guards. What did it say about him that so many people he knew were convicts?

      As they walked, they saw many watchmen prowling the waterfront. Because of Gramon’s escape? Or because they were looking for moksu men and women wandering around that they could kidnap and send off to camps?

      Yanko kept his head down and didn’t glower at the watchmen peering suspiciously at him and Dak. Surprisingly, Dak received fewer suspicious looks than Yanko. Because they knew a Turgonian wouldn’t be moksu or magically gifted?

      Once they turned onto the dock, there were fewer people. The yacht was quiet and dark when they passed it, continuing on toward the end of the dock where the Falcon’s Flight was berthed.

      “Looks busy, considering it’s almost midnight,” Dak said, waving to the well-lit deck.

      Not only was the crew awake, with numerous people about, but two figures faced each other on the gangplank, speaking animatedly. When Yanko was close enough to hear the words, Dak pulled him into the shadows of a bench and unlit lamp post.

      “A hundred zekris isn’t anywhere close to enough,” came Minark’s familiar voice. “Look, kid. I understand your plight, but I wouldn’t go down there for a thousand. There are supposed to be magical booby traps all over the place, and even if you get past them, there’s a fortress full of guards. I’ve been past Seventh Skull Island before, back when it was a pirate hangout. It was bad enough then.”

      “You don’t have to get close.” The other speaker sounded younger than Yanko. “You can drop me off a mile from the coast. I can swim in.”

      Minark laughed shortly. “The sharks will eat you.”

      “What do you care? I’ll pay up front.”

      “It’s not enough. How’d you even pick me, kid? There are dozens of ships in port.”

      “You’re a smuggler. I heard the port authorities talking about you.”

      Minark shifted his weight, the gangplank creaking softly, and looked toward the waterfront. “Is that so?”

      “You do illegal things for money. I’m not even asking for anything illegal.” The young man took a deep breath. “I can ask a favor and get two hundred. Is that enough?”

      Minark didn’t answer right away. He was still looking toward the waterfront. Yanko thought he might have seen them, but two watchmen were heading up the dock with lanterns.

      Yanko shifted deeper into the shadows, putting his back to the post. Were the watchmen coming because of him, because they somehow sensed his magical items? Or did it have something to do with Minark and the young man? Yanko couldn’t tell if Minark had sounded alarmed by the statement that people here knew what he was. He checked the young man with his senses and detected some faint magic about him, a Made item, most likely. Whatever it was, it didn’t have as strong a signature as his robe or scimitar.

      “The only trips I’m making are away from Nuria,” Minark said. “I risked a lot and was paid well to bring… supplies here, but if city guards and whiny noble kids know my business, then it’s definitely time to leave.”

      The young man’s chin lifted. “Take me past the island on your way out to sea.”

      “It’s not on the way. It’s hundreds of miles south of the capital.”

      Yanko was worried about those watchmen, but he hung on every word of the conversation. Was this Seventh Skull Island the location of that big internment camp the merchant captain had mentioned? It sounded like Minark knew exactly where it was.

      “Get out of here, kid.” Minark lifted his hands and backed up the gangplank to his deck. “You’re trouble.”

      The young man hadn’t seemed to notice the approaching watchmen before, but that changed as Minark jogged across the deck, barking orders for his men to douse the lamps and make themselves scarce. As the young man turned, he flinched, almost falling off the gangplank.

      Without thinking, Yanko channeled air, giving him a little push so he stayed upright.

      A series of beeps came from the two watchmen, and Yanko jumped.

      “Magic!” one of the newcomers yelled and switched from a bored walk to a run.

      The young man recovered and leaped from the gangplank to the dock. For a moment, he looked like he would try to sprint past the watchmen and escape into the city, but the dock wasn’t that wide. He whirled and ran in the other direction. After a dozen steps, he veered to the side and leaped off the dock between two ships. A loud splash sounded.

      The watchmen cursed as they drew even with Yanko and Dak’s position. One of them clenched something that glowed orange, the light leaking between his fingers.

      Afraid they would notice Yanko and Dak, Yanko reached for his power so he could create an illusion but stopped abruptly. Had whatever that thing was—now that it was close, he could sense that it was a Made device—detected his earlier use of magic?

      Dak, perhaps thinking the same thing, gripped Yanko’s shoulder in warning.

      Fortunately, the watchmen didn’t glance to the side. They were focused on catching the young man. The young moksu man, Yanko wagered. Someone who may or may not have magic of his own to call upon. Would they round him up and send him off to that island?

      The watchmen stopped at the edge of the dock where the youth had jumped in. They held up their light. One pointed a crossbow.

      Yanko had no idea if they’d spotted the young man, but he felt a kinship toward the beleaguered youth and couldn’t stop himself from channeling wind again. This time, he slammed a big gust into the watchmen’s backs. They squawked and pitched off the dock, arms flailing. The device issued a series of whiny beeps as they plunged into the water. Yanko snorted.

      “They’ll know to look for us now.” Dak sighed.

      “Sorry, but I couldn’t…” Yanko trailed off, grimacing as he realized he’d already broken his vow to lie low.

      “Next time, ask me to pummel the watchmen if they’re in your way. It doesn’t make strange devices beep, and you know I enjoy punching Nurians.”

      “As a Nurian, it alarms me somewhat to hear you admit it.”

      “You can’t be surprised by now.”

      “No.” Yanko looked toward Minark, wondering if they dared visit the captain now. It wouldn’t take those watchmen long to swim back to shore and run out on the dock again. “Sorry, Dak. I wasn’t expecting them to have… whatever that is. Some kind of magic detector.”

      “If that’s what it is, I’ll have to ask them where they got it. Turgonia would like to put in a large order.”

      “I’ll let you talk to them when they come back. I better—”

      “Yanko?” came a soft call from Minark’s ship. Arayevo.

      “Here.” Yanko glanced toward the head of the dock to make sure it was empty before stepping out of the shadows and waving.

      Arayevo jogged down the gangplank to join them. The ship was dark now, and someone drew the gangplank in as soon as she left.

      Shouts came from the waterfront. Either those watchmen had buddies or the two in the water were fast swimmers.

      “Are you making trouble?” Arayevo asked, sounding more intrigued than worried.

      “Yes. I didn’t let Dak punch those watchmen.”

      “That was rude of you,” she said.

      “I agree.” Dak nudged Yanko toward the head of the dock. “Let’s get out of here before discussing what Arayevo learned.”

      “You think I learned something?” she asked.

      “One would hope.”

      Yanko headed toward shore but paused after only a few steps. Two more watchmen with lanterns came into sight.

      “Are you sure there was someone else?” Yanko caught one of them calling.

      “Over here,” Dak whispered, pointing to a nearby ship that lay dark, the crew sleeping or staying elsewhere for the night. The gangplank was down, suggesting the latter.

      Dak rushed across it, and Yanko and Arayevo didn’t hesitate to follow, not with more shouts coming from the waterfront. Yanko worried they would be trapped, unless they also wanted to go for a swim, but maybe if he could keep from using his magic again—and if that device wasn’t able to detect his robe and scimitar—the watchmen would have to slowly search every ship along the way.

      Dak led Yanko and Arayevo to the rear of the vessel, and they crouched behind a cabin that hid them from view.

      Numerous shouts announced the watchmen running up the dock, a lot of them. The ones from the water must have made it out.

      “You can punch the next ones,” Yanko whispered to Dak.

      “You’re generous.”

      Yanko glanced into the dark water behind the ship, deciding he might as well get used to the idea of a swim. A part of him hoped he would see the young man, if only because he’d sounded like a possible ally, but he’d likely made it to shore and disappeared by now.

      “Did you learn anything from Minark?” Yanko resisted the urge to ask if he’d been happy to see her, and vice versa, and if he’d apologized for abandoning her—abandoning all of them—to the Midnight Fleet back on that island.

      “I asked him about Zirabo, just in case,” Arayevo said. “I know how important it is to you to find him.”

      “Thank you.”

      “He didn’t know anything. He gave me some gossip about the rebel factions, but he’s only been here a few hours longer than we have. He also…”

      “What?” Yanko feared he wouldn’t like her answer.

      “He invited me to rejoin him. He said he was sorry he left me back on that island, that he’d only wanted to save his ship from pirates.”

      “You’re not tempted to go back, are you?” Yanko heard his voice rise in pitch, and he forced it down a register, both for the sake of his manhood and so the watchmen wouldn’t hear him. “It sounds like the locals know he’s a smuggler, and that they’re not fond of smugglers.”

      “Few authorities are. He plans to leave as soon as his supplies have come in.”

      Yanko glanced at Dak, hoping he would add a voice of reason to Arayevo’s thoughts of leaving with the smuggler, but he had shifted to the corner of the cabin to keep his eye on the watchmen. Ever the consummate bodyguard, even if he was a Turgonian spy.

      “And do you now have plans to leave soon?” Yanko asked.

      Arayevo hesitated before saying, “No. I’ll help you find Zirabo.”

      “But you don’t want to, do you?” he asked quietly.

      “It’s not my quest, but I’ll stay to help you. I don’t want to see you get killed, and maybe I can play a role in keeping that from happening.”

      Yanko leaned his head against the peeling paint of the cabin. He appreciated that she would stay for his sake, but he could tell she didn’t want to, that she felt bound by their friendship. That ate at him.

      Dak eased closer again—the watchmen must have passed their ship. “I’m going to go talk to Minark and anyone else I can find who might know anything.”

      “Don’t you want us to come along?” Yanko touched his forehead. “I’m getting better at reading people’s thoughts.”

      Dak grunted. “Without causing that device to beep?”

      “Uhm, I’m not sure what its range is.”

      “Device?” Arayevo whispered.

      Dak shook his head. “Let’s split up. You hunt for information your way, and I’ll hunt my way.”

      He didn’t say that he found Yanko a liability right now, but Yanko couldn’t help feeling that way. If he couldn’t use his magic, what did he have?

      “If there’s nobody watching the yacht, meet back there in the morning,” Dak added.

      “What if there is somebody watching?” Yanko found that very likely.

      But Dak had already gone, disappearing into the shadows almost as silently and effectively as the assassin, Sicarius.

      Yanko tried not to feel stung at being left behind. Dak had asked him to come along on this mission… Yanko told himself this was just for tonight and that he shouldn’t act like some spurned lover. In part because he was a grown man and didn’t need anyone else’s approval. In part because Dak would be an alarming lover. Unless one had Consul Tynlee’s odd tastes.

      “I already asked Minark about Zirabo,” Arayevo said. “He doesn’t know anything. I don’t know why Dak thinks he would get more out of Minark than I would.”

      “Maybe he’s just starting there and plans to question other captains too.” Yanko wasn’t surprised that Dak believed his interrogation methods would be more effective than Arayevo’s friendly questions, but he understood why the idea miffed her. “How about we find out Zirabo’s location without his help?”

      “Do you have any ideas?”

      “I’d like to question that man who was trying to get passage on Minark’s ship. Did you hear any of their conversation?”

      “No, I was talking with some of my old friends.”

      The sound of a conversation drifted to Yanko’s ears. The watchmen were questioning the crew of a nearby ship. With them distracted, it would be a good time to sneak away. And figure out where the young man had gone. Could Yanko find him via the signature of the artifact he’d carried? Dare he reach out with his senses, or would even that simple bit of magic trigger that device?

      “Let’s get off this ship and away from the dock,” he whispered.

      “Follow me.” Arayevo led the way, not back to the dock, but to the railing, where she sprang off and onto the next ship.

      They took that circuitous route from one vessel to the next and reached the beach without being detected. Or so Yanko thought. A dark shape stood on the pebbles and seemed to be looking in his direction.

      Yanko risked stretching out with his senses. It was the young man with the Made artifact. It looked like a magical dagger, perhaps some family heirloom.

      Yanko lifted a hand toward him and trotted down the beach, but the young man didn’t wait. He hurried toward the road. Yanko shifted from a trot to a run. He almost called out telepathically to ask him to wait, but he didn’t know what the range was on that magic detector.

      The young man glanced back and picked up speed. He sprinted across the waterfront street, not far from where Gramon had been imprisoned, and ran toward an alley.

      Yanko was on the verge of giving up and letting him go—it wasn’t as if he truly expected someone younger than he to be tracking Prince Zirabo’s whereabouts—but another figure stepped into view at the other end of the alley. The young man halted abruptly and would not have crashed into the newcomer… except that the newcomer punched him in the nose.

      The young man reeled back as he jerked a hand to his face.

      Yanko reached for his scimitar, thinking this was some mugger and that he needed to help. Then he recognized the aura of the puncher.

      “Lakeo?” he called.

      Lakeo waved, then pointed at the young man. “You’re welcome, Yanko.”

      “Er.”

      The young man, sodden clothes hugging his narrow frame, long hair fallen from his topknot, looked more like a whipped dog than a threat. But he realized that he was trapped, with Lakeo blocking the exit of the alley and Yanko and Arayevo coming in from the other end, and he yanked out his magical dagger and put his back to the wall.

      “You’re not taking me,” he snarled, alternately pointing the weapon at Lakeo and Yanko.

      Yanko slowed down, lifting his hands. “I don’t want to take you anywhere.”

      “Me either,” Lakeo said. “Just give back whatever you took from my friends.”

      “I didn’t take anything,” the young man snarled. “I’ve never seen them before.”

      Yanko patted the air apologetically. “It’s true. I was following him because I wanted to talk to him. Sorry, uhm, Honored Traveler.” He took a guess that the young man was moksu and that a respectful greeting would be proper. Though it might be too late for propriety after punching someone.

      The young man did not lower his dagger. He frowned as he looked back and forth, not seeming to believe them.

      Yanko met Lakeo’s gaze in the shadows and tilted his head toward the youth, hoping she would also apologize.

      “What?” she asked. “I’m not sorry. Someone sprinting down an alley is shifty. How was I supposed to know you were chasing him for no good reason?”

      “I had a reason.” Yanko lowered his hands so he wouldn’t appear threatening and faced the young man. “Again, I’m sorry about the misunderstanding. And your nose. My name is Yanko White Fox. I heard you bartering with Captain Minark about something I’d like to know more about. The internment camps.”

      “White Fox? You related to that Snake Heart pirate?”

      Yanko sighed. Was there anyone in all of Nuria who did not know about the disgrace Pey Lu had brought upon his family? “Yes.”

      “It doesn’t matter. They’ll still take you if they find you. You’re still moksu.” The young man glanced up and down the alley, concerned about more than Lakeo’s fist now, Yanko sensed. “This wasn’t a good city to come to. I knew it wouldn’t be, but the Great City is burning. There was no way…”

      “To find passage?” Yanko asked. “You’re trying to get a ride to the island where the moksu are being kept, right? Is your family there?”

      The youth clamped his mouth shut and shook his head.

      Yanko thought about trying to use his mental magic to tease out an answer. He had to be far enough from the watchmen with that device now.

      “Maybe he’ll talk if you offer him passage on our ship,” Lakeo said.

      “You have a ship?” the young man asked.

      “At the dock,” Lakeo offered.

      Yanko frowned at her. They couldn’t barter passage on Consul Tynlee’s yacht, and he doubted it was heading in the right direction, anyway. Tynlee had promised to take the Turgonian professor somewhere safe. The Seventh Skull Island did not sound safe.

      “What’s your name?” Yanko asked, willing the youth to want to talk to him, to answer honestly.

      The dagger wavered as his gaze locked onto Yanko. “Jee Gold Hawk.”

      “You’re not related to Temaris Gold Hawk, are you?” Yanko smiled, not expecting a close relation if there was one. He’d competed against the snobby Gold Hawk during the Stargrind application testing almost a thousand miles to the south.

      But Jee nodded. “That’s my older brother. He’s the one I’m looking for.”

      Yanko rocked back. “Didn’t he get accepted to Stargrind?”

      “Stargrind was attacked. You didn’t know?” Jee squinted, suspicion rising in his thoughts again.

      “We’ve been out of the Great Land,” Yanko said numbly. “What do you mean attacked? By whom? Who would dare?” He couldn’t imagine anyone thinking it was a good idea to attack a tower full of experienced mage instructors. Even the students were talented, those who’d been there for a few years. They were the best of the best in the nation.

      “Them.” Jee curled his lip and spread his arm to encompass the city.

      He still gripped the dagger, and Lakeo warily backed up a step, but he didn’t swipe with it or seem to remember that he had it.

      “The Swift Wolves faction?” Yanko asked.

      “The who-what?” Lakeo asked.

      “Dak and I have been discussing the rebel factions,” he said.

      “Discussing? Is that what you call it when he tells you stuff you don’t know?”

      “Yes. Jee… Could you tell us what happened, please?” Yanko asked. “And then we’ll help you if we can. I don’t know if the person who sailed us to this port is willing to visit that island, but if you talk to her and tell her your problem—is it that your brother was captured?—she could advise you and maybe help.”

      “They destroyed Stargrind through treachery,” Jee said. “Betrayal from an insider. And then they used Turgonian explosives to blow up the tower. After they used a Kyattese substance that knocks everyone unconscious when it’s inhaled. They captured the mages and students that weren’t killed and took them to Seventh Skull Island. They wanted them out of the rebellion because they knew they would lose against such powerful magic wielders. Now my brother and all the others they’ve captured are stuck there, unable to help with the war, and being treated like stray dogs.”

      “How do you know all this?” It was Yanko’s turn to be skeptical. Even if some Nurian rebels had managed to gather such items from around the world, he had a hard time believing gases and bombs would have been enough against the combined might of Stargrind.

      “Temaris was there. He escaped briefly and sent a letter home to warn the family, to tell us to flee, that soldiers loyal to the Swift Wolves would be coming to take them too. Then he was captured, and I haven’t heard from him since. But I’m going to find him. He’s the powerful one in the family. He could do something, make a difference, if I could just free him.”

      “How are all these powerful mages being held on an island?” Arayevo asked. “Wouldn’t they be able to levitate over the ocean or at least defeat mundane guards and get a ship?”

      “I’ve seen Temaris levitate,” Yanko said, remembering the way he’d floated through much of the obstacle course. Admittedly, he didn’t know if anyone could float hundreds of miles across an ocean to get to shore. One would get tired eventually.

      “I’m not sure, but you can ask anyone,” Jee said. “That’s what they all say. The moksu are being rounded up and imprisoned. Even the mages. They have some way of nullifying their magic.”

      Yanko thought of the headband the Turgonians had put on him back in Port Morgrant. He assumed such a device was rare, and he couldn’t imagine hundreds of mage prisoners wandering around wearing them. Wouldn’t they simply help each other remove them? Unless they were all chained…

      “I heard the White Foxes were there too,” Jee said.

      Yanko rocked back on his heels. “On that island? How do you know?”

      “Temaris listed some names in his letter. A lot of families from the coastal provinces were taken to that camp. They say it’s impossible to escape or break people out of, but I’m going to—”

      A whistle came from the waterfront, followed by a distant shout of, “They went that way!”

      Jee squawked and ran off, dodging around Lakeo before she could grab him. Yanko didn’t use magic to stop him. He would have offered to join forces with Jee, but it wasn’t as if Yanko had a way to that island.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Arayevo said, waving farther inland.

      She took off, leading the way, and Lakeo followed without hesitation. Her purse jangled as she ran. She must have found someone to buy her loot.

      Yanko trailed after them. He wanted to return to the yacht to find out if Tynlee and Dak had learned anything, but it was too early to expect that. The best thing to do would be to lie low until just before dawn and hope the watch had given up by then.

      He grimaced at the idea of a platoon of watchmen standing guard in front of Tynlee’s yacht. He also grimaced at the thought of Stargrind being destroyed and everyone who had been there killed or captured.

      What if Yanko had passed his exam and been accepted? He could have been there along with Temaris and been hauled off to some island too. Or worse.
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      After spending much of the night curled up on benches in a park a mile from the waterfront, Yanko, Arayevo, and Lakeo returned to the dock before dawn. Fishermen were readying their boats and sailing out, taking part in their usual business, as if the Great Land weren’t at war. Fortunately, the watchmen had given up and weren’t in sight. Yanko was still circumspect with his magic and did his best to avoid people on the way to the yacht.

      The captain greeted him with a frown, as if he hadn’t wanted to see Yanko again. Tynlee and Dak, he learned, hadn’t come back that night. Yanko joined the man in pacing and worrying, though Kei berated him for all the walking about—and for not bringing back any biscuits. Professor Hawkcrest also expressed a longing for baked goods, not being a fan of the pickled fish and sticky rice balls that were staples in coastal Nuria—and on the Nurian diplomat’s yacht.

      Dak and Tynlee returned together after dusk, long after the meeting time Dak had suggested. Yanko wondered if Dak had run into trouble, or if Tynlee had needed help with something. Maybe he’d simply decided the dock was too well watched to risk returning during daylight hours.

      “Yanko,” Dak said, leaning into the cabin they shared. It had been just large enough for pacing. “We’re having a meeting.”

      Glad to be invited, Yanko hurried after him.

      Tynlee sat in the captain’s wardroom, though neither he nor the first mate was around. Dak slid into the chair next to her. To Yanko’s surprise, Jhali sat across the table from them. Yanko hadn’t seen her depart the night before, and he hadn’t expected to see her again.

      Yanko took the only remaining empty chair, the one next to her. He eyed her warily, but she didn’t react to his presence. Her fingers were intertwined on the table, and she stared at them, her face a mask.

      “I had a long chat today with my colleague here,” Tynlee said. “In addition to learning that nobody’s buying books about Turgonian spies at the moment, I got the latest political news.”

      “Anything on Zirabo?” Dak asked.

      Yanko slumped in his chair. Dak wouldn’t be asking if he’d managed to learn anything himself. Unfortunately, Yanko also hadn’t had luck questioning people, even when using his mind magic.

      “She hadn’t heard anything specifically pertaining to him,” Tynlee said. “Just that the Great Chief is reputed to have been dead for at least two weeks and that his two eldest sons were killed when they tried to fight and rally troops on their father’s behalf.”

      “Dead?” Yanko gaped. “Killed?”

      Dak nodded, as if this confirmed what he’d already believed. “I assumed from the state of the capital that the Great Chief was no longer a constant in the equation.”

      “I’ve had suspicions too,” Tynlee admitted. “The rest of his heirs—and this likely includes Zirabo—are believed to be in hiding. I could suggest a few possible places, but they would only be guesses. Presumably, those heirs don’t want to be found right now. What I do know and wish to share with you—” Tynlee extended her hand toward Yanko and then Jhali rather than Dak, “—is that the Ghin Sect was attacked and, according to the rumors, destroyed.”

      Jhali looked at her, but her face remained a mask. Tynlee had to be telling her because that was her sect. If Jhali was surprised, she hid it. But maybe she wasn’t surprised? Was it possible she’d heard similar rumors already? She might have also been out in the city the night before, gathering information.

      “I heard a couple of possible reasons why,” Tynlee said. “One is that one of their mage hunters was responsible for assassinating the Great Chief, whose forces then descended on the sect in retaliation. The other is that the leader—Zu Chey—refused to support the Swift Wolves faction when they tried to hire them.”

      “What proof is there that my—that the Ghin were destroyed?” Jhali asked.

      “The Temple of the Carved Canyon, their most recent home and training grounds, was caved in with magic, and there were bodies found amid the rubble. This is only what I was told and what’s been in the newspapers,” Tynlee said, making her voice gentle. “I’m certain there could have been mistakes and that some people may have made it out.”

      “If the Swift Wolves were responsible,” Yanko said, “maybe some of the mage hunters were sent to the various internment camps instead of being killed outright.

      “Their people do seem to be rounding up the whole nation.” Tynlee pinched her lips together.

      “Zu Chey did not make it out,” Jhali said softly, her eyes unfocused as she stared at the whorls in the teak tabletop.

      “You’ve already heard this information?” Tynlee asked.

      Jhali nodded once.

      “I’m sorry,” Yanko said softly, remembering that she’d said Zu Chey had been important to her. He rested a hand on her shoulder before remembering that she hated him and wouldn’t appreciate the gesture.

      She didn’t jerk away or shove his hand off, but she also didn’t acknowledge it. She continued staring at the table with those unfocused eyes.

      Yanko lowered his hand. “Tynlee, did you hear anything about Stargrind?”

      Tynlee and Dak exchanged long looks. Yanko wondered when they had grown close enough for such looks. Maybe they’d already shared their information with each other.

      “I heard it was destroyed and the students and teachers captured or killed.” Yanko raised his eyebrows.

      He hadn’t had friends there, so it wouldn’t be as devastating to him as the news of the sect must be to Jhali. They didn’t need to worry about his feelings, though he was still numb at the realization that such a thing could have even happened. His entire nation was falling apart all around him. Was there any point in worrying about that continent now? Or even in finding Zirabo? What could Zirabo do if his father was dead and his family no longer held the dais?

      But if Yanko didn’t hunt for Zirabo… what was left for him to do? How else could he help his people? He wanted to find his family, but that wouldn’t change the future of Nuria. And as a member of an honored family, wasn’t it his duty to try to make the future a good one?

      “That is also what I heard,” Dak said. “The people of Yellow Delta are quite proud of it. Those without a talent for magic, that is. Those with talent are presumably being very quiet.”

      “Or they were already carted off,” Yanko said glumly.

      “That seems likely,” Tynlee said. “Carted off or gone into hiding. My friend warned me that this isn’t a safe city for me to be docked in.” She touched her temple. “She suggested Katara or Ru Falls along the coast. If I stay in Nuria. Since I am a mage and also a distant relative to the Great Chief, she thought it would be safer for me to return to Turgonia. How odd my reality has become if that’s true.” She smiled, but her eyes held almost a haunted look.

      Yanko understood perfectly.

      “Do you have family that’s in danger?” Dak asked her quietly.

      “My publisher is checking for news of them for me. They live in the Narr Mountains on the other side of the continent, and it sounds like the fighting hasn’t been as blatant over there.”

      Dak asked something else, but Jhali pushed her chair back, and Yanko didn’t hear him. She walked around him, her hip bumping the back of his chair. She didn’t notice. She strode quickly out, shutting the door behind her.

      A part of him wanted to follow her and see if she needed help, but he knew she wouldn’t accept help from him even if she did need it. If her leader and colleagues were gone, was there anyone left to offer it to her?

      “Yanko?” Dak asked.

      “Yes?” He turned back to the table. “Sorry, I’m listening.”

      “I learned little more than you and Tynlee did,” Dak said.

      “Were Turgonian fists ineffective?” Yanko forced a smile, though his heart wasn’t in the teasing.

      “They were effective enough.” Dak looked down at his hand—the knuckles were bruised. “But the people here are all talking about the same things. The fall of the city, the fall of Stargrind, and the death of the Great Chief. I hadn’t heard about the mage hunters.” He glanced at Tynlee. “Nothing about Zirabo. I tried to suss out if anyone had heard about the new continent, but the news doesn’t seem to have made it here yet. At least not to the common man.”

      That only made Yanko feel bleaker. With every hour that passed, their people were losing their chance to claim Kelnorean first. Maybe it didn’t matter with everything a chaotic mess here, but he couldn’t stop believing it could act as a catalyst to unite Nuria again. If enough people saw the potential in that kelp-draped continent that Yanko saw, maybe they would put their grievances with each other aside to rush out and claim it. But so far, he hadn’t met anyone who saw its potential the way he did.

      “The captain feels we should move the yacht in the morning,” Tynlee said. “And I’m inclined to agree. I’m not ready to go back to Turgonia, but another less dangerous port seems advisable.”

      Dak pushed a hand through his short, graying hair. “I wish we had some clue where to look for Zirabo. At this point, I can’t even say whether it would be better to head north or south along the coast. Or deep inland.”

      “I’m afraid I have nothing more than uneducated guesses on where he might be,” Tynlee said.

      “It’s not your mission,” Dak said. “It was good of you to bring us this far.”

      “Even if I tricked you into sailing with me?”

      He grunted. “Why you bothered, I don’t know.”

      “To make sure Yanko made it home, not in shackles.” Tynlee smiled. “And because I’m still hoping to hear good spy stories from a real Turgonian spy.”

      “I’m an Intelligence officer.”

      “What’s the difference? You’ve got a notebook full of reports on Nurian activities to take back to your republic.”

      “You looked in my pack?” Dak asked.

      Her smile grew broader. “No, but you just confirmed my suspicion for me.”

      “You’re a tricky woman.” It sounded like half compliment, half exasperation.

      Yanko closed his eyes, hoping inspiration would come to him. Dak, who he’d come to think of as a mentor, didn’t have any more ideas than he did, not for this mission. His math and engineering background wouldn’t help find the prince. Yanko needed another kind of guidance.

      He leaned forward and gripped the table.

      Dak noticed. “Yanko? Idea?”

      “Not yet, but I’m going to visit that shrine we saw yesterday. Just in case the gods want to send a tortoise to guide me.”

      “Ah.” Dak didn’t sound hopeful, but he didn’t dismiss the notion either. “Do you want a bodyguard to come along?”

      Yanko almost said yes, but something about the way Dak and Tynlee were sitting closer together than he and Jhali had sat made him want to give them time to keep talking about spy missions and novels. Nobody else—no other woman—had asked Dak to tell stories of his past. Yanko had no idea if Dak would consider a relationship with a Nurian, but it seemed worth giving them the opportunity to explore the possibility.

      “No, thanks. I’m not planning to chew on any strange stale plants and go into a trance, so I shouldn’t need protection.” Yanko nodded to them and stood. “I’ll keep an eye out for the watch.”

      Dak looked like he might protest, but he glanced at the door, and only said, “Be careful. If you’re not back by dawn, I’ll come find you.”

      Yanko didn’t hear or sense anyone in the corridor outside. Did Dak think Yanko meant to go after Jhali? Hardly that. He wouldn’t know where to look to find her even if she wanted to be found, which he highly doubted. No, maybe it was delusional, but he truly hoped the gods would give him some guidance if he went to visit that shrine.

      “Thank you, Dak.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Right away, Yanko found the source of magic that had made his senses tingle from a mile out at sea. The tortoise statue cemented into the floor of the shrine was made from jade, and after a few minutes of examining it with his senses, he realized that magic had long ago been integrated into it to keep anyone from stealing it. He struggled to push aside his disappointment. He’d hoped for something more, something that might help him truly communicate with the gods.

      Sighing, Yanko sat cross-legged on a reed mat in front of the jade tortoise. Rocks at the corners kept it from flapping away in the ocean breeze. The lantern he’d seen the night before wasn’t lit now, but a gibbous moon hung over the rocky terrain behind the beach, so he could make out the six pillars and arches that surrounded the tortoise, the open walls also giving him a view of the sea. It was choppier out there tonight, and the air was heavy, suggesting clouds would obscure that moon soon and a storm would come in.

      “The storm is already here,” he muttered.

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, trying to open his mind to the gods or whoever might listen to his prayers. He’d joked with Dak about not having any of that plant to chew that he’d used on that island, but he wouldn’t have minded a little assistance in pushing his thoughts aside so his mind would be receptive to visions. As the minutes ticked by, the chilly wind ruffling his topknot and tugging at his silks, all he could think about was his mission and what he would do if Zirabo was dead or couldn’t be found. What was he without that mission? Nothing. A boy who’d failed to pass the entrance exams to Stargrind. A nobody. A nobody without even a family, not unless he could find that island and rescue them.

      But to go off and look for them was to abandon his mission to find Zirabo. And he still felt the press of time, the awareness that his people might lose their chance to claim the new land if they didn’t act soon.

      Yanko shifted, his butt aching from the hard stone under the mat. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but the moon had moved noticeably in the sky. He feared he wasn’t in the right mind to receive guidance.

      He rose to his feet, resting a hand on the cold jade statue. Movement out at sea caught his eye. The waves? No. The moon shone its silvery light on the water, and he spotted what looked like a large fish jumping. A large finned fish.

      “A dolphin,” he realized.

      There were several of them. They leaped in the water as they swam, perhaps excited by some school of fish they’d found.

      They soon moved out of the moonbeam, and Yanko lost track of them among the waves, but he kept gazing in that direction. Was it possible the gods had sent a sign? Were dolphins nocturnal? Or did they usually sleep at night? And did they typically swim this far north? From what he’d heard, they were mostly tropical creatures.

      Yanko hadn’t communicated with animals for weeks, and he found himself reaching out to them, as he’d done before with everything from his hounds to the large denizens of the sea. He didn’t particularly want anything from the dolphins—it wasn’t as if they would know where Zirabo was—but he had the urge to touch their minds.

      He sensed from them the pleasure of the hunt and of being together in a pod of many. They felt safe from predators and enjoyed being with their kin. The leader sensed his presence and invited him out to swim with them.

      He conveyed that he had to stay on land but attempted to do the dolphin equivalent of thanking him. Meanwhile, a lump formed in his throat. Something about seeing them together and sensing their community made him aware of how much he missed his family. Even though he was fortunate enough to be traveling with friends, he hated not knowing where his brother and cousins and great uncle were. Even his father. He wanted everybody to be back in their mountain valley with their home intact.

      The dolphins swam out of his range, and Yanko drew a shaky breath. His cheeks were moist with tears, the wind cold against his wet skin.

      As he wiped the tears away, he wondered if this was the sign he had sought. Did the gods believe he should give up his hunt for Zirabo, at least for now, and find his family? If they truly were on the awful-sounding island, they could be in danger every day. Didn’t he owe it to them to free them?

      Further, if they were being held with a lot of other important moksu families, someone in the camp might know where to look for the prince.

      Yanko lowered his hand from the statue. “Of course. Who better to ask than those from families who have long been allies of the Great Chief’s family?”

      It made sense. At least, he thought it did. Or was it only that he was homesick and longed to see his family again?

      “No,” Yanko said. “It makes sense because freeing all those people would be the right thing to do, even if it doesn’t lead to finding Zirabo.”

      He just had to convince Dak.

      As Yanko left the shrine, heading back down the dark beach toward the distant lamps of the city, he debated how he could do that. Maybe if he said he truly had seen a vision, Dak would believe him. After all, they’d found the Mausoleum Bandit’s stash after an ancient tortoise communicated with Yanko. Dak might believe something similar had happened.

      Except that Yanko couldn’t imagine himself looking Dak in the eye and lying. He wasn’t a good liar, and even if he were, Dak could probably suss out dishonesty. If he couldn’t convince Dak with logic…

      “I’ll just have to accept that we may need to go different ways,” he said with a sigh.

      “You’re supposed to talk to the gods at a shrine,” a woman’s voice came from the shadows. “Not yourself.”

      Was that Jhali? Yanko squinted toward the rocks at the back of the beach and made out the white of her garb.

      “The gods weren’t interested in talking to me.” Yanko decided not to mention the dolphins. She might mock him if he tried to explain that he’d seen their passing as a sign. Lakeo definitely would. He didn’t know Jhali well enough to know what to expect from her yet.

      “I suppose I won’t have any better luck then,” she muttered, the words almost lost on the wind.

      She gazed toward the shrine, the stone pillars still visible in the moonlight.

      “If that’s what you came out here to do, you might as well try,” Yanko said. “Just because they didn’t see fit to advise me doesn’t mean they won’t feel differently toward you.”

      “I barely believe in them. I just thought…” She looked at him. “Never mind. It was dumb. I’m going back to the city.”

      Despite the words, she didn’t turn back toward the port. Because she didn’t want to walk with him? Or because they were just words and not the truth? Maybe she’d been waiting for him to leave so she could try her luck. Her gaze turned back toward the shrine again.

      “I’ll leave you to your walk then,” he said, not wanting to impose on her quest for guidance or solitude. Whatever it was.

      But he’d only taken a couple of steps before she said, “Damn it, White Fox.”

      She pushed her hood back, and the wind whipped at long black hair.

      He stopped and looked at her again, waiting for more. If it had been Lakeo, she would have punched him in the shoulder after swearing at him. And then mocked his chin hair.

      Jhali turned her back on him and walked toward the shrine. She stopped before she reached it and sat against a driftwood log, drawing up her knees and glowering at the ocean.

      Yanko knew it would be safer for his ego and possibly his life if he left her alone, but it went against his nature to abandon someone in pain. He wished he knew if she wanted company or not. It was hard to imagine her wanting to talk to him. But it was also hard to imagine someone, even a hardened mage hunter, not being devastated after finding out that her surrogate family had been destroyed.

      Yanko walked back toward the shrine. He slowed down when he reached the log, but she turned a glower on him, and he picked up his pace again.

      “Forgot something,” he explained, then walked all the way back to the jade tortoise. He bowed, pressed his head to the cool statue, and whispered, “Tortoise god, if you have any advice on how to handle women, I’d appreciate it.”

      The tortoise did not respond, and the dolphins were gone.

      Yanko took a deep breath and headed back toward the log. Jhali hadn’t moved. As he approached, he braced himself to be snapped at. He wished he could cheat and use his senses to get the gist of her feelings. But she had her mental defenses in place. He would have had better luck reading the log’s feelings.

      He walked past her, then sat down a few feet away, his back to the same log.

      “What are you doing?” She sounded more wary than irritated.

      “Resting,” Yanko said.

      “Resting?”

      “It’s a long walk from that shrine back to town.”

      She looked toward the sea again. Yanko leaned into the log, wishing it offered protection from the wind. It had grown chillier as the night deepened, and he felt like a loon for sitting out here. He was positive she didn’t want him here. Maybe she wished she had company but not him. Not the dumb moksu kid she’d been ordered to assassinate.

      “I lost my uncle at our family’s salt mine when one of the rebel factions attacked,” Yanko said, also looking toward the sea and not at her. “Just a day before you came to my village.” He didn’t add, and burned my family’s homestead to the ground. He didn’t want to make accusations, and besides, she’d said before she hadn’t been the one to do that. She’d only been hunting him. “I’d been around him off and on as a boy—our whole extended family lived in the area—but it wasn’t until the six months I worked in the mine for, uh, hardening, as my father called it, that I got to know him. And he came to respect me, I believe. There were a couple of times… well, I’d just started to appreciate that he wasn’t as hard to please as my father.” He decided there was no point in complaining to her about his relationship with his father. He just wanted to offer commiseration, to let her know he understood what it was like to lose someone. If it mattered to her, or if it helped her somehow. “Then rebels attacked, wanting the mine because of the salt, because it provides a valuable resource. They killed many of the workers, and they killed my uncle, who was the overseer there. He died in my arms.”

      Jhali kept looking toward the ocean and didn’t say anything.

      “I hadn’t experienced death before that. I still don’t know if… I mean, I’ve been so busy since then that I couldn’t say I’ve had a chance to grieve or think about it, you know? I’m not sure yet if the rest of my family is alive.”

      “I lost my mother when I was eight,” Jhali said, startling him because he hadn’t expected her to reciprocate the sharing. She was still staring at the ocean, but she looked at him when she added, “To pirates.”

      To his mother. He didn’t have to ask.

      “She was in the Great Fleet during the war,” Jhali said. “She continued to sail in the fleet and patrol Nurian shores for part of the year afterward, when my father was home, and he could watch me. During the summers, he fished in the Northern Seas. In the winter, he sold bait and made lures for local fishermen. I helped when I wasn’t at school.”

      “What happened to him?” Yanko asked.

      She’d ended up in mage-hunter training, orphaned to the sect, it had sounded like. She must have lost both of them.

      “The year after she was killed—murdered—he died fishing. It was always dangerous work, but… I think he was less careful after he lost my mother.” She shrugged, the gesture seeming to convey indifference.

      Yanko had a hard time believing that.

      “You’d think I would be used to losing people by now,” she said so softly he almost didn’t hear it.

      The words weren’t meant for him. Just because she’d spoken didn’t mean she didn’t see him as an intruder. Just because she hadn’t fought his presence didn’t mean she welcomed it.

      He placed his hands in the cool sand, intending to push himself up, when barks and snarls came from the high grasses and rocks behind the beach.

      Coyotes? Wolves? Or—he glanced at the lights of the city—dogs?

      He stretched out with his senses and learned that it was indeed a pack of dogs. They were as bony and gaunt as the people in the tavern—more so. A mix of breeds, they seemed more like pets that had been left to fend for themselves than feral animals. Or maybe, he thought, his heart swelling in sympathy, their owners had been among those shipped off to the internment camps, and there was nobody left to care for them.

      More snarls sounded, and Jhali shifted, drawing a dagger and peering over the log. The animals themselves weren’t visible, but their location was, the grasses shifting as the dogs fought over a rat that one had caught.

      “They won’t bother us,” Yanko said, lifting a hand.

      “You sure? They sound hungry.”

      “They are.”

      “We’re two miles outside of the city. They might see us as tasty morsels.”

      “I doubt it.” If he was right, and they had been people’s companions, they would be more likely to see humans as sources of food rather than food itself. “But I can convince them otherwise if necessary.”

      The rat had disappeared down a gullet, and a few of the dogs sniffed the air toward the beach. Yanko wished he had food in his pocket for them, though he supposed the ocean was a plentiful source of it. He gazed toward the shallows, searching with his senses for fish swimming near the surface.

      A school of them flitted about in the moonlight, not far from shore. He hesitated because, as his mother had chastised him about, he was reluctant to kill even sea creatures. But the starving and abandoned dogs saddened him, and he found himself using telekinesis to make a net from floating seaweed. He wove the strands together and swept his trap toward shore to capture numerous fish, then hurled it out of the water before they could escape.

      Jhali cursed as the seaweed net and ensnared fish sailed over their log and into the grasses. The dogs yelped and leaped away. But as fish wriggled free, flopping in the grass, the pack closed in, some of the starving animals snapping down the floundering meals whole.

      Yanko opened his eyes to Jhali staring at him.

      “I’m going to head back to town,” he said, rising to his feet and hoping to forestall her calling him naive or foolish. She’d done so before, and he couldn’t imagine someone with the cool practicality of a mage hunter understanding his feelings for animals.

      “Over there,” a male voice said from farther up the beach.

      Yanko jumped, noticing eight figures on the beach striding in his direction.

      “There are only two of them. Kill them and take the sword. It’ll sell for a fortune.”

      Yanko touched the hilt of Sun Dragon’s scimitar. He glanced back at the log, but Jhali was gone.

      The would-be murderers and thieves stood between Yanko and the route back to the city. One of them had to have the ability to use magic—or a Made device that sensed it—or the group never would have found him. It wasn’t as if he’d been waving the scimitar around during his time in the city.

      Yanko walked toward them with his arms spread, though he doubted it would do any good. They’d already said they planned to kill him. And Jhali, too, but she’d slipped away, and they likely hadn’t seen in which direction she’d gone. He hadn’t even seen it, and he’d been sitting next to her.

      None of the eight men wore the uniforms of the watch. That heartened him. They were common thieves, most likely, or men who’d turned to thieving out of desperation. They were as gaunt and bony as the dogs.

      “I am a mage, my friends.” Yanko tried not to wince, since it was a lie. He might have power, but he still hadn’t been to an official school. What he was, by his country’s definition, was a rogue magic-user. “Do not pick a fight with me, or I shall call a pack of wild dogs down from the rocks to eat you.”

      A few of the men snorted.

      Bark for me, my friends, Yanko thought, touching the minds of several of the dogs and convincing them that these men represented a threat and that they should warn their pack mates about them.

      One of the dogs barked, and the others joined in. It lacked the haunting refrain of a coyote pack, but a couple of the men did stir uneasily. The group stopped advancing and eyed Yanko from ten steps away.

      “I fed them,” Yanko said. “They’ll cheerfully come to my defense.”

      Well, perhaps not cheerfully, but Yanko thought he could convince the dogs to come bark in person. Or he could knock the men into the water with a large gust of wind. But he found himself reluctant to hurt people who were in dire straits already. Even if they wanted to kill him for his valuables.

      “Will you feed us if we leave you alone?” someone muttered wistfully from the back.

      “Shut up.” One of his comrades elbowed him.

      Yanko knew it was a risk to split his attention, but he found another school of fish in the water. The dogs would eat more, he was certain, if these men didn’t wish to take any home.

      The leader snarled, waved for the others to follow, and strode toward Yanko. Fish flew out of the sea. Yanko might have simply set them down, but seeing the leader advancing made him hasty. He ended up pelting the men with fish.

      They whirled toward the sea, brandishing cudgels and dented swords scrounged from who knew where. A wet fish slapped the leader in the face before tumbling to the sand.

      The dogs must have caught the scent of fresh food. They swarmed down out of the rocks and grass, heading straight for the men. A couple of the thieves raised their clubs, but the rest sprinted down the beach toward town. The brave ones lost their bravery when they stood alone, and they also retreated.

      As no fewer than twenty dogs leaped upon the second round of fish, Yanko noticed Jhali crouching near the grass in a position that had been behind the group before they ran off. She straightened, turning to watch them go and lowering the dagger in her hand.

      Yanko skirted the dogs—they were too busy snapping up the fish to take heed of him—and joined her.

      “You were going to sneak up on them?” he asked.

      “And hold a blade to the leader’s throat, yes.” She looked down at her dagger, snorted, and sheathed it. “I thought we’d surrounded them.”

      “I’m not sure if I should admit out loud that I’m pleased you want to surround people with me.”

      “Probably not.” She looked at the dogs, now sniffing around in case they had missed any fish. “My mission would have been a lot easier if you were more of a lizard’s ass.”

      Yanko lifted his eyebrows. “And if I hadn’t woken up at an opportune time.”

      “At an inopportune time.”

      “You wouldn’t have felt the tiniest bit bad if you’d succeeded in killing me?”

      “Not then.”

      “What about now?” Maybe he shouldn’t have asked. He felt bolstered by her willingness to banter with him—and consider him not a lizard’s ass.

      She gazed at him, but it was hard to read her face in the shadows. For a moment, he thought she might answer, but she shook her head and started walking back toward the city. He trailed after her, knowing his discussion with Dak wouldn’t be made easier by delaying it.

      “Where are you going next, White Fox?” Jhali asked over her shoulder.

      “Yanko.” If he could get her to surround people with him, maybe he could get her to call him by first name. “I’m going to try to convince Dak and Consul Tynlee—and her lovely yacht—that we should visit this Seventh Skull Island where so many mok—so many families are being taken. And that we should rescue them.”

      She eyed him at the slip. Maybe he shouldn’t have bothered correcting it, but he didn’t want her to think he only cared about those prisoners because they were from honored families. Admittedly, he cared about them a lot more because his kin might be among them, so it was still a bias, but he would happily help commoners if they were there.

      “A boy I ran into said my family is among them,” Yanko said, “and I want to get them out, of course, but it sounded like hundreds of people, including mages, are imprisoned there. If we could free them, they might help with the war. At the least, I’m hoping someone there will have a lead on Prince Zirabo.”

      “Help with the war? Do you care who comes out on top? I don’t even know who any of these idiots making war on each other are.” Jhali shook her head.

      “I want someone who will put the needs of the people above personal gain.”

      “You’re still naive, White Fox.”

      How had he known he wouldn’t get through the night without being accused of that? “Yanko.”

      She grunted. “I don’t know where I should go. That’s why I was going to visit the shrine. In case… oh, I don’t know. It’s not like the gods care about mage hunters.” Her voice turned savage as she added, “Clearly.”

      “You don’t think that when your sect was attacked, some of the mage hunters might have been taken prisoner?” When he’d brought up the idea earlier, she hadn’t reacted, but he still thought it seemed logical. Why murder people when they could be stored away as potential bargaining chips for later use? “Maybe you have friends alive and just have to find them.”

      Jhali walked with her jaw set, neither shaking her head nor responding. Yanko couldn’t tell if she was thinking it over or had already dismissed it.

      “You should probably come with me to check,” he added.

      “Yanko, I’ve been trying to kill you for months. Why, by all the delusional furry and scaled gods, would you want me to stay with you?”

      He kept himself from triumphantly pointing out that she’d used his first name. She wasn’t in the mood for triumph.

      “You’re not trying to kill me anymore, right? You just helped me surround thugs.”

      “Like you needed my help.” She sounded disgusted.

      That he hadn’t needed her help? Or that nobody seemed to need her help at the moment?

      Since she’d just learned that everyone she knew and had grown up with was likely dead, he wouldn’t begrudge her being grumpy. Or disgusted. He wished he knew how to fix things for her.

      “A mage always needs backup.” He smiled and risked her ire by patting her on the shoulder. “Why do you think I keep talking Dak into going on adventures with me?”

      “Someone speculated that you might be lovers.”

      Yanko tripped in the sand and fell on his face. He rushed to stand up again, wondering if it was dark enough that he could say there had been a rock in his path. A giant rock.

      “Someone?” he asked, his cheeks heating. “If it was Lakeo, you can’t take anything she says seriously.”

      “Ah,” Jhali said.

      “Also, I like people with girl parts. I mean girls with girl parts. Women.” By the badger goddess, why was he mangling this explanation? For that matter, why did he feel the need to explain? Now that he thought about it, he believed Jhali had been joking.

      “I’m relieved we’ve established that,” she said dryly.

      He didn’t say anything as they walked back into the city, a soft drizzle starting to fall and helping his cheeks cool off. It wasn’t until they reached the dock and Jhali turned down it with him that he asked, “Have you decided to come help us free those people?”

      He didn’t mention that he hadn’t convinced anyone else to go yet.

      Jhali sounded glum as she said, “I have nowhere else to go.”
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      When they returned to the yacht, Yanko parted ways with Jhali and looked for Dak but didn’t find him in the cabin they shared. Yanko blushed at the memory of Jhali’s joke—he hoped it had been a joke. Maybe he needed to start using his persuasive powers to try to get his own cabin on ocean voyages.

      He found Lakeo and Arayevo in their cabin, explained his plan, and asked if they wanted to come or stay. Arayevo was delighted with the idea of heroically rescuing prisoners. Lakeo said they’d get themselves killed and that it wasn’t likely Yanko could talk anyone into taking them on the self-imposed mission. Yet she had agreed to go if he did. They both had. He wasn’t sure if it was that they had faith in him and wanted to help Nurians, or if they were simply disinclined to stay in the unfriendly Yellow Delta.

      When Yanko returned to his cabin, Kei squawked from the back of the chair bolted to the deck. His feathers were ruffled up, and he looked cold. Yanko brought him a handful of seeds. Earlier, the bird had gone out to explore or seek food or mates or whatever it was parrots did during daylight hours, but he always made his way back to Yanko’s cabin for the night.

      “I hope you’ll stick with me long enough to get you back to your home,” Yanko murmured, suspecting the parrot missed his tropical island from time to time.

      “Yanko?” Tynlee asked, leaning into the cabin. “Is Dak with you?”

      She stood in the doorway with a cup of tea in her hand and fluffy green and yellow slippers on her feet.

      “Sorry, no. I was just looking for him.” He pointed at the slippers. “I’m going to assume you didn’t buy those in Turgonia.”

      “I did not. I did buy some huge furry white grimbal slippers, but they’re too large for travel.”

      “Furry or fluffy?”

      “Furry. I haven’t noticed that Turgonians are into fluffy, but there’s nothing untoward about making garments out of hide and fur. Shaggy seems to be acceptable there, no matter what the climate.”

      “They’re an odd people.”

      “Funny, they say the same thing about Nurians.” Tynlee smiled, but it faded quickly. “If Dak returns tonight, would you… ah, never mind.” She shook her head ruefully.

      “Is something wrong?”

      When Yanko had left the yacht, Tynlee and Dak had been chatting amiably. He’d expected to find Dak still aboard.

      “Just that he’s a big, gruff, suspicious, crusty Turgonian.”

      “I thought you liked that about him.” Yanko decided not to mention that Dak also had those muscles she seemed fond of.

      “I do. Just not the part where he’s suspicious of me.”

      “He’s suspicious of me a lot of the time too,” Yanko offered.

      “Yes, but you don’t want to kiss him. I presume.” Tynlee arched her eyebrows.

      “Uh, no.” Yanko was definitely going to start getting his own cabin on ships.

      “Oh, it’s my fault, I suppose. I’m used to being the elusive Nurian diplomat. Enigmatic and inscrutable.” She wriggled her eyebrows.

      Yanko looked at her fluffy slippers but did not comment on whether or not they suggested enigmatic inscrutableness.

      “He’s quite aware that we manipulated him into sailing with us,” she added.

      “I know.” Yanko nodded and didn’t point out that she had done the manipulating, not when he’d told her everything and hoped she would help. “He distrusts Nurians in general, and diplomats, politicians, and mind mages likely get elevated to a higher level of distrust.”

      “Well, at least I’m not a politician.”

      “Consul Tynlee…” Yanko had meant to ask Dak for assistance first and figure out a means of transportation to the island after he knew if he had a bodyguard, but he wasn’t here, and Tynlee was the only person he knew with a ship.

      “You want to use my yacht to rescue prisoners?” she asked.

      Yanko scratched his head. “Were you mind snooping?”

      “Sorry, but you were taking a tediously long time to finish that sentence. And you need to learn to keep up your mental barriers. There are all manner of unscrupulous telepaths in the world, you know.”

      Since Yanko was asking for a favor, he decided not to mention that there was probably a reason Dak didn’t easily trust mind mages.

      “Would you be willing to take us to the island?” Yanko asked. “It could turn into an adventure that you could write about in a novel.”

      “I’d always intended to write about other people’s adventures in my novels, but I’ll speak to the captain and see if he knows the location of this Seventh Skull Island.”

      “Thank you, Honored Consul.” Yanko pressed his hands together and bowed.

      Tynlee started to answer but leaned back into the passageway and looked toward the steps. Yanko sensed Dak coming down them. He hesitated when he saw Tynlee.

      “Good evening, Dak,” she said. “I was just about to bid Yanko goodnight. I shall do the same to you unless you wish to speak again.”

      “Not at this time.” Dak’s voice sounded stiff and formal.

      Yanko suspected they’d had a tiff, or maybe she’d simply pressed too hard asking him for details on his past, and he’d worried he was being interrogated. Yanko had never had any luck with relationships, so he wouldn’t have the foggiest idea how to advise either of them.

      “Goodnight then.” She bowed, lifted a hand toward Yanko, and then retired to her own cabin.

      Dak waited for her to shut her door, frowned thoughtfully at it, and shook his head as he entered the cabin he shared with Yanko. His hair was damp from the rain, and there were more bruises on his knuckles than there had been a few hours earlier.

      “Did you also go out to seek guidance from the gods?” Yanko asked.

      Dak grunted and sat on his bunk, reaching for his boots. “It would have been from my ancestors, but your people neglected to install suitable shrines.”

      “What would a Starcrest ancestor shrine look like?”

      “The one in the orchard back home has a moss-covered statue of the first Starcrest in it, along with the attack wolf that he supposedly trained to rush into battle with him.”

      “You do your worshipping in an orchard?”

      “It’s less worshipping and more leaving offerings so the spirits of our dead ancestors don’t haunt us. Most people don’t really believe that would happen, but they visit the shrines with their bribes just in case.” After removing his boots, Dak flopped back on his bunk. “You get any guidance?”

      Yanko thought of the dolphins. “Nothing obvious, but I do have an idea. Unless…” Yanko glanced at his bruises. “Did you question someone?”

      “Several someones. I was trying to get to a high-ranking Swift Wolf here in town.”

      “Did you pummel your way up the chain of command?” Yanko imagined Dak foregoing bribes and blackmail for a more direct method of finding the head of an organization.

      “More or less. But the man overseeing the faction’s actions in the city isn’t that high up overall. I gathered the leader is behind some of the fight in the Great City right now. But this man confirmed that the rebels are still rounding up mages and moksu and sending them to the camps. They’ve been doing it gradually over months and believe they’re sapping their enemies of their resources by doing so.”

      “Did you find out anything about Zirabo?” Yanko asked.

      If Dak had a lead, Yanko would be obligated to push his rescue plans aside and prioritize the prince.

      “Nothing solid,” Dak said.

      “Something intangible?”

      “Only guesses based on what wasn’t said.”

      Yanko waited to see if he would expand on that, but he didn’t. “Want to hear my idea?”

      He expected Dak to grunt without enthusiasm or maybe give him an exasperated glance, but he looked over and said, “Yes.”

      “We rescue the prisoners at the Seventh Skull Island internment camp.” Yanko smiled, hoping enthusiasm would help sell the idea. “There are reputed to be hundreds and maybe even thousands of people there. Well-connected people. It seems possible, maybe even likely, that someone in a group that large would know what happened to the Great Chief’s children, those still alive. And they should be grateful to us for rescuing them and willing to answer our questions.”

      Dak stuck his arm behind his head and gazed up at the ceiling. Yanko had expected him to object promptly and say that he couldn’t deviate from searching for Zirabo, so he found it encouraging that he appeared to be thinking it over.

      “You have any idea how they’re keeping all those mages imprisoned on an island?” Dak asked. “I could see soldiers with rifles being sufficient to keep normal people detained, given the right setup, but it’s hard to imagine one mage not being able to escape from such a situation, much less hundreds.”

      “I don’t know, no, but all it would take is more powerful mages to keep lesser mages imprisoned.”

      “Powerful mages that don’t sleep?”

      “Maybe they sleep in shifts.” Yanko spread his hands. “Maybe they hired a Turgonian engineer to build a prison that even mages couldn’t escape.”

      Dak grunted. “It’ll be my duty to get a copy of those blueprints for Turgonia then.”

      “Whatever gets you to join me in helping break these people out.”

      Dak looked over at him again. “You think your family is there?”

      Er, had he shared that? Or could Dak simply guess at his motivations?

      “I do,” Yanko admitted. “And that does motivate me more to help them, but I genuinely believe we could get a lead on Zirabo if we had access to that many people. I could use your help because, as you pointed out, whatever is keeping a bunch of mages imprisoned is likely to be a problem for anyone trying to break them out. I was joking when I said a Turgonian engineer might have designed the place, but I’m sure a Turgonian engineer could help take it down.”

      “You should be sweet-talking Professor Hawkcrest then.”

      “I have heard that it would only take a few biscuits to win his love.”

      “Do Nurians know how to make biscuits?”

      Yanko opened his mouth.

      “Without rice in them?”

      “Uhm, is rice flour allowed?”

      Dak sighed and shook his head. A couple of long moments passed, and Yanko sensed a rejection coming.

      “I was sent to find a missing royal diplomat, Yanko. I can’t get Turgonia involved in Nuria’s war.”

      “You and piles of your agents are over here now. How is that not getting involved?”

      “I didn’t know that myself and two agents qualified as a pile.”

      “Turgonians are large. You’re a pile all by yourself, Dak. Besides,” Yanko hurried on before he could retort, “can you really tell me that the two agents I’m aware of are the only two you have over here?”

      “No, but our agents observe. They don’t get involved.”

      “Your bruised knuckles suggest otherwise.”

      “There weren’t a thousand witnesses to me bruising them,” Dak said.

      “Dak…” Yanko leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. “If you can’t help with this, I understand. I believe this is the right thing for me to do right now, so I plan to go. If you are willing to come… I’ll take all the blame if we’re caught. I’ll say I used my magic to convince you to assist me. I’m sure my people don’t know about your mage-hunter training and would believe that.”

      “I’m more concerned about answering to my people.”

      “I—oh. I don’t suppose it would sway you if I said Consul Tynlee already agreed to take us.”

      Dak lurched to a sitting position. “She what?”

      “Assuming the captain knows where the island is located.”

      “Yanko, we have no idea which faction is going to come out on top. What if it’s the Swift Wolves? Not only would you be risking her ship, but you’d be risking her career, if not her life.”

      Yanko noticed that Dak was a lot more distressed about the idea of her life and career being risked than his own.

      “I’m willing to claim I manipulated her into helping too,” Yanko said, tapping his temple, “though I might have a harder time convincing people I’m strong enough to control an accomplished mind mage.” He shrugged. He was willing to try his best to sway people.

      “So all that’s required of us is that we hold our tongues and relinquish our honor.” Dak looked like he was sucking a lemon.

      “For the greater good,” Yanko said, though he understood the objection. He would also be uncomfortable lying, even if it was a lie of omission.

      “For your greater good.”

      Yanko could lie, saying that he had heard that the prince was there. But then he would be impinging upon his own honor. Besides, Dak wouldn’t believe him if he only now threw that out there.

      “This ship doesn’t even have weapons,” Dak said after several minutes passed.

      Yanko blinked. Did that mean he was contemplating it?

      “It has mages,” Yanko offered, thinking that would be more likely to sway him than mentioning the bronze cannon in the life-jacket cabinet.

      “Wonderful,” Dak muttered and rolled out of his bunk. He walked out of the cabin without another word.

      Yanko had a feeling he’d won his help. Why did it feel more like a loss?
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      Dawn saw the yacht sailing out of the bay at Yellow Delta, with Yanko creating an illusion around the craft to keep anyone from noticing. From his position at the stern railing, he could see that no fewer than a dozen watchmen patrolled the waterfront, one carrying that dreaded magic detector. He didn’t know if they had finally figured out he and his artifacts were on the yacht or if some other troublesome mages had sailed into town.

      As the city receded and they entered the choppier waters of the ocean, Yanko let out a sigh of relief. The route ahead was dangerous, but at least he wouldn’t have to worry about hiding what he was and being kidnapped and sent off to that island.

      “No, you’re helping out the enemy by delivering yourself directly.” He snorted.

      Minark’s ship was also gone, he noticed, off to smuggle some new cargo, no doubt. Arayevo was still on board the yacht, sleeping in the cabin she shared with Lakeo. Yanko knew she’d part ways from him eventually, and he had no right to stop her, but for a while longer, she would work with him, and he could keep an eye on her.

      “Or take her into greater danger at my side,” he muttered.

      You’re chatting with my railing a lot, Tynlee spoke into his mind. Is your bird not awake yet?

      He does like to sleep in. Yanko sensed Tynlee coming up to the rail beside him without looking. “I thank you for agreeing to take us to the island.”

      He searched the deck with his mind to see if Dak had come up on deck with her. Yanko had passed the wardroom a few minutes earlier and heard Dak arguing with her about taking the ship, about her safety, and about her career. She’d rather tartly told him to mind his own business and that she didn’t need him to lecture her on consequences she could see perfectly well for herself.

      Yanko had hurried past without hearing more—he hadn’t wanted to intrude—but he regretted that his request was causing further strife between them. He wanted Dak to find someone to make him happy—or at least less dour—not drive that potential someone away. Though Yanko wasn’t sure what could come of a Nurian diplomat and a Turgonian spy falling in love. It sounded like something for Tynlee’s novel rather than anything that could actually work out.

      “While I would like to earn his good opinion, since I do have a fondness for those noble Turgonian warriors, I will not let him tell me what I can do,” Tynlee said.

      Mind snooping, again. Maybe Yanko would ask her later to teach him to better guard his thoughts. He ought to be acquiring all the skills he could during his journey, since he found trouble at every turn.

      “I think he just wants you to be safe,” Yanko said. “And for his country not to be seen as involved.”

      “Yes, I know what he wants. He’s not as hard to read as he thinks he is.”

      Yanko didn’t know about that. He had a hard time seeing past Dak’s stony facade.

      “I assume you know we have some problems to consider,” Tynlee said.

      Yanko sensed Dak’s approach. He’d come up on deck and was heading straight for them.

      “Is Dak one of them?” Yanko asked.

      Tynlee chuckled. “Possibly, though that’s not what I meant.”

      She turned to face him, her chin up and her hand on her hip. “Colonel, as I just told you, I am volunteering my ship for Yanko’s use, and unless you wish to go for another swim, you won’t attempt to stop me.”

      “I have been considering that,” Dak said, his tone far more reasonable than Yanko expected.

      “Your joy of swimming?” he asked.

      Dak gave him a flat look. “No. How I can turn freeing your people to further what Turgonia would wish to see without bringing any blame to my nation, and how to also protect Consul Tynlee’s career, should someone notice she was here and her ship was used. Which seems inevitable. There will be a lot of witnesses there, both among the captors and the captives.”

      Tynlee made an exasperated noise, and Yanko didn’t need mind magic to tell she was tired of him trying to protect her.

      “How long have you been contemplating all of that?” Yanko asked quickly, hoping to forestall an argument. He found the direction of Dak’s thinking promising.

      “Since we left dock,” Dak said.

      “So, five minutes? Have you come up with solutions?”

      “You alluded to one last night. I believe we shall have kidnapped Tynlee and her ship and locked her below while we used her yacht for the rescue.”

      That wasn’t exactly what Yanko had suggested. He’d wanted to more or less kidnap both of them to keep both from blame.

      Tynlee lifted a finger to her lips. She appeared speculative.

      “We?” Yanko asked, knowing Dak hadn’t forgotten their conversation.

      “Well, as you pointed out, it would be better for Turgonia if it was simply believed to be you, but I’m willing to take the blame. I’ll pretend to have gone rogue out of jealousy for my uncle and to have my own agenda. Maybe I want to grab power in Nuria by helping put my preferred candidate on the dais. I don’t know. I’ll think of something.”

      “Your honor doesn’t object to you lying if it’s to protect someone else?” Yanko asked.

      Dak clenched his jaw, only his eye moving when he glanced at Tynlee. “No.”

      She lowered her finger, appearing more disturbed than flattered by his desire to protect her.

      “You’re already potentially in trouble at home, Dak,” Yanko said quietly, not wanting him to sacrifice himself further. Nor could he see how any Nurian would truly believe he’d gone rogue. Not when he was related to the president. Family didn’t betray family, not in Nuria. Maybe it was different in Turgonia, but Yanko’s people would believe the Turgonians had ordered Dak to take his actions. “I suggest first off that we not get caught so that it’s not an issue we have to deal with, but if we do, we should do as I discussed. I should take the blame as the mastermind behind everything.”

      “Mastermind?” Dak asked mildly.

      Yanko spread a hand, not insisting on that adjective. “Or the brutish mage who forced you all to work with me. People may be more inclined to believe I tricked you somehow rather than overpowered you though.”

      “Uhm, no,” Tynlee said. “The other way around, I think.” She looked at Dak and raised her eyebrows. “Given who your mother is, Yanko, I think people will believe you have the power to force a lot of Turgonians and Nurians to do your bidding.”

      “Not any people who know I failed my entrance exam to Stargrind,” he muttered.

      “You have received tutelage from your mother since then,” Dak pointed out.

      “I was only with her for three days. Nobody’s going to believe I have any power.”

      “Yanko,” Tynlee said. “You’re maintaining an illusion of our ship as water even now in the midst of arguing with us. That’s not normal. Most mages can’t do that, even warrior mages who graduated from Stargrind.”

      “I…” Yanko blushed. He hadn’t realized he’d been keeping the illusion going with a tendril of subconscious concentration. A month ago, he wouldn’t have been able to do that. What had happened? Was it that he’d gotten so much practice using his magic in these past weeks? Or had those few days with his mother truly helped him gain power?

      Gain mastery, perhaps, Tynlee spoke softly into his mind. You have the power. When you’re willing to use it.

      “You don’t mind the idea of being kidnapped?” Dak asked Tynlee warily. Maybe he’d thought that would be the sticking point.

      “I don’t mind appearing to have been kidnapped,” Tynlee said. “If you truly chain me up, well, I hope it’s in your cabin rather than down in the bilge room.”

      Dak almost fell over. Which was alarming to Yanko since he was standing next to him.

      “You, ah, mentioned some other problems, Honored Consul?” Yanko asked.

      “Yes, there are a couple. The first is how to gain access to the island in the first place. I was thinking that, since this is a known Nurian diplomatic vessel, we may be able to sail into dock under the guise of wanting to negotiate on behalf of one of the other rebel leaders. I can go in to speak with whoever is in charge while you, Yanko, slip away with your team, preferably for a stealthy incursion. I’m assuming they will have mages as part of the guard staff, so keep working on your illusions.”

      Yanko nodded. “I will.”

      Dak grunted. In agreement for the suggestion? It was always hard to tell with his grunts.

      “Will you be on my team?” he asked quietly, not wanting to assume.

      “Yes.”

      Yanko was still surprised that Dak was willing to deviate from his mission to help with this, but he said, “Thank you,” genuinely relieved to know he would walk at Yanko’s side.

      Maybe he truly had figured out some way to spin a prisoner rescue in Turgonia’s favor. Or—Yanko sucked in a breath as a thought came to mind. Had Dak learned something last night while getting his knuckles bruised? Could he have gained access to a list of prisoners? Was it possible he knew someone on the island would lead him to Zirabo?

      “Now that that’s settled,” Tynlee said, looking pleased at Dak’s agreement to help Yanko, “allow me to bring up another problem.”

      Dak sighed. “Yes, even if we are somehow able to free the prisoners, we would be dealing with hundreds or thousands of people.”

      Tynlee nodded and spread her hand. “We couldn’t get more than fifty or sixty on this small yacht, even for a short trip.”

      “We should have a plan to transport those people to the mainland,” Dak said. “Unless our powerful young mage can levitate them across the sea?”

      Yanko arched his eyebrows. “Is that me?”

      “So Tynlee tells me.” Dak, as always, was underwhelmed by magical power. He had, after all, steered his underwater boat all about under Yanko’s mother’s ship and avoided her wrath.

      “Maybe there will be ships docked there,” Yanko said, “that we can… liberate.”

      “Liberate?” Dak asked. “That sounds like a word Lakeo would use. Misuse.”

      “That’s possible.”

      “If it truly is a prison island, I wouldn’t expect there to be ships docked there. That would be too convenient for captives hoping to escape.” Dak looked expectantly at Yanko. “We’ll only be able to use the ruse of a visiting diplomatic ship once. We can wait until we see the island to figure out the details of getting people out, but we need to arrange transport for them ahead of time.”

      “What do you suggest?” Yanko wasn’t certain why Dak was looking at him. He certainly didn’t have access to extra ships.

      “We’ll need a fleet to carry that many people,” Dak said.

      “I don’t suppose your Admiral Ravencrest would like to come ferry Nurians home?”

      Dak snorted. “Even if I had a way to contact him, I’m positive he would not. I was thinking of Snake Heart.”

      Tynlee’s jaw dangled open.

      Yanko leaned his back against the hard railing. “Oh. Uhm, I don’t have a way to contact her either. And the last I saw, she had a throwing star sticking out of her neck.”

      “I assume she’s since had it removed,” Dak said.

      Yanko hesitated. That had to be true—Gramon had said she lived.

      “You think she didn’t make it?” Dak asked. “Her Turgonian carried her off that beach. I remember that distinctly since you wouldn’t let me shoot him.”

      “I’ve heard she’s alive,” Yanko admitted. He hadn’t told Dak or anyone else about Gramon, and he didn’t mention it now. He doubted he had done the right thing in letting the pirate—a known killer—go. It had been an apology of sorts to his mother more than a desire to see the man, a man who’d been among those to kill the villagers on that island, roaming the world again.

      “The captain has a communications orb,” Tynlee said. “He would let you use it if you think it wise to ask a pirate to help us.”

      “A pirate with a fleet,” Dak said.

      Tynlee pressed her lips together and kept further thoughts about the wisdom—or the lack thereof—of this idea to herself.

      “I don’t know if she has a communications orb.” Yanko thought of how they had stormed Pey Lu’s ship in the search for clues to finding the lodestone. “There wasn’t one in her cabin when we visited.”

      “She’s done mercenary missions before,” Dak said. “Potential employers must have a way to contact her. Maybe she keeps it by the helm or elsewhere on the ship.”

      Yes, Yanko remembered she had claimed that someone had hired her to find the lodestone. He’d never figured out who that was.

      “Is that what we would be?” Yanko asked. “Employers? Because I don’t believe she’d help Nurian people—or anyone—for free.”

      “What about as a favor to her son?” Dak asked.

      “I’m guessing she’s irked with her son right now. We—I—kept her from acquiring the lodestone for whoever hired her to get it. And we wrecked a lot of her ships along the way.”

      “I have limited funds, and I don’t have the authority to promise Turgonian money from the army coffers.”

      “I doubt a pirate would take a promise anyway,” Yanko said.

      “I have a purse for my needs as a traveling diplomat,” Tynlee said, “but I doubt it would be enough to hire a fleet.”

      “We’re not using your money for this scheme,” Dak said.

      Tynlee arched her eyebrows. “You wouldn’t take the money of the person you kidnapped?”

      “No.”

      “How much can you offer?” Yanko asked her. “Maybe I could throw in Sun Dragon’s scimitar. I haven’t had a chance to explore its magical abilities yet, but I’m sure it’s valuable.” He didn’t mention the thieves who’d been willing to murder him to steal it.

      “Perhaps two hundred and fifty zekris.”

      It was a lot to Yanko, but he knew it wouldn’t go far when it came to paying a fleet of pirates.

      Dak and Tynlee were both watching him expectantly.

      Yanko let out a slow breath, daunted by the idea of contacting his mother, but they were right. There was no point in rescuing prisoners if they had no way to get them off that island.

      “I’ll try,” Yanko said.

      “The communications orb is in the captain’s cabin. I’ll let him know to expect you.” Tynlee’s mouth had a dubious twist to it, but she touched his shoulder encouragingly before heading belowdecks.

      Dak spotted Professor Hawkcrest coming up on deck, gave Yanko a few parting words, and headed over to talk to him. Hawkcrest listened, then lifted his arms and gesticulated expansively. Yanko didn’t know if they were talking about new Turgonian engine technology or possible methods for breaking prisoners out of an impregnable island jail.

      As Yanko headed for the steps, Arayevo also came up on deck.

      “Good morning, Yanko. I hear the travel plans have been finalized for our prison break.” Her eyes gleamed, as if she had no memory of how his last prison break had gone.

      “Yes. If I can convince my mother to help us.”

      She blinked. “Oh? Do you think she will?”

      “No.”

      She laughed shortly. “Well, if she does, will you introduce me to her this time?”

      Yanko hesitated, imagining her running off to join his mother’s fleet. That would be even worse than her going back to Minark.

      “Please, Yanko? I’ve longed to meet her for such a long time. She’s so tough and fierce and goes everywhere and does whatever she wants.”

      Including killing people, Yanko thought, but he kept the words to himself.

      “She does,” he said. “Yes, if I get the opportunity, I will introduce you.”

      “Thank you.” She hugged him.

      There had been a time when he’d dreamed of nothing more than having her arms wrapped around him. But now, he gave her a pat and extricated himself. He had a task to do, and a lot of people’s lives were at stake.
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* * *

      The communications orb glowed a soft blue, waiting for his touch. Yanko didn’t know whether to hope Pey Lu had an orb or not. He needed ships, but he didn’t want to ask her for a favor. If she agreed to help at all, he feared the price she asked in exchange would be too high.

      After taking a deep breath, Yanko rested his palm on the orb, the smooth crystal warm under his hand. He was alone in the captain’s cabin, the man having stepped out to give him privacy he wasn’t sure he wanted. Did this privacy mean that Tynlee trusted him fully? He could call anyone in here, anyone within range and with access to a communications orb. A person had to be close and linked to one to feel the mental ping of activation.

      Not that he knew many people he could contact. One had to either be familiar with a person and have touched his or her mind before or one had to be familiar with a specific orb. It wasn’t as if he could contact the Turgonian president—or, more likely, his Kyattese wife—and ask for a favor from the republic. He might be able to contact Mela Komitopis or one of her grandchildren, but he doubted any of them could conjure a fleet and send it to ferry people.

      “Only one person who might help,” he mumbled, imagining his mother’s face in his mind. “Dak was right.”

      Pey Lu’s face appeared in the glow of the orb more quickly than he’d imagined. She must have been close to an orb of her own. It might also mean she was somewhere nearby. That would make sense, since Gramon had been in Yellow Delta. Even if they had parted ways for some reason, she wouldn’t have had time to sail far.

      “Yanko,” Pey Lu said coolly, her voice tinny through the orb.

      The light and crystal distorted her face, making it fuzzy around the edges, so it was harder than ever to read her expression. But she didn’t sound delighted to see him. He couldn’t see the side of her neck. It didn’t appear to be bandaged, so he hoped that meant she’d had access to a good healer and nothing but a scar remained.

      “Captain Pey Lu,” Yanko said, keeping it formal. He was going to offer a deal as a potential business partner, not beg for a favor as a son. “I hope you’ve recovered from your injuries.”

      “Well enough.”

      He took another deep breath. Best to simply get his request out of the way. “I intend to rescue approximately a thousand of our people from an internment camp on Seventh Skull Island, but I only have access to one small ship. It’s not enough to transport them. I’ll need the use of three or four frigates or other large craft for a short time—long enough to get them to the mainland. If you’re in the area and not otherwise engaged, I would like to hire you—or a few of your captains—for the job.”

      He gripped the edge of the table, half-expecting her to break the connection without responding. Or to give him a blunt no and then break the connection.

      “That’s not the mission you were on last month,” Pey Lu said.

      “It’s evolved.”

      “How much are you offering?”

      “Two hundred and fifty zekris and the gratitude of those you rescue.”

      He expected her to snort at that, and he wasn’t disappointed.

      “The gratitude of honored Nurians is fleeting,” she said, “and they’re more likely to shoot me than step onto one of my ships.”

      Yanko hadn’t expected her to know about the internment camps or who was rumored to be on Seventh Skull. Maybe she was more of a potential resource than he’d guessed. She couldn’t know where Zirabo was, could she?

      “Two-fifty is nothing, Yanko. It wouldn’t pay for me to resupply a single ship.”

      “I’ll throw in Sun Dragon’s scimitar,” Yanko said.

      One of her eyebrows twitched, the movement almost lost in the orb’s light. “You stole it from him?”

      There was emotion in her voice for the first time, but he couldn’t tell what it was. Disgust? He doubted it. She sounded more impressed by his daring. Not that it had been daring…

      “He forced me into a battle,” Yanko said, “and I defeated him. I don’t know the provenance of the sword, but it’s magical and is likely worth a lot of money.”

      “He’s dead? You wouldn’t have the right to claim it otherwise.”

      “He’s dead.” Yanko doubted he had the right to claim it, regardless, but after all the angst the mage had put him through, he wasn’t inclined to worry about finding an heir.

      “Good. But I have no need of magical swords. I can acquire them easily enough myself.”

      “What would motivate you to send ships to help?” Yanko asked. “You wouldn’t have to come in person if you feared people wouldn’t accept you as a savior.”

      “Thoughtful of you.”

      He lifted his chin, waiting for an answer. Hoping she would ask for something he could provide.

      “I’ll assist you, if you join me after you free those people. Assuming you don’t get yourself and all your friends killed in the process.” Her tone turned dry. “You know something epic is keeping those people imprisoned, right? If they’re all moksu, there must be a lot of mages among them.”

      “I’m bringing a Turgonian engineer along to help,” he murmured, though his mind was stuck on her first sentence.

      She still wanted him to join her? After all the trouble he’d caused?

      “That’s not what your bodyguard is,” Pey Lu said. “Gramon recognized him.”

      Yanko almost asked her if she knew where Gramon was—maybe she would be grateful that Yanko had assisted her lover. But if she’d cast Gramon out or if he’d left because of hard feelings, bringing him up might not be wise. Besides, Yanko didn’t want to try to get something when he’d done that as a thank-you. He already owed her. Besides, she’d already listed her price.

      “I know who he is,” Yanko said, since she seemed to be waiting to see if he would ask, “and he can’t get a Turgonian fleet to help with the prisoners.”

      “Of that I have no doubt,” Pey Lu said. “The Turgonians would lob explosives at that island if they knew they had that many powerful and influential Nurians all in one place.”

      That was a chilling thought. Yanko didn’t truly believe that Dak wanted those prisoners dead, but was it possible he’d agreed to accompany Yanko again for more than, or something different from, what he’d said? What if Zirabo wasn’t his main priority?

      “You have my offer,” Pey Lu said. “Come and train with me and join my fleet, and I’ll ferry prisoners for you. Maybe I’ll even help you get them out.”

      Yanko swallowed. He’d rejected her offer easily before. Not only could he never see himself as a pirate, hurting people for monetary gain and losing any chance he had at redeeming his family’s honor, but the idea horrified him so much he’d have to take his own life if he ended up stuck in that position. Bound by his word.

      But this time, it wasn’t just about him. With the assistance of Pey Lu and her fleet, he would have a far better chance of rescuing those people. And if his family was among them, as he believed, what did his own life matter? Wasn’t it worth it in trade?

      But he didn’t know the situation yet. He’d had only the words of a moksu boy younger than he. He couldn’t barter away his life without knowing for certain that he was doing the right thing.

      “I can see you’re honored by my offer,” Pey Lu said, that dryness in her tone again.

      “I would be honored to learn from you,” Yanko said, surprised the words were true. She was a murdering criminal and had caused his entire family to lose its honor in the eyes of their people, and she repented nothing. But he understood her a little better now, and it wasn’t so easy to judge her anymore. Maybe it should have been, but he could see why she’d made some of the choices she had. “But I can’t become a pirate. I can’t kill innocent people. I don’t want to kill anyone. I want to help our country and figure out how to put an end to this war and turn the focus toward what’s important. Feeding everyone. Getting that continent for Nuria.”

      “You’re naive, Yanko.”

      “Yes, I hear that a lot.”

      “And I’ve seen your continent. It couldn’t feed a bird.”

      “It will in time.” Why could nobody else see that? In a few generations, it could become a lush and bountiful place that would provide food for millions. He wagered he could get things growing there within the decade if he could work the land himself and bring in soil amendments from fertile areas.

      “If you free those people, you’ll only add fuel to the fire of that war,” she added. “Whatever it is you seek, don’t delude yourself into believing that letting a bunch of honored snots out of a camp will help you find it.”

      “I believe our family is there,” he said quietly.

      “You have my offer. I’m not interested in helping for a lesser prize.”

      She terminated the connection before he could speak again, and the orb went dark.

      A prize? Was that what he was? He couldn’t imagine why she would consider him that, unless she’d gained some tiny modicum of maternal pride in seeing him become better at his magic.

      Or did she need a new right-hand man now that Gramon was off doing… whatever he’d been doing in Yellow Delta to be captured?

      A knock sounded at the door.

      “Come in.” Yanko rose from the captain’s seat and turned as it opened.

      Dak stood out there, the captain in the passageway behind him, no doubt wanting his cabin back.

      “Any luck?” Dak asked.

      “Not unless I’m willing to apprentice myself to Pey Lu and become her new pirate assistant.”

      Dak arched his eyebrows.

      Yanko wished he hadn’t shared that. Maybe Dak would think he was foolish not to accept, to sacrifice himself for the good of others. It seemed like something a Turgonian would do.

      “Turgonia will be pleased not to have another powerful mage haunting the seas and terrorizing its ships,” he said.

      “Oh? Now I’m certain I made the wrong choice.”

      He grunted.

      “So,” the captain said, leaning into the cabin, “we have no assistance for carrying people?”

      “We’ll see what we’re up against and figure something out.” Yanko smiled and tried to look confident. Right now, he hoped that the island would have some ships they could steal.
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      Yanko felt tremendous power somewhere ahead of them. He stood at the railing, peering across the choppy waves toward the cloudy horizon, but he didn’t see anything yet. The captain had said they would reach the island that afternoon, but Yanko was surprised he already sensed something. What, he didn’t know. A Made artifact in constant use was his best guess.

      “You’re scrutinizing the waves intently,” Lakeo said, walking up to the railing beside him, Arayevo trailing behind. “Are you chatting with a kraken or some giant jellyfish?”

      “I wish.”

      “You’re a weird boy, Yanko.”

      “A weird man.” The wind gusted, batting his topknot around.

      “A man?” Lakeo leaned an elbow on the railing and regarded him. “Have you been counting your chin hairs again and getting uppity because there are more than three now?”

      “Are there?” He should have known better, but he probed his chin exploratively. It had been a few days since he’d shaved.

      Arayevo smiled and shook her head.

      “Oh yes,” Lakeo said. “I think I saw a fourth one this morning. Unless that’s a dirt smudge.”

      Yanko eyed her warily, expecting her to tweak his chin like some handsy grandmother. But she simply smirked, content to tease without tweaking anything.

      “Can I ask you something, Yanko?” Lakeo looked at Arayevo, and Yanko had the sense they’d been discussing whatever this was before joining him.

      “Yes.” He tilted his head. “Were you praising my chin hair in the hope of a favorable response?”

      “Possibly. Let’s see if it works, eh?”

      He opened his palm, inviting her question. It surprised him that she would ask permission before coming out with it.

      “Arayevo said that you’re going to introduce her to your mother,” Lakeo said.

      “If I get the chance.” Yanko nodded to her. “But I’m not sure when I will.”

      Lakeo shrugged easily. “If you do, will you introduce me too? I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to make enough money for a real academy or even a tutor, but if I could work for her, maybe I’d learn a few things.” She turned wistful eyes toward the horizon, the dark water melding with the gray sky.

      Yanko wondered if she sensed the magic he felt out there. His skin crawled as they sailed closer.

      “I didn’t get the impression that she tutors many people,” Yanko said, reluctant to send another friend off to a life of piracy. He’d always known Lakeo’s morals were sketchy, but if she could find a way to get what she wanted from life legally, he thought she would. It was the pursuit of her dream to become a mage that kept leading her astray.

      “I’d be willing to take my chances,” Lakeo said. “I’m a good worker. You know that. Even if I could just watch her, study what she does, maybe it would help. Trying to teach myself—well, you’ve seen how that’s gone. I don’t have your innate talent.”

      Her mouth twisted with familiar bitterness.

      “I can introduce you if we meet up with her.” Yanko felt fairly confident that they wouldn’t since he had rejected Pey Lu’s offer. “But if we succeed in rescuing these prisoners, they might be grateful. Maybe a mage among them would look past your…” He waved to indicate her unusual height and meaty, muscular arms. “Maybe there would be someone willing to tutor you for free. If one of them can point us to Zirabo and we find him, maybe he’d even be willing to teach you.”

      “Doesn’t he just play a flute?”

      “It’s a magical flute.”

      “That’s not exactly throwing fireballs,” Lakeo said.

      “I’m sure he knows some of the basics.”

      Lakeo opened her mouth to say more but spotted someone walking up from the opposite side and frowned. Jhali.

      Her white hood was up, keeping her long hair hidden. Yanko remembered seeing it whipping free on the beach and decided he liked it that way. A little wild instead of always contained and controlled. And a little more feminine. The white mage-hunter wrap didn’t reveal much skin. Not that he wanted to see her skin. He just didn’t like the reminder that she was a professional assassin.

      “We approach the island soon, I understand,” Jhali said.

      Yanko nodded. “I can already sense whatever magic is in use there, something that’s keeping the prisoners in, I imagine.”

      “That seems likely,” Lakeo said.

      “Will the Turgonian accompany you?” Jhali didn’t look at Lakeo or Arayevo, only focusing on him.

      “Dak?” Yanko knew she had to know his name by now. But maybe he hadn’t invited her to use it. Or did she use labels as a way to distance herself from people she might have to kill one day? “I think so. Someone should go with Consul Tynlee though, especially since I’m supposed to have kidnapped her and bent her to my will.”

      Arayevo snorted.

      “Are you volunteering?” he asked her.

      “No, I was laughing at the idea of you bending even a reed to your will. You wouldn’t want to impose yourself like that. But if you need me to go with her, I will. I like her.”

      “Good. Thank you.” Yanko didn’t rebut the rest since it was somewhat true.

      “If you need a bodyguard to protect you while you wield your magic,” Jhali said, “I volunteer.”

      Yanko formed a soundless, “What?”

      Lakeo scowled. “He has Dak, and if something happens to Dak, he has me. He’s not putting some assassin at his back, an assassin who tried to kill him multiple times.”

      “Thank you, Jhali,” Yanko said, hoping to stop an argument before it started. “I’m sure I’ll need the help of more than one person tonight.”

      His nerves jangled as he realized it would be tonight. As soon as the yacht landed, or even before, his team would have to slip away. Tynlee wouldn’t be able to distract the guards for long under the guise of her diplomatic mission.

      Jhali inclined her head once and walked away, her hands clasped behind her back.

      “Yanko,” Lakeo said. “You can’t seriously be ready to trust—”

      “Land on the horizon!” the first mate cried from the wheel.

      Scowling, Lakeo dropped the subject and peered into the gloom. Yanko’s nerves switched from jangling to jumping up and down and kicking his spine.

      A gray rocky island had come into view ahead, surprisingly bright in comparison to the dark clouds and sea. A curving yellow dome arched across it, taking up at least two-thirds of the visible land mass. It was the source of the light, sending a magical glow into the sky. From this distance, Yanko couldn’t tell if a physical dome was built into—or onto—the rock of the island, or if it was all magical. It could even be an illusion, but he doubted it. That crawling sensation on his skin warned him of true and powerful magic.

      “Should we get closer or attempt to keep this distance away from it for now?” the first mate asked, speaking to Tynlee.

      She, Dak, and Professor Hawkcrest had come up on deck and were also studying the distant island.

      “They’ll see that as suspicious,” Dak said. “We must assume they’ve already noticed us.”

      “A diplomatic vessel on a diplomatic mission would sail straight in,” Tynlee said.

      Dak and Hawkcrest went to the bow of the ship and bent their heads together, pointing to the island and talking.

      Yanko hoped they came up with something brilliant, but he had a feeling that only magic would be effective against the magic that lay ahead. He assumed the dome contained the prisoners, but was it alone keeping them constrained? Or were other mages standing guard from towers built into the rocks? Mages who would sense him if he used his power to investigate too closely?

      He scratched his jaw and considered how he might get a better look without doing so.

      A squawk came from the open hatchway, and Kei flew out with a couple of beige items clutched in his talons. They looked like crackers.

      A shout from the hatchway, and the ship’s cook appeared, waving a spoon. Kei flew straight to Yanko, circling around him instead of landing. Maybe it was hard to land with a cracker clutched in one’s talons.

      “More worthless than a pregnant whore,” Kei squawked in Kyattese as he glared at the cook, an expression Yanko had heard out of his beak before.

      “I’m going to pluck that feathered thief and throw him in the pot.” The cook stopped, pointing his spoon at Kei. “That’s the third time today I’ve caught him in my mess filching food.”

      “He needs a lot of food for the scouting mission he’s about to go on,” Yanko said.

      “He’ll have trouble scouting from my stew pot,” the cook groused.

      “Relax, Gorree,” Tynlee said gently, smiling. Yanko sensed her using a hint of her magic to soothe the cook. “I’ll buy you some fresh supplies the next time we’re in port.”

      The cook scowled, but grumbled a, “Yes, Honored Consul,” and slunk belowdecks again. He shot a hard squint in Kei’s direction before he disappeared down below.

      Kei had found a spot to drop his crackers where they wouldn’t fly away and was plucking them up with his beak.

      Kei, Yanko spoke into his mind. Will you go see if there are any seeds on that island up ahead? He added mental images to go with the words, since Kei only knew the words he liked to parrot.

      “You sure he’s going to scout after gorging himself?” Lakeo asked.

      “If not, I’ll have to recruit a seagull.”

      Kei squawked over at them. He finished his snack and sprang into the air again. “Seeds?”

      “Is that what qualifies as a dessert for a bird?” Lakeo asked.

      “If you don’t find any there, I’ll locate something good here for you,” Yanko promised. It was a long enough flight that Kei would likely be hungry again once he returned.

      The parrot squawked again and flew away from the ship, heading toward the island. Yanko gripped the railing, intending to monitor him. There was nothing magical about Kei, but if some guard was paying attention, he would realize that this wasn’t the right climate for a parrot. Maybe a seagull would have been a better choice.

      “I’ll gather my gear,” Arayevo said and headed toward her cabin.

      Professor Hawkcrest said something in Turgonian and pointed after the bird. It sounded like a question.

      Yanko ignored Dak’s response and attempted to see the world through Kei’s eyes, as he had done before. Communicating with animals—and fish and birds—still came more easily to him than other types of magic, and he soon found himself observing the ocean and island from the parrot’s point of view.

      The rocky island was about five miles around, so not very large, and it didn’t look to be volcanic like the Kyattese Islands. Even though they were seventy or eighty miles off the Nurian coast, the ocean wasn’t that deep here. Yanko sensed a mountain range below, with this the only peak that had broken the surface in this area.

      The island appeared to have been natural and largely unimproved until recently. Now guard towers dotted the coastline, and a fortress rose at one end, glowering over the dome to one side and a protected inlet to the other, where a single dock stretched out from shore. There weren’t any ships lining it. Yanko grimaced.

      Kei flew around the dome and didn’t see any doors or openings in it. Though Yanko sensed its magic, he couldn’t sense what lay under it. He risked dropping his link with Kei to investigate it more thoroughly with his senses. It was just as opaque to his mind as it was to Kei’s eyes. Logically, it had to be where the honored families and mages were being kept, but he couldn’t verify that.

      Yanko could sense people in the fortress, more than he’d hoped to find. Fifty? Sixty? At least.

      Something brushed his senses, and he drew back. Another mage.

      Yanko cursed under his breath. He shouldn’t have done more than look through Kei’s eyes. Now, the other mage was surveying the yacht. Yanko ratcheted down his senses and walled off his mind, then looked around the deck and raised his voice to address everyone.

      “There’s a mage there who is looking over the yacht.”

      Tynlee nodded. She must have also felt the touch.

      “Can you use an illusion to camouflage the ship?” Lakeo asked.

      “The mage would find it highly suspicious if we disappeared after he noticed us.” Yanko hadn’t considered creating an illusion since their plan was to sail in openly.

      “It’s a lady mage, I believe,” Tynlee said, her eyes distant.

      “Does that change anything?” Dak asked.

      “Not unless you want to take off your shirt and flex your muscles for her,” Tynlee said.

      Dak made a face.

      “Would that change things for the better or the worse?” Yanko asked, glancing at Lakeo.

      “It depends on whether he covers up that broken nose and missing eye,” Lakeo said.

      “How would he do that? Wear a bag over his head?”

      Dak scowled at them. “I liked it better when you two were intimidated by me.”

      Hawkcrest cleared his throat and switched to speaking in Nurian. “There is a plan to split forces, yes? So it is irrelevant whether they know this ship is arriving.”

      “Yes,” Tynlee said, “perhaps I should be tied up when we dock?” Her eyes glinted, as if she looked forward to using some theatrical flair in her role.

      Hawkcrest, who hadn’t been privy to that conversation, stared at her. “What?”

      “We’re going in pretending that I am a diplomat on a diplomatic mission, but we’re also pretending that underneath that, I’ve been kidnapped and chained in the bilge room for the trip, and that I’m now being forced to do the bidding of my kidnappers.”

      “You’re remarkably chatty for a chained woman,” Dak said.

      Tynlee smiled at him. “Since it’s supposed to come out eventually that it was only a ruse that I was on a diplomatic mission and that I was, in truth, being mind-controlled by Yanko, I don’t know if I should appear for now, so the mage has some hint of something amiss in the future.”

      Hawkcrest made an exasperated noise and looked at Dak. “Just do as we discussed and take some explosives in to sap in under the dome.”

      “You have explosives?” Yanko asked Dak.

      Unless he’d found them in Yellow Delta, he would have needed to bring them from Turgonia.

      “Naturally,” Dak said. “And the professor has improvised a few grenades from materials scrounged in Yellow Delta.”

      “I thought you were simply staying out of sight when you were ensconced in your cabin,” Yanko told him.

      For an old man, the professor did an excellent job of smiling like a wolf. Tynlee looked a little dazed, perhaps at the idea of someone handling volatile materials on her consulate’s yacht.

      “Honored Consul,” Yanko said, “I’ll leave the distraction to you to work out while I take my team overboard and figure out how to get inside the dome. Arayevo has agreed to accompany you and your guards. In case you need someone to point a weapon at your back or pretend to strong-arm you along the way.”

      “Ah, excellent,” Tynlee said. “As a woman, she will appear more innocuous to the soldiers guarding the premises, so it will be all the more an interesting twist later when it’s revealed that she was controlling the situation.”

      “It sounds like she’s got the whole novel worked out,” Lakeo muttered to Yanko.

      “And even though Arayevo is not a mage,” Tynlee went on, “I, being so intimidated by the fierce Turgonian you enslaved to work for you, Yanko, would not dare stray from the script.”

      “Is that me?” Dak asked.

      “Do you not feel enslaved?” Yanko asked, smiling, though his gaze was drawn again toward the island. They were getting close enough to make out the fortress and guard towers without the assistance of a parrot.

      “About as much as Tynlee, I suspect.”

      “I should have made more explosives,” Hawkcrest grumbled.

      “Yanko,” Dak said, “can you tell if that dome extends into the earth? From here, I’d guess it was built on top of the rocks, perhaps sunk in enough to make digging out unfeasible. I can’t imagine it goes that deep.”

      Hawkcrest nodded.

      “But,” Dak continued, “I can’t even tell if it’s a physical and permanent structure or pure magic at this point.”

      Yanko touched Kei’s mind again. The parrot had finished circling the island and flew directly over the dome. An uncomfortable tingle emanated from it, and Kei abruptly shifted his route to avoid it.

      “I think it’s energy,” Yanko said, noting the way the base perfectly followed the contours of the rocky ground. He might have believed the Turgonians could build such a structure, but his people weren’t master engineers. The Great Chief’s entire palace could have fit into the enclosed space underneath the dome.

      “Is a powerful mage maintaining it?” Dak asked. “Or some artifact?”

      “If it’s a permanent structure, I can guarantee a Made device is maintaining it,” Yanko said. “A mage would have to sleep, and you can’t maintain your magic while snoring.”

      “Would it be possible to use explosives to come in from underneath it?” Dak asked, glancing at Hawkcrest.

      “I’m not sure,” Yanko said. “I’d need to get closer to sense how far down the dome extends.”

      “If it were that simple, a Nurian rescue party would have already broken out the prisoners,” Tynlee said.

      “A Nurian rescue party wouldn’t have had Turgonian explosives.” Dak sniffed.

      Hawkcrest also tilted his chin up in a haughty expression.

      “I will gladly take your explosives along to use if possible,” Yanko told Dak.

      “Consul?” the captain said, having joined the first mate at the wheel. “We need to turn now if we’re going to land. Are you certain? Do we sail in?”

      “Head in,” Tynlee said firmly.

      “Ah.” The captain looked like he’d wanted a different answer.

      “In a bumbling way, if you can,” Yanko added.

      “Bumbling?” The captain frowned at him.

      “So that the yacht doesn’t dock until almost dark, and it’s easier for my team to slip overboard and swim to shore without being noticed.”

      “You don’t think that mage will see us, regardless?” Lakeo asked.

      Yanko smiled faintly, amused but pleased that she planned to go with him. This wasn’t her fight, and he was positive there would be no loot inside.

      “I’ll do my best to camouflage us,” Yanko said. “While the mage and all the guards hopefully focus on this yacht.” He extended his hand toward Tynlee but paused, realizing he wasn’t exactly giving her a reward for her assistance these past couple of weeks.

      But she beamed a smile at him, her round face alight. “I’ve always wanted to go on a secret mission.”

      Yanko didn’t presume to suggest a woman more than twice his age was being naive and didn’t know how dangerous this could end up. “You won’t need to ask Dak for stories anymore,” he offered instead. “You’ll have your own.”

      “Delightful.”

      Dak shook his head, probably also holding his tongue on words of naivety.
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      Yanko sat cross-legged on the deck at the back of the yacht, preparing to slip overboard and use his illusion magic to hide his team. The stone fortress loomed from the highest point on the island, the elevated position giving those inside a view of the water in all directions and also the dome. The captain followed the shoreline as they approached the inlet that held the sole dock on the island, with a path meandering up from it to the fortress above. They couldn’t yet see it, but Yanko knew they were getting close, thanks to his earlier bird’s-eye view.

      Kei had returned, snacked on a few crackers, and was now napping on a perch. Since twilight was descending and it would be a nighttime incursion, Yanko planned to leave him on the yacht.

      As they sailed closer to the inlet and the fortress, Yanko eyed the rocky shore, wondering if they could do as the professor suggested and tunnel in through some cliff to come up under the dome. Ideally with magic rather than noisy explosives. The problem was that the base of the dome was only ten or twenty feet above sea level in most places, and if he attempted to shift rock around too close to the surface, he risked cave-ins. He imagined the prisoners being injured when sinkholes opened up under their feet. There was also the risk of seawater filling in any tunnels he created.

      “Are you ready?” Dak crouched beside him, armed in a manner befitting a Turgonian soldier, and with his pack stuffed fuller than usual.

      “Don’t I look it? Just because I’m sitting cross-legged on the deck in a robe…” It was the right robe. His mother’s. After weighing the pros and cons, having extra stamina versus being caught wearing it by a bunch of honored Nurians, he’d decided to risk the consequences.

      “You’re not taking anything else?”

      Yanko lifted Sun Dragon’s scimitar, the weapon in its scabbard by his side. A few times on the journey, he and Dak had sparred with it, but its magic had failed to come to life for Yanko. He would have to research it one day and see if there were command words.

      “Did you bring any food and water, or is that completely loaded with explosives?” Yanko pointed at his large pack.

      “I wasn’t planning on staying long enough to need meals.”

      “In other words, I shouldn’t wander too close to you with a match.”

      “Just watch where you’re throwing your fireballs.” Dak patted his pack over his shoulder. “I have the explosives I brought, the ones Hawkcrest made, and some more that Tynlee gave me.” His eyes glinted with pleasure at this last announcement.

      “She brought explosives along on a diplomat’s yacht? It’s possible she’s been living in Turgonia for too long.”

      Dak grinned, white teeth flashing. It was such a rare expression from the dour man that it startled Yanko.

      “I like her,” Dak said simply.

      “Because she gave you explosives? Or because she wouldn’t mind being chained in your cabin?”

      The glint returned to Dak’s eyes. “Yes.”

      “You may want to, ah…” Yanko was the last person who should give relationship advice, but he couldn’t keep from saying, “show her that you trust her. I think she’d like a sign of that.”

      “I trust her to a certain extent, but I have to be careful. I’ve worked in Intelligence in the capital, and I know a great many military secrets from recent years. I need to be careful with what I reveal, and it concerns me that she asks about my past so often. And that she can read minds.”

      That, Yanko gathered, was the sticking point. He worried that she would get past his mental guard and learn far more than was safe for him to reveal to a foreigner.

      “I suspect she would be happy with some no-longer-top-secret stories from your distant past. Perhaps even some childhood adventures. I know she talks about novels, but I think she just wants to learn more about you.”

      “Mm,” Dak said neutrally.

      At least he hadn’t told Yanko to mind his own business.

      The yacht slowed as it rounded a rocky point, and the single dock came into view in its protected inlet. As Yanko had already seen, there weren’t any ships there. The best they could hope to do was free the prisoners from the dome and use them to help take over the island. Some supply ship would come eventually, and maybe it would be large enough for their transportation needs.

      Lakeo jogged over, a bow in hand, a quiver over her back, and a cutlass belted at her waist. She must have borrowed the weapons from one of the crew, because the Turgonians hadn’t seen fit to arm Yanko’s allies before sending them off to sea.

      “We’re almost to the dock,” Lakeo said. “When do you want to go over the—” She frowned as Jhali walked up behind her, then shifted positions so her back wouldn’t be to her.

      “I am ready, Yanko,” Jhali said.

      She was almost as well-armed as Dak. Maybe more so. She had folds in her mage-hunter garb where she could hide throwing stars and who knew what else.

      “She uses your first name now?” Lakeo grumbled.

      “I asked her to.”

      “Yes, you should always encourage familiarity with your assassin. I hear it makes them more likely to stab you in the heart rather than cutting out your lesser organs and slowly torturing you to death.”

      “She doesn’t want to kill me anymore.” Yanko met Jhali’s gaze, a little annoyed that Lakeo was speaking about her as if she couldn’t hear them. “Right?”

      Jhali held his gaze. “I will not kill you.”

      “So she wants to but won’t do it?” Lakeo asked.

      Jhali’s gaze grew cooler as she looked at Lakeo.

      “Yanko,” Lakeo said, “if you trust her, you’re just being—”

      “Naive? Yes, we’ve established that everyone can apply that adjective to me in all circumstances.”

      “It’ll be safer to leave her behind,” Lakeo said.

      Jhali’s nostrils flared. “And what would I do here? Accompany the diplomat into the fortress to drink tea with the locals?”

      “How about staying in your cabin and out of trouble? This sounds like a good time for you to examine your collection of belly-button lint.”

      “My what? You are a foolish—”

      “Jhali is coming,” Yanko said firmly, aware of the exasperated your-friends-are-being-nuisances look Dak was giving him.

      “And nobody is killing anyone unless it’s on their side.” Dak waved at the fortress.

      Yanko didn’t want to kill those people either, since everyone on the island, guard or prisoner, would be Nurian. He hoped that it wouldn’t come to that. That somehow, they could win the day by being clever instead of brutal.

      A call came from the dock as the yacht glided closer, a man in a Nurian army uniform striding up it with a lantern in one hand and a crossbow in the other. It seemed strange that someone supporting a rebel faction would be wearing the uniform of the Great Chief’s army. A second soldier came behind him, lighting lamps on posts along the way. Lamps had already been lit in the fortress above, and the shadowy figures of guards were visible walking on parapets as night grew deeper.

      Tynlee headed toward the railing to answer his call, a request to know who they were and who had sent them.

      “Our diversion is officially in action,” Yanko whispered, rising to his feet. “We’ll go over the railing here.”

      “Into the water?” Dak’s hand strayed toward one of his firearms.

      Right, he wouldn’t want to get the powder wet. Presumably, his explosives needed to be kept dry too.

      “I’ll levitate us to the rocks over there, around the bend and out of sight from the dock and the fortress.” Yanko had planned to swim, but he adjusted his plan. It would have been much easier to keep them magically camouflaged if he wasn’t doing two things at once, but… He touched the silky folds of his mother’s robe, hoping it would help him to focus on two tasks.

      “Lead the way,” Dak said, no hint of irony or bemusement in the words. There had been a time when he never would have trusted Yanko to lead.

      Finding that heartening, Yanko channeled air to lift him aloft. He could hear Tynlee exchanging words with the soldier, but he blocked them out, thinking only of his magic.

      A shelf of wind thrust under his feet, elevating him into the air and over the railing. He extended it, lifting Dak, Jhali, and Lakeo. As soon as he had them in the air, he attempted to separate his thoughts, keeping them floating and also creating an illusion so that nobody looking down from above would see them. They were simply a part of their surroundings.

      The sensation of a mage magically peering in their direction came over him, raising the hairs on his neck. Yanko swallowed, not allowing his concentration to falter, but he did his best to make the illusion more than visual. He attempted to make it so the mage would also sense nothing out of the ordinary.

      He was attempting to focus on too many things at once, and his feet dipped toward the water, the shelf of air faltering. A curse escaped Lakeo’s lips as she also dipped downward. Yanko hastened to reestablish levitation for the group. He hurried them toward the shoreline, setting them down sooner than he had planned. They had traveled a couple of hundred meters, but the yacht and the fortress were still in sight.

      As soon as their feet touched onto the rocks, Yanko marshaled all of his focus into hiding them. He sensed that female mage sweeping out and searching, but her focus seemed to be on Tynlee and the yacht. Yanko hoped that meant that he’d managed to evade the woman’s notice.

      “Which way?” Lakeo whispered.

      Yanko pointed away from the dock. The sooner they were out of sight from the fortress, the better. He would continue to keep his magical camouflage up for now, but he hoped that once the dome lay between them and the soldiers, he could let it down. He had a feeling he would need all his power and concentration for breaking into the prison.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I was afraid of that,” Yanko said.

      He crouched on the jagged black rocks, the yellow glow from the dome flooding the night and shining onto his little team as he examined the ground below it with his senses. They were on the far side of the dome from the fortress now, so he didn’t worry about the soldiers seeing them, but that didn’t keep him from feeling exposed and vulnerable. The waves were more vigorous on this side of the island, and they crashed against the rocks not far below.

      “No door?” Lakeo rubbed her knee.

      They had all cracked their shins and knees many times, clambering along the rocks to get to the far side of the dome. If there were beaches on the island, Yanko hadn’t seen them yet.

      “The energy of the dome extends below the surface.” Yanko pointed upward and inland about thirty feet to the border nearest them. “And we can’t go any lower without taking a swim.”

      “The dome would preclude us from tunneling straight in from here?” Dak rested a hand on a vertical rock face.

      “It would.” Yanko slapped at his arm. The closer they drew to the dome, the more his skin crawled, as if ants roamed across his body, even under his robe. He kept catching himself scratching and slapping at his limbs, as if that would help. “I don’t sense that it extends much farther downward—it’s definitely a dome and not a full sphere—but if we started from here, we would have to make a curving tunnel that dips down before it comes up.”

      “We?” Lakeo asked. “No, this is a you activity, Yanko. None of us can make tunnels.”

      “Not true.” Dak reached back and patted his pack. “But my method would be noisy and would bring down a lot of the ground up in that dome.”

      “I fear that my method may do that too,” Yanko admitted.

      “No matter what method we use for excavating a tunnel, if we dip down and then up, we run the risk of running into water when we’re this close to the ocean.”

      “I know. If we go another quarter of a mile that way—” Yanko pointed farther up the coast in the direction they had been heading, “—there’s a cove where the water extends in under a shelf of land. If we’re going to have to deal with water anyway, we could start down there, and then we’d be able to tunnel almost straight up.” He’d been leading the team to it when Dak had stopped to examine the rock face.

      “You want us to tunnel in from underwater?” Lakeo asked dubiously.

      “I’m afraid I lost the Kyattese flugnugstica,” Dak said.

      “I know, but I think I could protect us in a similar manner, at least for a short time. And propel us through the water and into the cove.” Yanko hoped he wasn’t overselling his abilities. He’d channeled air and water a number of times, but hadn’t done anything like he was imagining.

      “While creating a tunnel in solid rock?” Dak asked.

      Yanko hesitated. “There may be some air pockets down there where I can let my concentration lapse.”

      “Does anyone else vote that we should let Dak lob explosives at the dome from here and see if that blows a hole in it?” Lakeo lifted her pinky finger.

      Jhali hadn’t spoken since the group had left the ship. She watched the exchange but didn’t comment now.

      Yanko? Tynlee spoke into his mind.

      We’re here.

      Arayevo and I have been invited up to speak to the major in charge of guarding the prisoners, and we’re already chatting with the mage telepathically. They are already suspicious. Apparently, nobody but a monthly supply ship ever comes here, unless it’s to drop off more prisoners. I will do my best to keep them from suspecting you’re out there, but you will wish to hurry.

      Understood. We’re going in now. He hoped.

      One more thing, Yanko. The mage is wearing blue disk earrings that are Made. I believe they are helping her block my mental snooping, but I don’t see how she could have anticipated the arrival of a mind mage, so they may do something else.

      Maybe they allow her to use her magic when, for some reason, others can’t.

      I assume the dome is what’s restraining the mages. Unless they simply killed anyone gifted.

      Yanko’s stomach twisted at the thought.

      “Any idea how many people are guarding this dome, Yanko?” Dak asked, unaware of the telepathic conversation.

      “I sensed at least fifty people in the fortress, and I can’t tell how many are inside the dome.”

      “That’s a sizable force.” Dak sighed and waved up the coast. “Let’s try your underwater idea. But if you let my explosives get wet, I’m going to…” He sighed again, not delivering whatever threat he had in his mind.

      “Going to go Turgonian on him?” Lakeo suggested.

      “He already does that when we spar,” Yanko said.

      Dak didn’t smile. He gestured for Yanko to lead.

      The night grew darker as they moved farther from the dome, the rocks blocking some of its light. Yanko found a spot to wade into the surf near the shelf he’d sensed. A huge wave came in, dousing his robe to his waist with icy water and almost pulling him out to sea.

      He hadn’t been thinking about currents when calculating if he could form a bubble around his team and travel underwater. This was going to be a challenge.

      Yanko straightened his spine and attempted to instill himself with confidence. He gestured for the others to join him in the water, then drew upon his power to form a bubble of dense air around them, jamming the tiny molecules together so closely that they would keep water out. He couldn’t see well through the barrier, but in the dark, he would need to rely on his senses, regardless.

      He ushered an exterior channel of air to push his bubble into the surf. At first, it bobbed jarringly on the surface as he worked out how much force to apply to displace water and submerge them.

      His comrades grunted and spat curses, and they ended up dropping to hands and knees. As Yanko forced his bubble down, he imagined it was a Turgonian underwater boat. The effort required far more mental energy than he had anticipated, and he worked as quickly as possible, channeling water to push them toward the shelf.

      His friends fell silent as cold darkness surrounded them. Yanko pushed the bubble through a jagged opening under the shelf and into a water-filled cave. It wasn’t a lava tube, as it might have been if they’d done this on a Kyatt Island, but a hole eroded by the tides over countless millennia.

      The water grew less turbulent as he guided them deeper into the chamber, and he stopped fighting the bubble’s tendency to rise, letting it bump along the cavern top. He was so focused on keeping them enclosed that he struggled to sense the air pockets he’d hoped would be down here. Or maybe there simply weren’t any.

      “The gods never meant for men or women to ride in such contraptions,” Lakeo said. “Yanko, what are we doing? Are we crashing?”

      “No.”

      “Because I’ve ridden in a carriage with you before, and near-crashes were a constant.”

      “It’s hard to keep us from floating up,” Yanko said. “I guess this is why Turgonian underwater boats are made of metal.”

      “Actually,” Dak said, “the metal is largely irrelevant. It’s the water that we bring into the ballast tanks that allows the flugnugstica to achieve negative buoyancy.”

      “I don’t know what he said,” Lakeo said as the bubble bumped against the cavern ceiling again, “but it still feels like we’re crashing.”

      “Sorry,” Yanko said.

      “I’d prefer it if Yanko didn’t bring a bunch of water into our bubble to create negative buoyancy,” Dak said, probably while patting his explosives again. “Also, bumping along the ceiling may be a good way to find an air pocket. We can’t be far below the water level.”

      “I don’t know. It’s taking a lot of my concentration to—” Yanko felt some give as his bubble surfaced, bobbing instead of bumping into rock. He sensed a three-foot-gap between the water and the ceiling. “We found an air pocket, but there’s nothing to stand on to stay dry once I release the bubble. Sorry. I’d originally imagined swimming. I wasn’t thinking that Dak would have an armory of firearms and explosives that couldn’t get wet.”

      He should have thought of that. What kind of Turgonian soldier wandered into enemy territory without something that made loud booms?

      “If there’s a chance to keep everything dry,” Dak said without judgment, “my armory may come in handy.”

      “I know. Let me try.” Yanko’s head was starting to ache, and they hadn’t reached the dome yet. He focused on maintaining his bubble, reassured that they wouldn’t drown now if it lapsed, while examining the rock above them. Limestone and sandstone, for the most part. Not surprisingly, there weren’t any tunnels already made.

      But, as he’d done back in that prison cave, he found cracks where the rock had shifted over the millennia. He poured his power into the rock, attempting to widen one crack into a fissure sufficient enough to crawl through but not so large that it would cause a sinkhole in the ground above. He also didn’t want to collapse the ceiling of their cavern.

      Splashes sounded, a few inevitable rocks coming down, and Lakeo cursed again.

      “It’s all right,” Yanko whispered. In the dark, it had to be scary for the others. If someone panicked, it would make concentrating even harder. “I’m just pushing a few rocks around.”

      “We’re definitely crashing,” Lakeo groaned.

      “Technically, rocks are crashing into us,” Dak said.

      “Thank you so much.”

      A snap came from above, followed by an ominous grinding sound. Someone gripped Yanko’s shoulder, but he grinned, sensing an opening in the rock. It didn’t reach all the way to the surface, but once they climbed out of the water, he could let go of the bubble and more fully concentrate.

      “Time for a vertical ascent,” Yanko said.

      “This night gets better and better,” Lakeo grumbled.

      “You told me I should not come,” Jhali said, “but clearly, you are the one who should have stayed behind with your lint.”

      “I don’t have any lint anywhere. I keep my nooks and crannies clean.”

      “How do I get out of the bubble?” Dak asked, sounding desperate. Yanko suspected that had more to do with escaping the conversation than any sense of claustrophobia from being in the dark and underwater.

      “I’ll push us up, so we’re right under the fissure before I dissolve the bubble. If you’re ready to climb and can go fast, you might be able to avoid getting wet.”

      “I can be fast.”

      As soon as they were in place, Yanko released his bubble and pushed Dak upward with a gust of channeled air. Cold water rushed into the void, soaking Yanko to the chest, and he almost lost his concentration and let Dak fall. But even in the dark, Dak found the fissure and pulled himself up into it.

      “How about some light, Yanko?” Lakeo treaded water beside him.

      Feeling overwhelmed, Yanko almost snapped that he couldn’t do everything at once, but he’d let go of the bubble, so he could concentrate on creating light. His friends, he reminded himself, weren’t able to sense their surroundings like he could.

      He drew on a smidgen of power to create a yellow globe of light and was surprised when his head stabbed with pain. The light fluctuated and almost disappeared. Grimacing, he willed it to brighten and float up into the fissure.

      In the past, he’d gotten headaches when drawing on a great deal of his power over a short time, but he was wearing the robe, albeit the hem currently floated around his armpits, so he’d expected more stamina. Also, he didn’t think he had done that much yet. He would need to use far more power tonight, as he doubted they would find the prisoners sitting around inside the dome, free to go as soon as someone opened a door.

      “Yanko,” Dak grumbled a protest as the light drifted between his legs on its way upward. He had his back against one side of the fissure and his hands and feet against the other, his pack rotated around to his chest.

      “Lakeo asked for light,” Yanko said.

      “Between my legs?”

      “Just be glad you’re not wearing a dress.” Lakeo frowned upward and scraped the ceiling with her bow. “How are we supposed to get up there?”

      Dak must have grabbed the sides and pulled himself up with his prodigious Turgonian muscles. Yanko doubted he could duplicate the feat, even though he weighed less than Dak. Jhali maneuvered upward, kicking hard to surge higher in the water, and planted her hands on either side of the opening. She didn’t look like she would make it on her own, so Yanko used his power to give her a boost with the water, splashing himself and Lakeo in the process, and making his head ache again.

      Jhali scrambled upward into the shaft as Dak climbed higher. She glanced down at Yanko but didn’t thank him. At least she didn’t curse him either. It wouldn’t have surprised him if she had uttered an indignant protest that she hadn’t needed help.

      Yanko lifted Lakeo, then followed in the rear, hoping that Dak wouldn’t run into trouble as he led the way upward. Yanko didn’t think they had to worry about opposition until they broke through the ground and into the dome, but it was always possible the local mage would sense them.

      Even though he was only using a tiny amount of power to keep the light glowing, his head continued to hurt. If anything, the stabbing grew more pronounced and constant. He was soon breathing hard, in part from climbing but more from fighting to manage the pain.

      “Yanko.” Lakeo glanced down, her face in shadow since the light floated up by Dak. “You sound like a dog on a hot day.”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t want to put forth the effort to explain. Beads of water—or was that sweat?—dripped down the sides of his face.

      “I’ve climbed as high as I can,” Dak said. “The fissure ends.”

      “I know.” Yanko sensed Dak resting on a ledge and wondered if there was room for all of them. “Let me come up and figure out the next best place to open a shaft.”

      Lakeo shifted aside with a grunt so he could climb past, his scimitar scabbard banging against his legs and scraping the rock. Levitation would have been easier, but he cringed away from the idea of using more magic. Why was it so hard right now? Something to do with his proximity to the dome?

      He bumped Jhali as he maneuvered up even with her. “Sorry.”

      She squinted at him—the light was brighter up here, so she could probably see the pained expression on his face. He tried to smooth it away and give her a quick smile.

      She grabbed his arm and helped propel him upward. As soon as he was level with Dak’s boots, Dak grabbed him and hoisted him up to the ledge.

      “Thanks. I need to figure out which way I can shift the rocks next.” Yanko wiped his brow, then gripped the cool damp rock for support.

      Dak eyed his face. “I would offer to use my explosives, but I’m less keen to do that when we’re inside the cliff we want to blow up.”

      Yanko decided not to mention that his magic could also bring down rocks if he wasn’t careful. “Give me a moment.”

      As he reached out, looking for another crack that he could exploit, he sensed something dense and unreadable. It wasn’t rock. It was an object he couldn’t identify, and it seemed to be in a cave or room deep underneath the fortress. Brushing against the object with his senses made his headache shift from manageable discomfort to intense pain.

      He gasped, and his foot slipped, pebbles shifting under it. Dak gripped his arm, steadying him before he could fall.

      “Careful up there,” Lakeo said, batting away pebbles that fell to her head and shoulders.

      “Sorry,” Yanko muttered, feeling like he was apologizing for everything.

      “What happened?” Dak hadn’t let go of him.

      Maybe he looked like he needed the support.

      “There’s something weird in that direction.” Yanko waved toward the rock straight across from them.

      “Weird? Magical?”

      “No, just weird.”

      Dak frowned in disapproval at this imprecise explanation.

      “It doesn’t feel like magic,” Yanko tried to explain. “More like it repels magic. Almost like an inanimate version of a mage hunter.”

      “We don’t repel magic,” Jhali said. “We simply block attempts to use it on us.”

      “Trust me, that’s repelling.” Yanko frowned thoughtfully at the rock wall. Dare he try sensing the object again? He doubted he could use any magic on it.

      “If something evil is repelling magic over there,” Lakeo said, “I suggest we avoid it.”

      “I didn’t say it was evil,” Yanko said, though he was inclined to think of it as such. The pain in his skull had lessened as he withdrew his senses, but his head still ached.

      “You almost fell down a shaft when you looked at it. Sounds evil to me.”

      “I want to get closer,” Yanko said.

      Lakeo grumbled something indecipherable.

      “Do you think it’s what’s creating the dome?” Dak asked.

      Yanko hesitated. If he said yes, that would justify creating a passage to it, but… “No. It was more like anti-magic than a source of magic. But it’s definitely not natural. Someone placed it there. It’s in some kind of room under the fortress. Like a very deep root cellar.”

      “A root cellar?” Lakeo asked. “Unless it’s full of potatoes, I don’t think that’s the right term.”

      “I don’t know the right term.”

      “Are there stairs leading to it?” Dak asked.

      “I’m not sure. I’ll… have to check again.” Yanko couldn’t hide the reluctance in his voice. He had been so repulsed that he hadn’t lingered, but maybe if he investigated around the object instead of prodding it directly…

      Reassured by Dak’s grip keeping him in place, Yanko reeled out his senses again. He skirted the object and examined the space around it, but he still felt intense discomfort. He could hear himself panting as the pain in his mind escalated again.

      “There are stairs,” Yanko whispered. “A very long set of stairs that leads into the fortress.”

      “It sounds important,” Dak said. “We had better investigate it.”

      “I’ll make a tunnel to it, but you’ll have to do the investigating. I don’t think I’ll be able to get close or touch it.” Yanko wondered how badly his head would hurt if he were in the room with that thing. It couldn’t kill him, could it? “But maybe you could cleave it in two with a sword.”

      “Or a bomb,” Lakeo muttered.

      She seemed to feel animosity toward the object, and Yanko wondered if she also sensed it.

      Yanko found a new crack that he could exploit. It wouldn’t get them all the way to that room, but it should get them close. As he sent his power into the rock, envisioning the two halves shifting apart, he wondered what would happen if he caused a cave-in atop that object.

      But his handiwork was smoother than expected, and he barely stirred the rocks to either side as he opened up a two-foot-wide passage.

      “That’s narrow,” Dak grumbled.

      “Maybe you’re thick,” Yanko said.

      “I bet Consul Tynlee hopes so.” Lakeo snickered.

      Everyone else ignored the joke. Yanko pulled himself across the fissure and into the new passage. Dak didn’t object to him leading the way. Maybe he was daunted by the idea of running into something that a mage called weird.

      As Yanko eased his way through the passage, he sent the light ahead. Again, the infinitesimal amount of magic needed to keep it glowing was a far greater demand on his mind than it should have been. As they maneuvered closer to the object, Yanko again felt that repelling feeling, more urgent and difficult to ignore than before. His stomach heaved, and he gulped air, struggling not to throw up. His new tunnel ran within three feet of the room, and by the time they reached that spot, he was panting again, sweat streaming from his temples.

      “Our powerful leader sounds like he’s going to die at any second,” Lakeo’s voice drifted up from the rear.

      “Dak,” Yanko rasped, slumping against the side of the tunnel. “Can you blow a hole through that without crushing us all or alerting the guards?”

      Dak eyed the rock dubiously. “If I set a charge, both of those things could happen. Do you truly wish to reveal our presence so soon? Not only would that endanger us, but it would endanger Tynlee and Arayevo. I know the consul has some magic, but there are dozens of soldiers in that fortress, aren’t there?”

      “Yes,” Yanko said glumly. “All right, I’ll do it.”

      There weren’t any handy cracks to exploit this time. Yanko glowered at the wall as he debated how to get through. He settled on churning the air as if it were a giant ice auger. He envisioned it cutting through the frozen lake back home, so Great Uncle Lao Zun could take Yanko and his cousins ice fishing.

      “I sense what Yanko was talking about,” Lakeo said while he worked, rock dust filling the air and making them cough. “Repulsion. Whatever is in there wants me to leave it alone. My head is hurting now too, and I’m not performing any magic.”

      That revelation soothed Yanko somewhat, suggesting the object was the reason for his headache rather than his use of his power. If they could destroy it, maybe he would be free to wield his magic again without painful consequences.

      His air drill broke through, and he grimaced, anticipating a surge of pain or the triggering of some kind of booby trap. But nothing happened. The room he’d bored into was dark and empty, save for the object.

      “I’ll go first.” Dak shifted past Yanko with a pistol in hand.

      Yanko was too tired and in pain to object. He wanted to crawl farther up his tunnel and throw up. But he made himself follow after Dak.

      “Light, please,” Dak said, standing in the dark room.

      “Did Dak say please?” Lakeo asked. “He’s getting downright friendly these days.”

      Yanko pushed his globe into the room with Dak, though he continued to experience that intense feeling of repulsion, a desire to get out of there and also get his magic out of there.

      The light revealed Dak standing and gripping his chin as he gazed at the single object in the room. A waist-high dark blue stone cube with depictions of animals carved into the sides. At least, that was what Yanko thought adorned it. Looking at it created more pain, like daggers plunging into his eyes, and he soon jerked his gaze away.

      “Crude artwork,” Lakeo remarked with a sniff. “I’ve seen prehistoric cave paintings with more dimension.”

      Yanko stumbled to the wall and threw up, doing his best not to hit anybody’s shoes. Or his own.

      “Yanko agrees with my assessment of the art,” Lakeo said blandly.

      Jhali took a step toward Yanko and lifted a hand, but she paused, her gaze riveted to the cube. “I recognize that.”

      Busy with his stomach’s rebellion, Yanko did not look over again. Lakeo rubbed her temple and turned her back on the cube, the only hint that she also felt discomfort from it. Maybe the degree of discomfort correlated with the power of the mage.

      Could the mages imprisoned in the dome feel it? Maybe this was what kept them from using their power to break out. The idea of being exposed to this all day and night for months on end made Yanko throw up again.

      “You’ve seen it before?” Dak asked.

      “It was stored in the artifact vault in the lower cave of our sect,” Jhali said.

      “You grew up in a cave?” Lakeo asked. “No wonder you’re so grumpy.”

      Jhali intentionally ignored her or didn’t hear her at all. She was still staring at the cube, as was Dak, as if they didn’t feel the revulsion roiling off the thing at all. Maybe they didn’t.

      “I was only permitted in the vault once,” Jhali added, “but I distinctly remember admiring the stone.”

      “It’s granite.” Lakeo waved dismissively. “Admittedly, blue granite isn’t common, but the stone comes in a lot of colors.”

      “Something was done to it by the original mage hunters long ago, something to keep mages from entering our territory.” Jhali frowned at Yanko. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ll be better after Dak blows that thing up,” Yanko panted, wishing there were dirt that he could kick over his mess. He didn’t mind Dak seeing him puke but had a notion that women shouldn’t be subjected to such things.

      “Blow it up? It’s an ancient artifact.” Jhali scowled. “And they stole it from my people. Is this why they attacked my sect in the first place? Because someone told an outsider that the artifact was there and might be useful?”

      “It could have been an inside job,” Lakeo pointed out.

      Jhali’s scowl deepened, though it seemed to be for whoever had concocted this plan rather than Lakeo. “If Consul Tynlee’s contact was accurate, the entire sect of mage hunters was destroyed—killed—or imprisoned.”

      “Dak?” Yanko whispered, hating that his voice came out pleading, but he was on the verge of throwing up again, and there was nothing left in his stomach. The pain had spread from his head through his entire body, and he couldn’t stay here long unless that thing was destroyed.

      “Is it booby-trapped?” Dak walked around it, eyeing it from all sides. “With magic?”

      “No,” Yanko said. “I don’t think anything magical could touch it.”

      Dak prodded it with a finger. Nothing happened.

      “Thus reaffirming that Dak is not magical,” Lakeo said.

      “We knew that.” Dak laid his hand on the top of the object. “It’s definitely Nurian. These look like depictions of your animal gods that I’ve seen before.”

      Yanko shook his head, not caring who had made it or what it had depicted. He glanced toward the tunnel he’d made and also toward steps that led up into the fortress. One way or another, he needed to flee soon.

      “If I blow it up, we have the same problem as before. People will hear it.” Dak leaned his hands against the cube and pushed.

      It scraped heavily a few inches across the stone floor, then halted. He shoved again, but it didn’t budge. A snap came from inside the cube, and Dak jumped back. A hint of smoke wafted out from underneath it, the air smelling acrid.

      His brow furrowed as he eyed the object. Yanko would have taken that as a sign to leave the thing alone, but Dak crouched down, wrapped his arms around it, and hefted it upward.

      His face turned red from the effort, but he slowly and carefully lifted it from the floor. Orange light spilled out from underneath it, and Yanko abruptly sensed magic. A Made artifact.

      As Dak set the cube—the hollow cube—aside with a clunk, Yanko stared at an orange sphere on a bone pedestal. Two black cables snaked out of attachments on either side of the sphere and disappeared into the stone floor.

      With the cube removed, Yanko had no trouble using his senses to trace those cables. They ran through underground conduits that had been hollowed out with magic. Earth magic. Was there someone here with powers akin to his?

      “Those run to smaller versions of that—” Yanko pointed from the cables to the sphere, “—on opposite sides of the dome. I think the artifacts are working together to create the dome.”

      “I have no problem with you destroying that, Turgonian.” Jhali flicked a finger at the sphere.

      “Dak,” Dak grumbled.

      “Why does everyone in your group insist on such familiarity?” Jhali asked Yanko.

      “We’re a cozy bunch.” Yanko might have said more, but his stomach was still heaving and roiling.

      Setting the cube aside hadn’t made it stop oozing that repulsion.

      “I can destroy it,” Yanko said, concerned that Dak had removed his pack. He didn’t know if it was possible to blow up something magical with mundane explosives, but he feared the backlash would bring down the ceiling. And there was at least twenty feet of solid rock between them and the first level of the fortress. “It could make a lot of noise and unleash a lot of power. Everyone should get out of here while I do it.”

      “And leave you to be crushed by a rock fall?” Dak asked.

      “Better just me than all four of us.” Yanko forced a wan smile, though he suspected his face was paler than Jhali’s mage-hunter garb. “I’ll try not to let that happen.”

      “We can see if Arayevo and Tynlee are in trouble or are doing all right.” Lakeo eyed the ceiling—there were already slender cracks in the stone from whatever settling had happened over the years—and headed for the steps.

      Jhali and Dak hesitated. Yanko waved them toward the stairs. He was touched that they didn’t want to leave him to get himself killed—and surprised that Jhali, in particular, would hesitate—but he also felt like he was close to passing out. He needed to hurry and do this so he could get away from that odious mage-hunter artifact.

      “Go. Please. If I don’t do this soon, I won’t have the strength.” Yanko looked pointedly at the blue box.

      Dak frowned and shook his head. “You don’t look like you have the strength now, Yanko. You go with the others, and I’ll figure out a way to destroy it.”

      “Trust me when I say I have a better grasp on how to destroy something magical than you do.” The last thing Yanko wanted was for Dak to be crushed to death by rubble while the artifact survived intact.

      Dak scowled, his feet rooting to the stone.

      “Go, Dak,” Yanko said, making his tone as firm as possible and throwing magical mental coercion in, though he highly doubted it would work on Dak.

      He was right. Dak didn’t budge.

      “I need you on the outside to unbury me if I collapse the roof on myself,” Yanko said, trying a different tactic. “The ladies are not engineers.”

      Dak scowled more fiercely, but he jerked a nod, seeming to accept the argument. He waved for Jhali to follow him and trotted up the stairs after Lakeo.

      Jhali didn’t follow immediately. She met Yanko’s eyes, hers dark and concerned, though whether for his safety or for that artifact or something else altogether, he didn’t know. Her lips parted, as if she would speak.

      As miserable as he was, Yanko caught himself noticing her lips and that she was an attractive woman. He wished he hadn’t vomited in front of her. Fortunately, she was looking at him instead of at the ground. What did she want?

      “Do not destroy our artifact,” she finally said, then whirled and ran up the stairs.

      “I doubt that’s even possible,” Yanko muttered, eyeing the distasteful thing.

      Dak had left it resting on its side, the hollow interior on display. Yanko’s stomach gurgled at the sight of the blue granite.

      He jerked his gaze away and focused on the sphere and those cables. It occurred to him that if he could cut them, that ought to break the flow of power and knock out the dome. Could it be that simple? Maybe there wouldn’t be as much magical backlash from that as there would be from channeling enough power into the orb to cause it to explode or burn out.

      “Might as well try it first,” Yanko said, drawing Sun Dragon’s scimitar.

      He strode forward, gulping down air to try to calm his belly.

      You can throw up again afterward, he silently told it.

      Keeping his back to the vile cube, Yanko hefted the scimitar. He hesitated only long enough to check and make sure that Dak and the others had cleared the stairs.

      A shout drifted down from above, followed by the clash of steel weapons meeting. Yes, they had cleared the stairs—and found someone to fight.

      Yanko created a barrier to protect himself, then brought the scimitar down swiftly. The magical cable was denser than he expected, and lightning streaked up his blade when he cut into it. Even with his defenses up, he experienced a jolt of electricity that made his teeth slam together. He sensed that a lesser weapon would have broken. Fortunately, the scimitar successfully sliced through the cable. He immediately swung for the second one, committing to the action before pausing to second-guess himself.

      Lightning spat from the severed cables, and he jumped back, losing his focus—and his barrier. Smoke flooded into the air, the acrid scent singeing his nostrils. He sensed an immense flux of energy within the sphere and stepped back farther, afraid he might yet cause an explosion.

      Yanko was on the verge of sprinting to the stairs when light flashed and a cacophonous roar hammered his eardrums. Pain stabbed his head, and he almost dropped the scimitar. The floor heaved under his feet, and the sphere shattered into a thousand pieces.

      Shards struck Yanko, slicing through his robe and his flesh, and he cried out. The floor pitched again, hurling him to the side.

      As he landed on the bucking floor, his shoulder striking down hard, a thunderous snap erupted from the ceiling. Cracks widened, and chunks of rock hammered to the floor.

      Yanko scrambled to his hands and knees but not in time. Rubble tumbled from the ceiling and buried the stone steps. He whirled back toward the tunnel he’d drilled, but a giant slab of stone slammed down in front of it.

      Smaller rocks crashed down all around Yanko, some striking him in the back and head. Half-stunned, he groped for the power to protect himself, but his head hurt from more than rocks. Somehow, he’d ended up right next to that anti-magic artifact, and he couldn’t concentrate on his art. He wanted to kick the thing. Instead, he lunged inside of it, since it was the only protection in the room.

      Only after he was inside, unable to sense anything or think through his aching head, did he realize that had been a bad move. The rest of the ceiling collapsed around him.
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      The granite walls of the cube protected Yanko from being crushed by the cave-in but not from being completely encapsulated by rocks. He sat with his knees pulled up to his chest, his tongue and throat coated with dust. The air was stuffy and thick, and he feared he didn’t have much of it. His stomach churned, his entire body loathing the mage-hunter artifact that surrounded him on all sides. It might have saved his life, for the moment, but that didn’t mean its very essence didn’t repulse him.

      His stomach heaved, but there was nothing left to throw up.

      The rocks settled, and silence filled the room. If there was a room now. It might have filled completely with rubble. And who knew how far up the stairway was now blocked?

      If he’d been able to access his power, Yanko could have created a way out, but his entire brain ached. When he tried to perform the simplest magic of sensing the area around him, the pain intensified, and warm droplets of blood trickled out of his nose.

      He sniffed and jerked a finger up to staunch the flow. For the first time, real fear filled him as he worried about what being so close to this artifact might do to him. Could it permanently wound him? Kill him?

      The lack of air might do that sooner, unless someone came to rescue him. He’d been semi-serious when he’d mentioned the possibility to Dak that he might need rescuing, but he remembered hearing the clash of steel echoing down the stairs. By now, Dak might be battling a dozen guards or more.

      Had the others heard the cave-in? Did they even know Yanko was in trouble?

      He wondered if cutting those cables had lowered the dome. If the imprisoned people up there were free, he could accept that sacrificing his life had been worthwhile, but it was distressing to think that his brother and cousins might be so close and he’d never get to see them again.

      Tears leaked from his eyes. He’d also failed to acquire the continent for the nation and to find Zirabo again. He’d wanted to do so much more. To be so much more.

      A muffled boom reached his ears, and he jerked his head up, clunking it on the side of his little prison.

      From inside the cube and buried under rock, he couldn’t tell if that explosion had come from the stairs or from halfway across the island.

      Another boom sounded, closer this time. Rocks flew in the room outside, clunking and clattering into each other. Yanko hunkered in his shelter, his arms and hands over his head.

      Scrapes reverberated through the granite walls of the artifact. Someone was coming. He risked more pain to check with his senses. Were his friends coming? Or the soldiers?

      More blood trickled from his nose. It was worth it. He sensed Dak on the stairs.

      Yanko sniffed again, grimacing at the metallic tang of his own blood trickling down his throat. Dak was alone. Where had Lakeo and Jhali gone? Were they fighting while Dak excavated him?

      “Yanko?” came Dak’s muffled call.

      “Over here,” Yanko shouted.

      He patted around, found a fist-sized rock, and clanged it against the granite above his head.

      More rocks shifted, and a hint of light broke through. Light and air.

      Yanko tried to claw aside rocks from the opening, but there was nowhere in the tight space to put them.

      Fortunately, a dusty, calloused hand soon snaked into his nook. Dak shoved aside enough rocks to pull him out, and Yanko pushed with his legs to escape as quickly as possible.

      The pain lessened slightly as he was pulled away from the artifact. Dak hoisted him over his shoulder, and Yanko squawked in indignation and protest.

      But not that much protest. His entire body ached, and he bled from more than his nostrils. It was easy to go limp and let Dak carry him across boulders and up the recently cleared stairs.

      Intense relief flooded him as they moved farther and farther away from the mage-hunter artifact.

      “If you throw up at any point,” Dak said, “this rescue is over.”

      “Turgonians,” Yanko muttered into his back from his upside-down position. “So crotchety.”

      The crack of a rifle drifted down to them, and Dak doubled his speed, taking the steps two at a time.

      “You can set me down,” Yanko said, alarmed when they kept going up and up. How many floors down had that room been from the main fortress? “Then I’ll hug you, and we can go save the others.”

      “Hug?”

      “I’ve had a bad day. I’m extremely grateful to be rescued. Uhm, do the others need saving?”

      Another rifle fired. Yanko tried to marshal the mental strength to sense the world around them. Men were running through hallways above. The soldiers. And they had Turgonian firearms instead of more typical Nurian bows and crossbows. Maybe the rebel factions were abandoning tradition in favor of martial advantages.

      “The dome disappeared when you did whatever you did. We hadn’t found Tynlee or Arayevo yet. The others were supposed to stay where they were.” Dak stepped over a fallen soldier. Someone they had dealt with earlier?

      “Lakeo rarely stays where she’s supposed to stay.”

      They finally reached a landing, and Dak set him down. “I’ve noticed.”

      The wall on one side of the landing held the first window Yanko had seen, and he rushed to open the shutters and look out. The light of the dome had indeed disappeared, leaving the island in darkness. And people. Yanko couldn’t see them, but he could sense them now. Hundreds. Maybe thousands. And they were afraid.

      A scream sounded out there among the rocks, punctuating his thought. A few dim lights appeared at the corner of Yanko’s eye—soldiers rushing out of the fortress with lanterns, swords, and firearms. They ran toward the area that had been covered by the dome. Surprisingly, Yanko sensed fear from them also. Because they worried the prisoners, no longer confined by the dome, would retaliate? Or because of some greater danger?

      Shouts joined the screams, too distant for the words to be decipherable.

      “Can you tell what’s going on out there?” Dak stepped up to the window beside him.

      “I…” Yanko peered into the gloom and tried to sense what was out there that would alarm people. The prisoners ought to be rejoicing at their freedom. Admittedly, they were still stuck on the island, but the loss of the dome shouldn’t scare anyone.

      As Yanko searched, Jhali and Lakeo appeared and whispered something to Dak about soldiers all over the levels above.

      Yanko swept over a distinct presence and halted his search. No, two presences. And they were magical. Very magical.

      They immediately reminded him of the soul construct he’d faced in that waterfall cave—and how he hadn’t been able to do anything to defeat it. Neither had the Kyattese mages who had also been there. It had taken his mother, with her great command of fire magic, to destroy the creation.

      “There are soul constructs,” Yanko said. “Two of them. I’m not sure if they appeared when the dome disappeared—maybe they’re the backup security—or if they were inside of it all along. This is the first time I’ve been able to sense—”

      Heavy bootsteps sounded on the landing above, and Dak jerked a hand up for silence. It was too late. The soldiers knew they were there. Or they’d been sent to find out why the dome had gone down.

      Six men with swords charged down the stairs. Dak shot the first one in the chest before they fully came into view.

      Yanko’s heart almost stopped. These were Nurians, even if they belonged to a rebel faction. His people. He hadn’t wanted to kill anyone.

      Dak fired again and charged up the stairs to meet the others. Lakeo and Jhali only hesitated a second before springing after him.

      Yanko’s skin tingled in warning of magic being used as a wave of power slammed into all three of his friends. They flew back down to the landing, not even those with mage-hunter training impervious to the physical attack.

      Yanko growled at himself, annoyed that he’d paused for a moment of introspection—had he truly thought he’d break out his family without hurting anyone? He flung his own blast of wind, knocking the soldiers onto their asses before they could jump to take advantage.

      Next, he stretched his senses wide, searching for the mage. He or she didn’t need to have line of sight to hurl magic about.

      There. The woman he’d sensed on the way into the island stood on the floor above, a dozen paces from the landing. She was readying another attack.

      As Dak, Jhali, and Lakeo leaped back up and engaged the soldiers on the steps, Yanko flung an image of fire into the mage’s mind. She jumped back and lost her concentration on whatever attack she’d been readying. But she soon recovered, realizing she faced another mage.

      More screams sounded outside, reminding Yanko that the battle he needed to fight was out there, not in here. What if those soul constructs had been commanded to kill the prisoners rather than let them go?

      Who are you? the mage spoke into his mind as Dak downed one soldier and launched himself at another. The clangs of metal and thuds of punches filled the stairwell. Why do you fight with Turgonians against your people?

      You’re not my people, Yanko replied, debating how to take her out of the fight without killing or seriously wounding her. You’re with the Swift Wolf faction. You enslaved my family.

      So you bring Turgonians to help you break in? To involve them is to act without honor.

      Yanko snarled. How dare she accuse him of having no honor when she was enslaving Nurians and trying to take over the Great Land? What did she expect to get out of this? A place at the new Great Chief’s side? Some favor for her family?

      What did you do to the artifact? she demanded. If it cannot be repaired, you will be—

      Not caring to hear whatever threat she planned to deliver, Yanko called upon the magic that came most easily to him. Earth magic. He channeled his power into the arched stone ceiling above her head, snapping rock and mortar. With thunderous cracks and scrapes that echoed down to their landing, the ceiling fell on her.

      She sensed the threat in enough time to create a barrier around herself, but that didn’t keep her from being buried by stone, just as Yanko had been. She would survive, but it ought to take her time to extract herself. He hoped that would keep her too busy to bother them further.

      “Uh.” Lakeo eyed the ceiling as the thuds and cracks from the floor above them dwindled. “Should we be worried about that?”

      Yanko sent a few tendrils of magic upward to harden and reinforce their ceiling. “No.”

      “Are you sure?” Jhali asked. “It sounds like you blocked the way out.”

      Dak leaned back from where he crouched, cleaning his cutlass on one of the soldier’s uniforms. Yanko stared bleakly at the uniforms of the men now dead on the stairs. Nurian men with the same dark eyes, skin, and hair he had, clad in the familiar uniform of the Great Chief’s army, the main source of authority he’d known his whole life.

      But, he reminded himself, these people hadn’t been loyal to the Great Chief. They’d chosen to join the rebels, and they must have known this might be their fate.

      “Yanko?” Lakeo prodded him.

      A cut on her cheek trickled blood, but she didn’t seem any more badly injured. Dak and Jhali appeared unscathed. He nodded, glad that his comrades were talented enough fighters to hold their own against soldiers.

      “It’s possible, Jhali,” Yanko said, “but we’re not going that way.”

      Dak arched his eyebrows.

      Yanko pointed at the window. “There are two soul constructs out there. We have to deal with them.”

      “Deal with them?” Lakeo curled a lip. “The last time we ran into one of those, it very nearly dealt with us.”

      Another scream pierced the night.

      “No choice.” Yanko pushed the shutters open further and climbed onto the sill. “We’ll find a way.”

      “Wonderful.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As Yanko ran along the dark rocks toward the soul constructs, he used his senses to guide him since he could barely see. Lakeo, Dak, and Jhali weren’t far behind—Yanko heard Lakeo’s frequent curses as she slipped and tripped on the rough footing.

      The soul constructs radiated magical power and filled Yanko’s senses, but he was also aware of dozens of people in pain and hundreds of terrified people running toward the water, something they hadn’t been able to do before. But they oozed defeat, for they knew they couldn’t swim to safety.

      A few lanterns burned up ahead, and Yanko got his first glimpse of the two massive soul constructs, easily towering forty feet. Two-legged and two-armed, the creatures had a semblance of a human shape, but they were made of rock and metal rather than flesh and bone. Like monsters that some mad Turgonian engineer had crafted in a shop. But their eyes glowed an eerie red, and they radiated magical power as they stomped around. They crushed people caught under their huge feet, and every time the constructs lifted their arms, metallic shrapnel flung away from their blocky hands, the tiny shards infused with power that guided them into living targets with deadly accuracy. A pile of bodies already littered the rocky ground.

      “Bloody ancestors,” Dak growled, and Yanko sensed him pulling his pack off his shoulders as they ran.

      As if explosives would do anything against ancient magic like that. Yanko didn’t know if the mage in the fortress had created them or if some more powerful practitioner had done it when the prison had first been established.

      Rifles fired, and soldiers running down a path from the fortress yelled at people for fleeing. A flush of rage filled Yanko. They should be saving the people being trampled by the soul constructs, not shooting at them.

      He summoned his earth magic, sending energy into the rocky path ahead of the soldiers. It heaved as if with an earthquake, flinging them far to the side, their weapons falling from their grips.

      Yanko knew it wouldn’t delay them for long, but if he could keep even a few people from being shot, he had to do it. His family could be out there somewhere, in the line of fire.

      “More soldiers coming,” Lakeo panted, waving toward an open door in the fortress. “I think they noticed you’re here, Yanko. And a problem.”

      Yanko didn’t look back. He wasn’t surprised the soldiers were focused on him now. Better him than people who couldn’t defend themselves.

      The only problem was that he needed his magic to attack and couldn’t defend himself at the same time.

      “Watch my back,” Yanko called to his friends as he raced toward the soul constructs. “I’m going to try—I’m going to defeat them.”

      He had to believe he could.

      He found it encouraging that the creatures seemed to be made of rock. Maybe his earth magic would affect them?

      Yanko used his senses to examine their hulking bodies but shied away from closely studying the little white balls of energy that burned in the center of them, the souls of those who had been sacrificed in order to create the constructs. He prayed to the badger goddess that nobody from his family had been killed that way, trapped for eternity—or until the creation was destroyed and the souls were set free.

      After watching one of the creatures hurl another round of shrapnel, Yanko stopped about fifty meters away. Getting close would only make him an easier target.

      As he searched for seams he could exploit, similar to the cracks in the earth he’d forced open earlier, Lakeo and Jhali stepped up beside him. The crack of a rifle came from behind them. Dak trying to keep the soldiers from running closer.

      Yanko poured energy into a seam between one of the construct’s legs and torso, a faint crack where the rock had been joined. Unfortunately, it had been fused together by magic, and it resisted his attempt to drive the pieces apart. He bit his lip and willed more of his energy into the seam.

      “At least stand behind something when you stop to throw spells,” Dak yelled.

      A bullet whizzed past a foot away from Yanko’s ear, and he jumped. He heeded Dak’s advice, finding a boulder to block him from view of that path to the fortress.

      Both constructs turned to face him. As if they shared a mind, they strode toward him on long legs thicker than tree trunks.

      “Time to do something, Yanko,” Lakeo muttered.

      Jhali didn’t say anything, but she did throw a concerned glance in his direction.

      Yanko picked another seam in the blocky construct, this time between neck and chest. Maybe it would prove less durable.

      Dak sprang around the boulder and joined them. He leaned out and fired back at soldiers trying to advance on them.

      “Yanko, are you having any success?” He glanced at the soul constructs. They were only twenty meters away now.

      “Trying,” Yanko bit out, not looking away from his target.

      “Keep them busy.” Dak shoved his rifle into Lakeo’s hands, dropped his pack, ripped it open, and rummaged around.

      A tendril of panic wormed its way into Yanko’s belly as the constructs drew within ten meters. Desperate, he flung a huge blast of wind at their forty-foot enemies. The gust tore Yanko’s topknot free, but it did nothing to slow the constructs’ advance.

      “Not air,” he muttered. “Something bigger.”

      He pushed wind under a nearby boulder and levitated it into the air. Then, with all the magical energy he could summon, he hurled it at the closest construct.

      The boulder slammed into the creation’s shoulder and knocked it off its feet. Lakeo whooped, but then cursed and fired at someone trying to sneak up from behind them.

      Unfortunately, the blow didn’t seem to harm the construct. It lumbered to its feet again.

      Dak hurled some projectile of his own, targeting the farther construct.

      “Take cover,” he warned.

      “Aren’t we already taking cover?” Lakeo ran around the boulder, trying to find a spot that would shield her from the soldiers’ fire and Dak’s explosive.

      Dak grabbed Yanko around the waist, lifting him and toting him to the same spot that Lakeo had claimed. Jhali also crouched there, a throwing star in hand.

      Yanko focused on levitating the boulder he’d thrown before, hardly caring that Dak hadn’t let him go. He slammed it into the back of his chosen target as Dak’s explosive boomed into the other construct. Fire flared, briefly brightening the night, and the scent of burning gunpowder reached Yanko’s nose. Smoke wreathed the two constructs, but he could tell that the one he’d hit with the boulder had pitched to its knees.

      The second construct continued on and reached their boulder. They all scurried back as it hefted the massive rock as if it weighed nothing. The construct hurled it at Yanko.

      He dropped to his stomach an instant before it would have taken his head off. It slammed into the ground behind him, and shards of stone flew in all directions.

      “I’ll lead this one off,” Dak yelled, throwing a small projectile at it. “Take care of the other one, Yanko.”

      Yanko rolled to the side as the one he’d hit climbed to its feet again. Instead of stomping after him, it lifted its arm, preparing to fling a shrapnel attack.

      “Take care of it, right.” Yanko threw up a barrier of compacted air, hoping that would be enough to protect him and Lakeo and Jhali.

      They focused on the soldiers, men who’d used the cover of the rocky terrain to creep within twenty feet of their group. They were leaving the construct to him.

      “Because you can handle this, Yanko,” he whispered to himself.

      The shrapnel attack went off, dozens of razor-sharp shards whipping through the air. His barrier stopped them. As soon as he could, he lowered it and hefted the same boulder again. This time, instead of simply flinging it in the general direction of the construct, he hurled it at its face.

      His magical enemy didn’t try to deflect it. The boulder smashed into its glowing eyes. Yanko channeled energy into the seam at its neck again, hoping it might be weakened now.

      A boom distracted him, a smaller one this time. Dak’s explosive had gone off in front of the other construct, and it wobbled forward as a hole opened up where it had been about to step. It pitched in, but it was more agile than it appeared, and easily clambered out. The construct recovered and turned to chase Dak.

      It was what Dak had wanted, but Yanko worried for him.

      “Lakeo,” he yelled. “Watch him, please.”

      He expected her to holler a sarcastic comment back at him, but a soldier had made it close enough for hand-to-hand combat. He was trying to rip her rifle from her grip. She snarled and kicked him in the groin.

      A few feet beyond them, Jhali leaped out from behind a rock and landed on the back of a soldier who had been rushing to help. She sliced a dagger across his neck, taking him out of the battle. And out of life.

      A clunk sounded over the din of the fight. The head of Yanko’s construct had come off, striking the ground and bouncing several times before coming to a stop. The glow of its eyes went out.

      The rest of the body continued forward, so Yanko dared not celebrate yet. But he’d taken a piece of the thing away. If he could keep doing that, he could win.

      He ran to the side to evade the headless body stomping toward him as he searched for the boulder, intending to hurl it again. But it had broken into pieces after connecting with that hard rock head. He spotted another one, this one twice the size of the last.

      Levitating it was harder than the first had been, and sweat dripped down the side of Yanko’s face. He feared he couldn’t throw it with enough velocity to damage the construct again. Unless gravity could help him.

      He willed his power into pushing the boulder higher into the air. Meanwhile, he heard Dak curse and saw him flatten himself to the ground as a round of magical shrapnel flew toward him.

      Yanko hesitated, tempted to drop the boulder so he could help his friend, but if he could finish off this construct, it would be much easier to help.

      Snarling with concentration and effort, Yanko pushed the boulder higher into the air, shifting it sideways slightly and hoping he could hit his target. It would be hard to line up the attack from below. Yanko should have brought Kei along after all, for his bird’s-eye view.

      He was panting by the time he had the boulder floating eighty feet in the air. He stretched his hands toward it, as if that would help him aim, and nudged it sideways again, trying to compensate for the inexorable stride of the headless construct walking toward him again.

      Shouts of warning came from the distance, prisoners pointing his way. They had all stopped to watch.

      At first, he thought they were warning him that he was about to drop his own boulder on his head—a disturbingly real possibility—but then he spotted movement out of the corner of his eye.

      A soldier lunged at him from mere steps away, a dagger raised to strike him down.

      Jhali appeared behind the man. She flung herself at him, wrapping an arm around his waist and taking him down. They crashed to the ground inches from Yanko.

      Somehow, he kept the boulder suspended in the air while this happened, while the construct continued its advance. When it was only five feet away, Yanko let the boulder fall.

      He immediately sprang back, almost tripping over Jhali. She wrestled with the soldier on the ground, gripping his wrist to keep him from bringing that dagger to bear.

      Again, Yanko made himself focus on his battle instead of helping his ally. He hoped he wouldn’t regret it.

      As the boulder slammed into the top of the construct, he once again channeled his energy into those seams, trying to blast them all at once, to rip the vile thing to shreds.

      An explosion roared, not from Dak’s bombs but from the construct in front of Yanko. The force hurled him backward, trying to tear his robe from his body, his hair from his head.

      Yanko flailed, too surprised for anything else, but when he realized he would land hard, he twisted in the air. He managed to get his feet under him, but he still came down hard. Pain blasted his soles, and he couldn’t keep from toppling to his knees, cracking them on the unforgiving rock.

      Not sure if his enemy had marshaled some new attack, Yanko lifted his hands and formed a barrier around himself. But the construct had exploded. Yanko gaped as tiny pieces, which were all that remained of the massive creature, rained down for a hundred meters in all directions.

      Jhali pushed herself to her feet, grimacing in pain and wiping blood from her face. Yanko winced—she wouldn’t have been injured if she hadn’t been defending him. She glowered down at the unmoving soldier at her feet, then at the rubble pile that had been the construct, and she nodded firmly.

      Yanko started toward her, intending to thank her for saving his life, but another thunderous boom roared as light flashed. The ground shook under their feet.

      Dak?

      Yanko looked around the dark rocky field as the light from the explosion faded. He spotted a huge pile of boulders with the blocky feet of a construct sticking out from under it.

      Ragged cheers and whoops went up from the prisoners, thousands of beleaguered people watching from a distance. Yanko started to whoop too—the construct under all that rubble wasn’t moving, and his senses no longer detected magic emanating from it—but then he spotted Dak.

      His Turgonian friend lay on his back, his clothing and face covered with soot and blood, his eyes closed.

      He wasn’t moving.
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      Yanko rushed to Dak’s side, barely aware of the people jumping and cheering in the distance. Helping them hadn’t even been Dak’s mission. If he’d died freeing Nurians, would his people even mourn his death? Or would they consider him a traitor?

      “Dak?” Yanko touched his bare shoulder—half of his shirt was torn off, revealing skin blistered and scorched black.

      Dak didn’t move. His eyelid didn’t even flutter.

      Yanko hesitated to use his senses to check to see if he was alive. What if he wasn’t?

      He swallowed and shifted his fingers to Dak’s throat. His pulse beat there, but it was weak, nothing like the powerful regular beats Yanko would expect from a Turgonian warrior. Surely, their heart muscles were as strong as their other muscles.

      “Dak?” Yanko finally used his senses, but he couldn’t tell if Dak had merely been knocked unconscious or if his brain had been irreparably scrambled.

      Irreparably? Have faith that a mind mage can repair a mind, Yanko.

      Yanko looked up, surprised by Tynlee’s telepathic words and also that he’d been distracted enough to leave his mind open to be read.

      Tynlee and Arayevo were striding down the path from the fortress, even as some of the haler prisoners ran past them in the opposite direction, all carrying makeshift weapons. Several appeared ready to club the soldiers into submission with rocks. Yanko hoped that meant nobody else would come out to attack his team.

      Tynlee, eyes locked on Dak and her jaw set with determination, paid no attention to the prisoners streaming past.

      Arayevo also looked with concern at Dak, then ran up to Lakeo and hugged her. Lakeo seemed surprised but patted Arayevo on the back.

      Jhali stood off to the side, her weapons drooping. She didn’t seem to know what to do now that the battle had ended. She gazed around, perhaps looking for others in white mage-hunter garb.

      Tynlee barely noticed them as she dropped to her knees beside Dak.

      I hope you’re right, Yanko replied telepathically. His mind is complicated.

      I think you mean complex.

      No, complicated. Yanko smiled, though he was still worried. If anyone could fix a brain, he believed Tynlee was that person. As is his life, from what I’ve gathered.

      Tynlee stroked the side of Dak’s head as she scrutinized him. He should retire from the Turgonian military and go off to sea to have adventures with interesting people.

      Nurian diplomats, perhaps?

      Perhaps. Tynlee shifted her hand to rest on Dak’s forehead. His eyelid still didn’t flutter. We should get him back to the yacht so I can concentrate fully, but if you’ll watch my back for a moment, I want to make sure he’s stable.

      Of course.

      Yanko checked more thoroughly to make sure there weren’t any soldiers around to ambush them. He sensed a few men in the fortress, but they were hiding or running from the mob of angry prisoners. The rest of the prisoners milled outside uncertainly, some watching Yanko’s group, some watching the fortress, and others looking out to sea.

      He wished he could produce a fleet to carry them to safety—wherever that might be. With the Swift Wolves controlling so many of the coastal cities, even if Yanko had a fleet, he did not know where he could send people where they wouldn’t be captured again.

      As he looked over the prisoners, lanterns highlighting faces here and there, he wondered if his family was among them. If so, wouldn’t they have come to see him by now? Maybe it would be some time before all the prisoners realized it was now safe to come near the fortress.

      “Will he be all right?” Arayevo asked as she and Lakeo came to stand beside Yanko and look down at Dak.

      “I hope so,” Yanko said quietly. “Consul Tynlee thinks she can help him.”

      “I’m surprised he put himself at risk like that,” Arayevo said. “For Nurians.”

      “You are? He’s a warrior, even if he’s an engineer and Intelligence officer too. I think Turgonians find it impossible not to throw themselves into battle when one is presented.”

      “But I’m not even sure why he’s here. How did you talk him into coming?”

      “It wasn’t that hard,” Yanko said. “I assumed he agreed with me that someone here might have knowledge of the prince’s whereabouts.”

      Arayevo raised her eyebrows. “Someone not in a remote island prison guarded by magic and soldiers might have known too.”

      Yanko lifted a shoulder, not able to argue. He’d wanted Dak to come along, so he hadn’t questioned his decision that much. Should he have?

      “Yanko?” a distant weary voice called.

      Yanko spun to look. He recognized that voice.

      “Falcon?”

      A grimy prisoner in ragged clothing lifted a hand, limping as he headed in their direction. That clothing was the same garb he’d had on the last time Yanko had seen him, back at their burning homestead. It seemed like it had happened years ago instead of a couple of months ago. Falcon’s face, hidden under a scruffy black beard, had grown gaunt. It was clear the soldiers hadn’t been feeding the prisoners enough.

      “Falcon,” Yanko repeated, his throat tightening and turning the name into a rasp.

      He spread his arms and started toward his brother but paused and looked back. He’d promised to watch Tynlee’s back while she was vulnerable concentrating on her magic.

      “Go ahead.” Lakeo waved in Falcon’s direction. “We’ll keep an eye on her.”

      Arayevo mouthed, “Falcon,” clearly recognizing him even though it had been years since they last met and he looked nothing like himself. She looked like she wanted to run forward and hug him, but she glanced at Lakeo and nodded in agreement.

      “Thank you,” Yanko whispered and rushed forward, stumbling over rocks on the dimly lit trail.

      “You can destroy a soul construct, but a tiny pebble in the path defeats you?” Falcon smiled, hugging Yanko as they came together.

      “It was a large pebble, I assure you,” Yanko said, his voice muffled since his face was jammed into his brother’s shoulder.

      Falcon turned the hug into a fierce pounding on the back. “I can’t believe you did that. That was amazing.” He waved at the rubble heap that had been one of the soul constructs. “Did you know we were here? Did you come for us specifically, or were you looking for Prince Zirabo?”

      “I heard you might be here. Who’s us? Father? Great Uncle Lao Zun? Our cousins? Teva and Ser Koh?”

      “Father’s here, and so are most of our cousins and the field hands. Some people escaped into the woods and didn’t get caught so we’re not sure about them. I wouldn’t have been caught either if not for that injury.” Falcon grimaced and pounded a fist against his thigh. “It’s not healing well on the horrible rations here, and sleeping on the rocks under that constant light didn’t help.” He made a rude gesture overhead to where the dome had stretched.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t receive proper medical care.” Yanko felt a twinge of regret that he hadn’t taken Falcon along with him, but it wasn’t as if he’d had a healer along on his trip.

      “I’m just glad you got away. I know Zirabo was holding out hope that you would get back.”

      “Wait.” Yanko gripped Falcon’s arm as his earlier words sank in. “He’s not here, is he?”

      “You didn’t know? I assumed that was what brought you here.”

      “No, I heard from a Jee Gold Hawk that you and a lot of other moksu families were imprisoned here.”

      “You came just for us?” Falcon appeared stunned. Or maybe even touched? “I knew you had that quest and that it would be dangerous. None of us expected you to turn up here. I was afraid if you did, it would be as a prisoner. Oh, I’m sorry you weren’t here a couple of weeks ago. Great Uncle Lao Zun… I’m sorry, Yanko, but he didn’t make it. He did for a while, but it was rough here on all of us. The soldiers didn’t care if we lived or died. We had to take care of each other the best we could with no magic, no first-aid supplies.”

      Yanko slumped. Even though he was pleased to have reunited with his brother, the news crushed him. He wasn’t completely surprised since their great uncle had been in his eighties, but he’d been Yanko’s favorite relative. So often when his father had been cold and disapproving, Great Uncle Lao Zun had been there to tell tales or share some of his wise sayings. He’d never seemed to care much if Yanko became a warrior mage and redeemed the family’s honor.

      “How did you use your magic?” Falcon asked curiously. “There were about a hundred mages here, and everyone had trouble, a lot of pain when they tried to concentrate on using their power. Nobody knew what to make of it.”

      “I had friends to help.” Yanko could still sense that cursed mage-hunter artifact, but it wasn’t as noticeable up here. He was surprised it had kept the mages in the dome from drawing upon their power, unless the dome had somehow held that skin-crawling sensation in or even reflected it back toward the ground.

      “Are you the ones who caused the dome to disappear?” Falcon looked toward Yanko’s group, his gaze lingering on Dak, who still wasn’t moving. “Or… uhm, is that a Turgonian?”

      “Yes. My bodyguard.” Yanko smiled. He would explain more later, assuming Dak didn’t object. “And I did break the energy flow to the artifact that created the dome, almost at the expense of my life. Dak—” Yanko pointed at him as he said his name, “—pulled me out of a cave-in and saved my life. Again.”

      “You said he’s your bodyguard? How did you manage that? Some kind of magic?”

      “It’s a long story. Can you take me to Zirabo?”

      “We can go look for him together. I’m surprised he hasn’t come over already. It’s not as if any of us missed seeing that battle.” Falcon started walking with him but squinted toward the sea instead of at the crowds of people.

      Yanko glanced in that direction, not expecting to see anything in the dark of night, but lights shone out on the water, less than a half mile from land. The lights of a ship. Or many ships. The prisoners were lining up at high points to look out, pointing and speculating.

      Yanko groaned. Had the Swift Wolves already learned about the chaos on their prison island and sent a fleet of ships to put a stop to it? How could they have arrived so quickly?

      You do not appear to be as pleased as you should be to see my ships, Pey Lu’s dry voice spoke into his mind.

      Yanko halted abruptly, making Falcon look back to see why he’d stopped.

      “Sorry,” Yanko said. “Can you find Zirabo for me, please? I need to talk to someone else first.”

      “Sure, send the lame prisoner who hasn’t had a decent meal in a year to run errands for you.” Falcon smirked, his eyes twinkling even though it was a legitimate grievance. He was probably too delighted to be out of that dome to care about running errands.

      “It’s only been two months since I saw you at home,” Yanko said.

      “Yes, but I was in the army before that. Trust me, it’s been a long time since I had a decent meal. I don’t suppose you can arrange something?” Wishfulness filled his eyes, even though he kept his tone light and joking, and Yanko could only imagine how hard and demoralizing being a prisoner here had been.

      Yanko glanced toward the ships. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Mother? Yanko asked.

      Who else speaks telepathically to you?

      More people than you would think. Mostly enemies who are cranky with me.

      She shared the mental equivalent of a snort. I can imagine.

      You came to help transport prisoners? Yanko asked.

      If they’ll agree to ride on the ships of the pirate captain Snake Heart, I will take them to the mainland.

      Thank you, he replied sincerely, though he worried there would be a catch. Uhm, what made you change your mind?

      I talked to Gramon. He said he owes you a favor.

      I wasn’t sure he was still with you since he was alone in Yellow Delta.

      He did leave for a while, something about finding it too distressing to work for someone who had a knack for almost getting herself killed on a regular basis.

      Yanko remembered the throwing star that had slammed into the side of his mother’s neck.

      But then he got himself drunk and captured and reconsidered his hasty departure. At the least, he said he should have waited until we were in a Turgonian port to leave.

      I… see, Yanko thought, though he wasn’t sure he did. A lovers’ quarrel? A breakup? It was hard to imagine his mother allowing herself to be drawn into something so emotional.

      However, she added, if you feel so indebted to me that you wish to become my apprentice and sail with the Midnight Fleet, that can still be arranged.

      Father and Falcon are here. I think they’d be disappointed in me if I made that choice.

      Yanko rocked back, imagining his father coming face-to-face with his mother and her Turgonian lover. Even after all these years and all she had done, he never seemed to have gotten over her. Maybe Yanko would try to arrange it so they weren’t on the same ship together. Ever.

      “Yanko?” a new voice asked, one Yanko hadn’t heard in many months.

      He turned, expecting Falcon and Prince Zirabo, but Zirabo stood alone, his clothes as grimy and ragged as Falcon’s. His hair was down instead of in its customary topknot and hung shaggily about his face, and his magical flute was nowhere to be seen. He was even gaunter than Falcon and clearly hadn’t been treated as an honored prisoner. Fury for him—for all of the moksu families—swelled in Yanko’s breast.

      “Honored Prince,” he blurted, realizing he’d been staring and fuming instead of offering a proper greeting.

      Zirabo’s eyes widened, and he lifted his hand. “Please, just call me Zir.”

      “Zir? Are you… incognito?” With another glance toward the still supine Dak, Yanko wondered if three-letter names were the norm for people traveling undercover.

      “A few people here know who I am, but I’ve tried to keep it a secret. Right before I arrived, one of my father’s cousins, who’d been taken prisoner before me, was executed in cold blood. I’m told a bunch of soldiers marched out, had him pinned to a post, and filled him with crossbow quarrels.”

      “By the wolf god’s fangs,” Yanko whispered.

      He would have expected a firing squad from Turgonians but not from Nurians. He’d always thought his people were more civilized than that. Less savage. Maybe he was, as so many of his traveling companions kept telling him, naive.

      He opened his mouth, intending to tell Zirabo that he’d completed his quest—sort of—and share the news of the continent, but the prince spoke again first.

      “I was fortunate to have been staying with a local family for a few days, and when the rebels collected us all, they didn’t know that they’d acquired one of the Great Chief’s sons.” Zirabo leaned forward and gripped Yanko’s shoulder. “Tell me, Yanko. You’re the first person from outside who’s been brought in since they reached maximum capacity, as they called it. The soldiers wouldn’t even speak to us. Is my father—have you heard anything? My brothers?”

      Yanko licked his lips. He hadn’t wanted to be the one to bring bad news. He’d wanted to bring good news, as he still considered the continent to be, even if he seemed to be the only one concerned about it presently.

      “I’ve been out of Nuria myself,” Yanko said slowly, “and only recently had a chance to stop in Yellow Delta, so what news I’ve heard has been second- or thirdhand.”

      Zirabo lowered his hand, his face turning grave. He looked so much older than he had when he’d visited the mines earlier in the year.

      “I was told your father is dead and that your siblings are either dead or in hiding.” Yanko watched his face for a reaction, not sure how close Zirabo had been to his family.

      Even if he hadn’t been much like them, he would have to be stunned by the loss of people who had always been a part of his life.

      “I see,” Zirabo whispered. “I’d heard—there have been rumors, of course. And the very fact that the Swift Wolves were powerful enough to capture so many of us, and that there weren’t any rescue attempts by the government… Early on, we all hoped for a rescue, you see. And then we all got numb and forgot to care.” He smiled, a noticeably forced smile. “And then you came. I’m grateful, and the others will be too, I’m sure. You made quite an impression with your battle. And, ah, your fleet?”

      He glanced toward the ships with the lights. Several longboats were already visible among the waves, rowing in to retrieve people.

      “It’s the fleet of… a relative.”

      Zirabo’s eyebrows flew up. “Snake Heart?”

      “Given how infamous she is, I guess that wasn’t as vague as I’d intended.”

      “Perhaps not. Yanko, did you ever find the lodestone?” A glimmer of hope entered Zirabo’s eyes. “I’ve often thought that the discovery of a new continent might be enough to end this civil war and bring our people together again.”

      “I found it briefly. There were many others searching for it too.” Yanko didn’t want to accuse Zirabo of not giving him sufficient warning about Sun Dragon and all the trouble he would have, but since he hadn’t exactly completed the task given to him, he felt compelled to explain himself.

      Zirabo closed his eyes. “Someone else got it?”

      “For a time. I had to fight Pey Lu and a Jaikon Sun Dragon for it.”

      “The Sun Dragons have been prominent in this civil war.”

      “So I’ve heard. Jaikon and I were battling over the lodestone on the deck of a Turgonian ironclad as it sailed to the location of the sunken continent. That was Sun Dragon’s idea, not mine.” Again, he felt the need for excuses, to explain why the continent had already resurfaced. His task had simply been to bring the lodestone to Zirabo.

      As Zirabo opened his mouth to speak, the sound of flapping wings reached their ears.

      Yanko turned his face away in time to avoid being battered in the cheek by those wings as Kei landed on his shoulder. His landings were always questionable, but they were worse at night.

      “Time to sleep,” Kei squawked, leaning forward so his beady eyes could peer at Yanko’s face. “Time to sleep.”

      “I know. I’ll be ready for that soon.”

      “Is that…” Zirabo tilted his head, regarding the parrot.

      Kei faced him and lifted his legs up and down, talons sinking in as he readjusted himself. “Puntak, puntak.”

      “It is the Komitopis’s bird,” Zirabo said with wonder.

      “Kei is impressively famous,” Yanko said.

      “Infamous, perhaps.”

      “Puntak, puntak. Prettier than a whore.” Kei peered at Zirabo as he said that.

      “Er, I haven’t heard that one before.” Yanko’s cheeks flushed.

      Kei flapped his wings, whacking Yanko on the side of the head, and startled him by flying to Zirabo’s shoulder. “Prettier than a whore.”

      “We’ve met before,” Zirabo said dryly. “The first time I was at the house, Tikaya’s grandfather—the original owner of the bird—still lived. I overheard a comment about me being too young, pretty, and useless to be able to stand up to the diplomats of other nations. It seems the bird also overheard a few of his comments about me. He was a cantankerous and racist old man. Fortunately, he lived out back and wasn’t often at the main house.”

      “Kei,” Yanko said, “that’s Zirabo. Zir-ah-bow.”

      Kei squawked. “Prettier than a whore.”

      “Does he call you by name?” Zirabo asked.

      “No. I get the generic slur.”

      “Ah. What happened when the lodestone reached the location of the continent? You say it was submerged? That had been my guess, the only reasonable way an entire continent could remain hidden in this age of world-traveling navies and merchant ships.”

      “Yes, Honored—uhm, Zir. As I said, Sun Dragon and I ended up battling, and he threw the lodestone overboard. There was a pocket in a volcano down there that it was drawn to, and it acted like a key. A geyser shot up and fried Sun Dragon, and soon after, the continent rose. The Turgonian ships barely avoided being beached hundreds of miles from the eventual coastline.”

      “Fried? He’s dead?”

      “Yes. The Turgonians survived. They took me, Lakeo, Arayevo, and Jhali—” Yanko started to point to where she had been standing, but she had disappeared.

      He hoped Jhali hadn’t figured out whose fleet that was, or she might make another attempt to kill his mother. Yanko had better finish his conversation with Zirabo quickly, so he could search for her and make sure that did not happen. An assassination attempt would be a horrible way to thank Pey Lu for coming to help.

      “They took us to Turgonia, and we escaped with the help of Consul Tynlee. And Dak looked the other way and brought me my gear.” Yanko shifted his pointing finger toward Dak.

      Tynlee was instructing her bodyguards to pick him up and take him back to her yacht. He didn’t stir as the two men jostled him as they tried to figure out the best way to carry a six-and-a-half-foot Turgonian. Yanko hoped that didn’t bode poorly for Dak’s future. He was so used to his Turgonian friend being indestructible.

      Tynlee noticed them looking over and smiled and waved. The gesture seemed encouraging.

      “And he accompanied you? I wouldn’t have expected Colonel Dak to show up here with you.” Zirabo didn’t share his surname, though all of the prisoners had left the area, climbing down to the coast, apparently realizing they were being given a ride off the island.

      “We’ve been working together for a while,” Yanko said. “You remember that I met him when he was very briefly a prisoner in my uncle’s mine.” He winced, reminded that the mine was in rebel hands now and his uncle was dead.

      “So that he could break out other Turgonians. Yes, I remember.” Zirabo nodded.

      “I saw him in Red Sky and convinced him to come along and act as a bodyguard for me. After the mines were taken and my family was kidnapped, I didn’t have anyone except Lakeo, you see. And I knew he was a superlative warrior.”

      “That he is.” Zirabo smiled faintly, though his eyes held concern. He had to be wondering if the continent was already in Turgonian hands.

      “I didn’t tell him my mission, but he figured it out along the way. He’s, uh, smarter than he looks.”

      The smile was less faint this time. “Yes.”

      “If it hadn’t been for his help, I wouldn’t have gotten far. The Turgonians know about the continent, unfortunately. I attempted to delay the delivery of the orders to report it to their president, but…” Yanko spread a hand. “By now, they know. It was just a bare rock-and-dirt land mass covered with seaweed, and nobody else seems to see its future potential like I do, so it’s my hope that they won’t rush to claim it. But I’d also hoped to be able to find you right away and that you would be in a position to send a fleet, so we could solidify Nuria’s claim.”

      Yanko couldn’t help but look Zirabo up and down. He was missing one shoe.

      “I’m afraid I’m not in that position, alas. But this is too important to simply let them have it without a fight.”

      Yanko nodded, glad someone finally agreed with him.

      “I’ll see what I can do when we get back to the mainland, but I’m afraid most of my allies have been on the losing side of the rebellion so far.” Zirabo touched a bruise on his cheek and gazed around, looking more like a lost and forlorn waif than a thirty-something diplomat, mage, and son of the Great Chief.

      Yanko’s soul withered. He’d hoped that when he found Zirabo, he would be able to hand off all of his problems to the prince, but as he looked at Zirabo, he saw a gaunt, injured, and beleaguered man who couldn’t even lay claim to his name right now.

      “Yanko,” Falcon called from the side, waving. “When you’re done, I’ll take you to see everybody else. We’re rounding them up.”

      We’re?

      A man stood next to Falcon, every bit as gaunt and beleaguered as Falcon and Zirabo. Yanko swallowed. There was more gray in Father’s hair now, and it seemed thinner, starting farther up his forehead. His eyes were sunken with dark circles underneath them.

      Father didn’t wave enthusiastically, as Falcon did, but he nodded gravely when he saw Yanko and glanced toward the remains of the soul construct.

      Yanko’s innards twisted up, and it had nothing to do with the magic-repulsing artifact this time. He grew inexplicably nervous at the notion that Father had been here all along, watching. Had he seen the battle? Would he finally be proud of Yanko? Or would he find fault in the methods Yanko had used?

      “Go see your family,” Zirabo said. “I will speak with—you said that was Consul Tynlee, right?—and consider the best course of action.”

      “Yes, her yacht is docked on the other side of the fortress.” Yanko waved in that direction, though they couldn’t see the inlet through the sprawling stone complex.

      “That’s fortuitous. I’ve read several of her books. She should be aware of the latest news and have some wisdom to share on current events. And the machinations of men.”

      Yanko nodded, relieved to see a hint of a spark in Zirabo’s eyes. “I’m sure she’ll be happy to speak with you, especially if you’ve read her books. I, uhm, don’t think she encounters many people who have.”

      “One of them is required reading at the university in the Great City.”

      Yanko wasn’t sure that meant a lot of people read it, but he decided not to make a joke at Tynlee’s expense. He liked her, and she had helped him a great deal.

      “She’s been stationed in Turgonia,” Yanko said, in case Zirabo didn’t know, “but she just had a chat with her publisher in Nuria, and I believe she got a lot of updates on what’s been going on in between discussions of Turgonian muscles.”

      Zirabo blinked. “What?”

      “Never mind. It’s been a strange couple of months.”

      “Of that I have no doubt.” Zirabo rested a hand on his shoulder. “May I call upon you later? If you’re willing to continue to help me… I can’t promise much of anything I’m afraid, but I would be honored to have you as an ally.” His brows rose in hope.

      Yanko had never imagined that someone so important would want him as an ally. And ask in such a way that he seemed uncertain that Yanko would accept. Even if Zirabo wasn’t, as he’d been noting earlier, in a powerful position right now, he could become important again, since, as a direct descendant, he had a better claim on his father’s dais than any of the self-elected rebel leaders. Having someone like that humbly request his assistance was surreal.

      “Yes,” Yanko said solemnly.

      “Excellent. Thank you.”

      Zirabo nodded toward Falcon and Father, then headed off toward the ships by himself, save for the parrot riding on his shoulder. He wasn’t Prince Zirabo with an entourage of bodyguards and supporters, but “Zir” with nobody. Nobody except Yanko and whoever here would be willing to support him. If that was what he wanted. As Dak had once pointed out, Zirabo did not seem to crave power, and it was unlikely he would want to put himself forward as a candidate for Great Chief.

      What would he want? To marshal enough ships to go claim the new continent to one day feed the millions of Nuria?

      Yanko hoped so, but it was possible he was being naive again, to believe they could gather ships while Nuria was embroiled in civil war. And what if a Turgonian fleet had already staked out the continent?

      “Father is impressed that you destroyed a soul construct,” Falcon announced, limping up.

      Yanko promptly felt bad that he hadn’t hurried to go to them. That leg looked like it still bothered Falcon and might continue to do so for a long time. Not for his whole life, Yanko hoped.

      “Honored Father.” Yanko pressed his hands together in front of his chest and bowed, for he, too, had come over. In the back of his mind, he hastily recited two lines from the Song of Prayer, asking the gods for strength. Why did he always feel he needed strength when dealing with Father? “I am pleased that you are alive. I know the conditions must have been horrendous, but I hope you will recover soon, and that we’ll all be together with good food around the—around a fireplace.”

      Yanko assumed that his brother had told Father that the homestead had been burned. He hoped they could rebuild it once the war was over, that they would be able to keep what had been their family land for so long.

      “Yes,” Father said. He didn’t smile—he never smiled—but he nodded again and rested his hands on Yanko’s shoulders. “It is good that you came, and I am pleased that you have continued training, despite your disastrous entrance exam for Stargrind.”

      Yanko held back a wince. Leave it to his father to deliver some faint praise at the same time as he reminded Yanko of his failings.

      “I have been working on my magic,” Yanko said, deciding not to mention that his mother had been the one to help him unlock some of his potential. He also didn’t mention that he’d used earth magic on the soul construct instead of flinging fireballs, as his father had always wanted him to be able to do.

      “I am relieved, also, that you came for us,” Father said, “though it is unfortunate that your name and actions will get back to those who lead these rebellions.” He shook his head slowly. “It would have been better if you—if the family—followed Zir’s example and hid, avoiding attention. We may be targets now.”

      Yanko couldn’t hold back the wince this time, both because his father was disappointed and because he realized it could be true. He’d gotten used to being a target these last couple of months, but most of his family didn’t have any ability when it came to magic. They couldn’t defend themselves easily from those who did. Even Falcon, with his army training, wouldn’t be a match for a mage.

      “Better to have done something to help people than to cower behind a rock,” Falcon said, lifting his chin.

      He’d always been Father’s favorite, and Yanko hadn’t seen him challenge their father before.

      “Mm,” Father said, not noticeably affronted by the challenge but clearly not in agreement. “We shall see, boys. We shall see.”

      He turned and headed for the ships. As Yanko watched him go, he couldn’t help but feel disappointed by their reunion.

      Falcon squeezed his shoulder. “You did the right thing, Yanko, and I’m proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Falcon.” Yanko nodded to accept the praise, though it was hard to find what he needed in it. Why was it that the human mind focused on the negative and so quickly brushed aside the positive?

      “I don’t know how Father expects you to return honor to the family while hiding under a rock.” Falcon lowered his hand and shook his head. “That never should have been your duty, anyway. It’s been odd being trapped here with him and really talking with him. There wasn’t much else to do. It was a bit like talking to a parrot that repeats the same things all the time.”

      “I can’t imagine,” Yanko murmured, surprised to hear his brother speaking poorly about their father.

      Falcon had been away from home for a couple of years, so maybe that had changed his perspective. Yanko couldn’t bring himself to say anything derogatory, as the need to respect one’s elders was too drilled into his head, but he wasn’t as displeased as he should have been at listening to someone else do it.

      A squawk sounded, and Kei appeared, flying back toward them. Yanko had been wondering if the bird would take to Zirabo, who he had known longer, and forget about him.

      But Kei landed on his shoulder, called him a puntak, and demanded crackers.

      “Well, not quite like talking to a parrot, I suppose,” Falcon said.

      “Father probably doesn’t interrupt you to demand you feed him.”

      “Not usually, but food has been scarce here.” Falcon started walking toward the coast where the longboats were taking the first wave of prisoners out to the ships.

      “Actually, let’s go this way.” Yanko pointed to a path that led around the fortress. Tynlee had gone that way earlier with Dak, Lakeo, and Arayevo. “I don’t think Consul Tynlee will mind if I invite my family to ride on her yacht.”

      Yanko also wanted to check on Dak and make sure his willingness to help Yanko on this side trip wouldn’t prove disastrous for him, at least in the medical sense. There was no telling how Turgonia would react when his leaders learned that he’d helped free prisoners from one of the dominant factions vying for power. What if the Swift Wolves ended up wresting control of all of the Great Land and putting their candidate on the dais? As his father had suggested, there might be trouble for anyone who had stood against them.

      He supposed Dak would have thought ahead and known that was a possibility. And this side trip had resulted in them finding Zirabo, which was what his mission had been, so—

      Yanko’s thoughts jerked to a halt. Side trip. Had it truly been that for Dak? Or had he somehow known Zirabo was here? Was that why he had, after questioning people in the city, been so easy to persuade to come this way?

      What? Pey Lu spoke into his mind as Yanko and Falcon slowly skirted the fortress on their way to the dock, Falcon slowed by his limp and Yanko slowed by his thoughts. I’ve come all this way, and you’re not going to come visit me?

      I didn’t know you would want me to. Yanko couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or serious. Her tone, even in telepathy, always ran dry.

      You could use more lessons, and having mages throwing fireballs around should intimidate the prisoners and keep them from pestering me.

      I think your reputation will be sufficient for that.

      Yanko had meant the words as a joke, but she sounded almost grave as she replied, Let’s hope so. Where do you want me to dump them off?

      Where would be safe? Anywhere? He was half-tempted to suggest they be taken to the new continent, but Yanko doubted there was anything to eat or any fresh water there.

      I’ll ask Zirabo, he replied.

      The kid with the flute? Wonderful.

      Kid? Yanko had a feeling Zirabo wasn’t that much younger than she. But since Zirabo was the youngest son of the Great Chief—the former Great Chief—maybe the nation would always see him that way. Another reason why he might not be the best candidate to put forward.

      I remember when he got in trouble for running away from home after the war, she thought. If your father truly wants honor and a return of power for the family, you could put yourself forward as a candidate. Most of those twits don’t have a blood relation worth mentioning, so it’s not as if that’s going to be required.

      “Me?” Yanko croaked, only realizing he’d asked the question aloud when Falcon glanced at him.

      You have a fleet that you might be able to talk into helping you take the Great City, Pey Lu said. Though you’d have to promise a lot more than two-hundred zekris to pirates to get them to cooperate.

      It was two-fifty, he replied, more out of reflex than because he cared. And a magical sword. Why wouldn’t you just put yourself forward?

      I’m not young and wholesome and determined to help the country. Your earnestness might win you favor, especially if you had some might behind you and a couple of advisors the nation could respect.

      Yanko shook his head, both because the idea of being in charge horrified him and because he couldn’t believe any sane person would accept a teenage ruler.

      Think about it. I’m not backing a kid with a flute.

      Yanko couldn’t believe she would consider backing anyone after the times she’d spoken about how little the nation meant to her.

      It may be the only way you can get your father’s ancestral land back, she added.

      Right, I should take over the nation to ensure we can build a house by the lake again.

      Maybe it would finally make him proud of you.

      Father?

      He swallowed. Had she been monitoring their conversation?

      I’m not talking about your Turgonian bodyguard, she thought.

      No, as strange as it was, Yanko suspected it would be far easier to win Dak’s approval.

      He rubbed his head, grimacing at the bruises he encountered. The aches in his battered body were the only thing making him believe this night had truly happened and that he wouldn’t wake up in his bunk on the yacht to find it all had been a dream.

      “Are you all right, Yanko?” Falcon asked, stopping at the head of the dock. Kei spotted the yacht and launched himself toward it, to look for crackers, no doubt. “You look like you’re going to be sick.”

      “No, I did that earlier. Now I’m just lost and confused.”

      “So, not much has changed for you these last couple of months, eh?” Falcon threw a friendly arm around his shoulders, and they headed for the yacht.

      “Not much,” Yanko murmured. “Not much.”
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      As soon as his family was aboard the yacht and the fleet set sail, Yanko headed belowdecks to check on Dak. He wasn’t sure when he would be able to introduce Arayevo to his mother, since he didn’t want to inadvertently facilitate a reunion between his father and Pey Lu—he couldn’t imagine she would appreciate that. Yanko assumed he would find the opportunity eventually. Arayevo wouldn’t likely let him forget.

      He ducked and squeezed past people, glad that they didn’t have to travel far to reach the mainland since the yacht was as packed as his mother’s ships. He spotted Jhali talking to someone in grubby and tattered white garb similar to hers and hoped that meant she’d found a few friends from her sect alive on the island.

      Most of the prisoners rode on his mother’s ships—they’d managed to get everybody aboard while leaving the few dozen soldiers left alive tied up in their fortress. Yanko imagined they would figure out a way to untie themselves, but he feared they would take their own lives before the next supply ship arrived. Their superiors would consider the escape a huge disgrace, if not believing the soldiers had made a deal with the enemy and let it happen. And what man wanted to live life disgraced and dishonored?

      Before Yanko made it to Dak’s cabin, someone reached out to stop him, touching his sleeve. The sleeve on the vibrant red warrior-mage robe that he didn’t have the right to wear but had once again forgotten about in the chaos. He’d needed it when he faced the soul construct, and he doubted anyone would have failed to notice it then, but he should have taken it off before returning to the yacht. Before someone halted him and accused him of impersonating a warrior mage.

      “Greetings, Honored Sir. May I help you?” Yanko arranged his expression in one of polite inquiry, such as a clerk in a cheese shop might offer. Definitely not the expression of a criminal impersonating a Stargrind graduate.

      “You’re the one who killed the soul construct and rescued us from that awful place,” the man said. “Honored Mage, we are forever in your debt.” He bowed deeply. So did everyone else in the corridor, even though the tight quarters made it difficult without clunking heads.

      “Oh. Uhm, thank you.”

      “No, no,” another man said, “it is we who must thank you.”

      “Only in the tales of old did mages battle soul constructs and win,” a woman said. “That was magnificent. Legendary!”

      Yanko decided not to point out that his mother had destroyed a soul construct by herself recently, and that her power was more impressive than his. He also didn’t mention that Dak had slain one without any magic at all. He did not want to encourage further discussion. What he wanted was to slip away from all the eyes turned toward him.

      He’d worried about being pointed out as a fraud. For some reason, this didn’t feel much better. Maybe because he still knew he was a fraud. Sooner or later, someone would link him to the deaths at the Red Sky prison and realize he had no right to this robe, no matter how many constructs he’d battled.

      “Thank you,” he murmured, bowing his head several times as he maneuvered past the crowd.

      Yanko stepped into the cabin that he and Dak shared, hoping to leave the strangers behind.

      But Dak wasn’t there. Yanko had to return to the people-filled passageway, smiling and nodding as more ex-prisoners reached out and touched him—and the robe. He checked in Lakeo and Arayevo’s cabin, but it was also empty. It finally occurred to him that Tynlee might have had taken Dak to her cabin to heal him.

      He knocked and sprang inside before anyone answered, rushing to shut the door so he could avoid being touched by more strangers.

      Dak lay propped against pillows in the bed, his hands folded over his chest, and his eye open and alert. Tynlee sat next to the bed and had been leaning over him, checking a bandage or some such. Though Yanko didn’t see any bandages. It had mostly been Dak’s head that had been injured, hadn’t it?

      “In Turgonia,” Dak said, “it’s customary to knock and then wait for someone to invite you in before bursting through the door.”

      Tynlee gazed over at Yanko with her typical serene smile, and he realized one of her hands rested on Dak’s. She must have been finishing up healing him.

      “I was worried about you.” Yanko decided not to admit that he’d felt the need to flee from all the people outside.

      The latch rattled, and Yanko jumped to the side so that he stood behind the door when it opened. Someone stuck his head inside and said, “Oh, pardon, Honored Consul. I thought I saw the mage who saved us come in here. I—a lot of us want to thank him.”

      “No, he’s not here,” Tynlee said blandly, not glancing at Yanko.

      “Oh, that’s disappointing.” The speaker withdrew, and the door closed again.

      “Nurians have extremely poor door etiquette,” Dak said.

      If he was cracking jokes, he had to feel better. That was good.

      “Perhaps we should lock it. Or should have locked it. I suppose there’s little point now that Yanko’s in here.” Tynlee patted Dak’s hand.

      “You just said he wasn’t here.”

      “Did I? I must have been mistaken. My mind isn’t as sharp as it used to be.”

      Dak snorted. “Now you know why I was so hesitant to answer your questions and trust that my answers wouldn’t be fed straight to the Nurian government.”

      “I offered to show you the first seven chapters of my novel. When we return to the consulate.”

      Yanko almost asked if any of those chapters featured Turgonian muscles, but the way Dak and Tynlee were gazing at each other mostly made him want to stay quiet and sneak out of the cabin at the first opportunity. Tynlee had been giving Dak looks like that for most of the trip, but this was the first time Yanko had seen him return the moon-eyed expression. Moon-eyed. Was that the right term? Could one be moon-eyed with only one eye? He decided so and gazed down at the cracks between the floorboards.

      I certainly hope he’s moon-eyed, Tynlee spoke into his mind. A woman doesn’t like the man she’s been kissing to regard her with indifference.

      By the pregnant badger goddess, is that what they had been doing? Yanko stared harder at the floorboards.

      Yes, Honored Consul, he replied carefully in his mind. He used his senses to check the passageway, again considering flight, but there were still people milling out there. Maybe there would be for the entire trip, since there were far more passengers than cabins.

      Healing someone’s brain requires an intimate mind link, Tynlee said. And for you to let your defenses down so you can focus on your work. I didn’t quite mean for Dak to see all of my thoughts—I didn’t even know he was playing possum on me—but since the result was him finally realizing that I’ve had feelings for him all these years, I don’t regret it.

      Er, yes, Honored Consul. Uhm, would you like me to leave? I could ask Arayevo to come in.

      Arayevo? Why?

      Well, this sounds like woman stuff, so I thought you might like a woman to talk to.

      “Woman stuff,” Tynlee said out loud with a sniff. “Really.”

      Dak twitched an eyebrow.

      “Yanko doesn’t wish to hear about my feelings for you,” she explained.

      “Naturally,” Dak said. “He’s a man.”

      Though Yanko was pleased to be called a man rather than a boy, he said, “I just came to see if you were all right,” in the hope of altering the direction of the conversation.

      “I am now.” Dak gave Tynlee the moon-eyed look again. She returned it.

      Yanko had a feeling he wasn’t going to get much useful information from either of them that night, but he still needed to give his mother a port to head for. He’d told her that he would ask Zirabo, but he was far more familiar with Dak and Tynlee and valued their advice.

      “Captain Pey Lu wants to know our destination,” Yanko said. “For dropping off the refugees. I assume we’re not taking them to Turgonia.”

      Yanko imagined Dak and Tynlee landing in Port Morgrant and walking hand-in-hand to the consulate so she could show him her chapters.

      “The last thing Turgonia wants is a bunch of mages wandering its streets,” Dak said.

      “What did Prince Zirabo say?” Tynlee asked. “I saw you talking to him.”

      “He’s going by Zir now,” Yanko said. “He wants to speak with you, but I don’t know if he wants to be in charge.”

      “No? But he has all these troops to rally behind him if he wants to attempt to take the dais.”

      “I was sent here to offer him some subtle support from Turgonia if that’s his wish,” Dak said, giving more details of his mission for the first time.

      Yanko had only known he was supposed to find Zirabo, not that he had orders beyond that.

      “Or for the man or woman he chooses to support,” Dak said, “though Rias does want to know who it is before committing fully.”

      “What kind of support?” Yanko asked curiously.

      “Money, agents, food. Not likely troops. Nuria has enough people.” Dak waved, maybe indicating the prisoners sailing on the other ships.

      Agents? Like Sicarius and Amaranthe? Yanko had never figured out why they had come to his country, but he hadn’t gotten the impression that it had anything to do with Dak’s mission to find Zirabo.

      “You still haven’t talked to your president since, uh, you got in trouble for helping me, right?” Yanko wondered if the offer of support might be rescinded if the Turgonians came to find Dak’s actions questionable.

      “No, but if I’m to be punished, it won’t affect deals he planned to have with your people. I’m hoping that finding Zirabo and, however accidentally, his former teacher, Professor Hawkcrest, will count as mitigating circumstances and leave me no worse in my people’s eyes than before I left last year.” Dak’s lips twisted without humor, and Yanko remembered the sense he’d once had of a young nephew of a famous man, never able to live up to the expectations others had of him.

      “I’ll hope for that too.” Yanko regretted that working with him had caused suspicion to fall upon Dak.

      A knock sounded at the door. Dak and Tynlee gazed at it without saying anything, as if they now expected everyone to burst in without waiting for a response. Yanko sensed Zirabo out there, his hands clasped behind his back.

      “Come in,” Yanko offered.

      Zirabo poked his head around the door, then stepped inside. “Ah, you’re all here. Good.”

      “All?” Dak asked.

      Zirabo smiled faintly. He had washed and shaved, but there weren’t enough changes of clothes to go around, so he still wore his grimy prison garb. His eyes looked brighter. Maybe he’d gotten a good meal.

      “All of the people who know who I am and want to help me stay alive as I aid my nation,” Zirabo said.

      Dak quirked an eyebrow at Tynlee. “You were just supposed to tell him that Rias sent me to find him.”

      “I extrapolated the rest,” Zirabo said.

      Dak snorted but didn’t countermand the assumption.

      “You’ve decided to fight?” Yanko asked. “Er, to aid Nuria? Not to hide?”

      Zirabo’s smile turned a touch wry. “I must. It’s in my blood. It was one thing to hide when nothing could be done, but… now that I know my father is gone and that I may be the last of my siblings, I must at least throw my support behind a worthy candidate, someone who will be good for the nation.”

      “Who do you have in mind?” Dak sounded interested but wary.

      “I need to find out what’s been happening the last couple of months before deciding. I have a favorite, but if that’s not plausible, I may need to readjust.”

      “And choose the least bad of multiple bad options?” Tynlee pressed her lips together. It sounded like disapproval. What would she have Zirabo do? Attempt to claim the dais himself?

      Zirabo spread a palm. “Once I choose, I shall find the supporters that I can rally, and with Yanko’s help—” he met Yanko’s eyes, “—we will find a way to claim the new continent for our people and offer it as part of whatever negotiations we may have to go through in the end.”

      “You’ll have to negotiate with Turgonia for it first,” Dak said.

      “I fully anticipate that.” Zirabo smiled easily at him, then turned to Yanko again, a question in his eyes.

      “Of course, Honored Prince. Helping our people with the new land is what I’ve always wanted. A chance to start over, maybe with some of the Kyattese farming methods that improve the soil while making use of it. And maybe, with a new Great Chief in charge, he or she would agree to send people to study those methods to employ on our own continent.”

      It seemed to be the answer Zirabo wanted, for he nodded firmly. “Thank you, Yanko. Now, if you could talk your mother and her new passengers into coming along to glare fiercely at any Turgonians already attempting to stake out that land, I would appreciate it.”

      Dak’s eyebrows flew up. Yanko had no idea if his own eyebrows were doing anything. He was too busy gaping.

      “You want me to… uhm, Honored Prince. We don’t have that close of a relationship. And she definitely doesn’t owe me any favors.”

      “Better find your flute, Zirabo,” Tynlee murmured, looking dazed herself.

      “It is hidden on the mainland, but I doubt it would work on such a legendary warrior mage. I have faith that Yanko can win her support.”

      Yanko lacked that faith. His mother’s words rang in his head: I’m not backing a kid with a flute.

      Zirabo extended a hand toward the door and tilted his head for Yanko to go out. What more did he want to talk to Dak and Tynlee about? Or was it just that he thought Yanko should get to work on convincing his mother right away?

      “I’ll… see what I can do,” Yanko said, shuffling toward the door. “I don’t suppose you have any money we can offer to pay her?”

      “If we succeed in helping someone onto the dais, we should have access to money sufficient to bribe pirates.”

      That was a big if. Yanko kept the thought to himself and walked outside.

      Thankfully, the passageway was empty now of all but one person. Jhali.

      She had also washed up, and her hair was down, one of the few times he’d seen it that way. It softened her face a little, though her chiseled features were far different from the round, gentle face of someone like Tynlee. Still, they were elegant, and he wondered what she would look like if she ever smiled.

      “We are even now, White Fox,” she said.

      “Even? And Yanko, please.”

      “I saved your life tonight during the battle.”

      He almost said something sarcastic to her bluntness, but she had kept that soldier from reaching him when he’d been slinging magic at the soul construct. “Yes, you did. Thank you.”

      “My debt is repaid.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to go back to trying to assassinate me?”

      She gave him an exasperated look. “It has been weeks since my assassination attempt.”

      If one didn’t admit the time he’d caught her looking between his shoulder blades and fondling her pistol, true. “An eternity, certainly.”

      “Killing you is not the reason I’ve been following you, not… any longer. Not since Sun Dragon died and it was clear that my mission…” She gazed down the passageway at nothing discernible. “It was clear that I would not succeed.”

      “Why have you been following me?” he asked curiously. He had assumed she had been swayed by his argument that she might find some of her people on the prison island, but she had first, somewhat inexplicably, decided to follow him when he left Turgonia.

      The question earned him another exasperated look. He lifted his hands. Why did women have to be so inscrutable? So much more complicated than men?

      Jhali stepped forward, gripped his shoulders, pushed him against the wall, and kissed him. Not on the cheek like a friend or relative, but on the lips, intensely and intimately.

      Before he could figure out what was going on—and whether he liked it—she lowered her arms and stalked away without looking back. He stared after her, his thoughts a jumble, his feelings even more of one.

      “Lost and confused,” he whispered, repeating the words he’d given Falcon. “I am definitely lost and confused these days.”

      But he had been given a mission, he reminded himself. He had to convince his mother to help Zirabo claim the continent for Nuria and then end a war.

      “So glad my life is getting easier,” he muttered.

      

      
        THE END

      

      

      The Chains of Honor series will wrap up with Book 4, Great Chief, which is coming this spring.
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