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      Longboats carried bedraggled prisoners—former prisoners—from the pirate ships to a beach north of Yellow Delta, the town controlled by the rebel faction that had captured and imprisoned those people.

      In the pre-dawn light, Yanko White Fox watched from the railing of Consul Tynlee’s yacht, a pack of irate coyotes snarling and biting in his stomach. He’d wanted peace for the freed prisoners, a return to a life of freedom, food, and laughter. But many of their houses had been destroyed, the same as Yanko’s, or their villages were controlled by one of the numerous factions fighting for the dais, so they couldn’t go home. If they wanted their lives back, they would have to fight for them.

      Dak stepped up to the railing beside him, his face and his single eye masked by the shadows. As usual, Yanko could not tell what the big Turgonian was thinking.

      “I’m afraid I made the wrong decision,” Yanko said quietly as the first longboats neared the beach.

      He’d expected the Yellow Delta watchmen, the same watchmen that had harried Yanko a week before, to rush out to meet the invaders, but nobody stirred in the city. He sensed a few people awake and watching from windows, but they didn’t come out of their homes. They were afraid.

      Yanko and his small team hadn’t armed the prisoners—more out of a lack of weapons to share than a desire to send these people into battle with nothing but their fists—but there were a lot of them. More than three thousand, as someone had estimated after tallying the passengers on the various ships. And no doubt more intimidating, twelve pirate ships commanded by the infamous Captain Pey Lu Snake Heart—Yanko’s mother—loomed out beyond the breaking waves. Yellow Delta’s inhabitants had no way to know that the pirates wouldn’t help, that they’d merely provided the transportation.

      “Was it your decision?” Dak asked.

      “Zirabo suggested it. He’s going to go ashore with them here and try to find the faction leaders so he can take over the city rather than simply passing through. I have a hard time envisioning anything very organized. I think these people will take out their aggressions from the last couple of months of enslavement. Violently.” Yanko grimaced. “Zirabo hasn’t told me who he plans to back yet, but I’m positive it won’t be the Swift Wolves.”

      “So it was his decision.”

      “His idea. But I’m the conduit to Pey Lu.” Still grimacing, Yanko waved toward the dark pirate ships silhouetted against the lightening sky. “I’m the one who asked her to come and to deliver them to the mainland after we rescued them. Thousands of angry moksu warriors and mages. These aren’t the kind of people who will simply disappear into the wilds until the war is over. Their honor will demand they fight.”

      “That’s their choice, then. They had to be set down somewhere.”

      Yanko wondered when Colonel Dak Starcrest, an intelligence officer in the enemy’s army, had become the voice of reason for him. Not that Nuria was at war with Turgonia right now. It had been twenty years since their last great war had ended, but… the two countries always seemed to be on the precipice of another conflict.

      Dak was a spy, and Yanko knew of two more spies, Amaranthe and Sicarius, roaming the cities of Nuria. Turgonia had a stake in who came out on top in Nuria’s civil war, wanting a leader who was easier to deal with than the old Great Chief. But was that because the Turgonian president wanted peace? Or because he wanted a weak leader that they could one day take advantage of?

      “I wish I could have deposited them on the new continent and kept them safe,” Yanko said. “My family is among them, remember.”

      “Yes, I heard your father was disgruntled when you refused to sail him over to speak with your mother.”

      “Vocally disgruntled, yes. I did ask her if she would speak with him, but she wasn’t interested. I don’t think Father would have handled it well either. She’s not the woman he remembers.” Yanko waved at the side of his neck—his mother’s neck was covered in garish tattoos in that spot. “And I believe she and her Turgonian lover are currently enjoying each other’s company. Father… needs to cast his net elsewhere.”

      Yanko shrugged, realizing he was chatting to Dak about his personal life—or his parents’ personal lives—and that such things wouldn’t be of interest to Turgonian spies.

      “Your family is going with Zirabo then? Not with you?” Dak’s gaze shifted from the beach to the dock. A dinghy was heading in that direction, the craft smaller than the longboats.

      “Falcon offered to come with me to the new continent, but even with his limp, he’s the most able warrior among my father and grandmother and cousins. He may eventually join Zirabo in the battle, but he needs to make sure they’re somewhere safe first. The Swift Wolves weren’t picky about who they imprisoned. For every mage or warrior, there are two non-combatants. The Wolves simply wanted to get as many moksu families out of the equation as possible.”

      Dak, his gaze still toward that single dinghy, didn’t reply.

      Yanko could make out two rowers and a single occupant in the center. He was on the verge of using his power to see who it was when someone spoke telepathically to him.

      Are my longboats sufficient for your needs? Pey Lu spoke dryly into his mind.

      She was always dry, giving him the impression that she cared about little, including Nuria’s war. And yet, she’d come to help ferry the prisoners as a favor to him. Because he’d freed a man she cared about.

      Yes, thank you.

      Yanko took a deep breath. He still had to figure out how to ask her for help with the task Zirabo had assigned him, taking a fleet to the new continent and securing it for Nuria, so they could use it to sway people to back Zirabo’s candidate. Back us, and we come with new land for Nuria! The problem was that Pey Lu was the only one Yanko knew with a fleet. And she didn’t owe him any more favors.

      I’d like to come to your ship and speak to you later, if you don’t mind, he told her.

      We’re speaking now.

      I’d like to bring Consul Tynlee and Dak along. And my friends Lakeo and Arayevo. They want to meet you. Yanko didn’t mention that they might want to join her. He kept hoping the women in his life would come to their senses.

      What about your parrot?

      A squawk came from behind Yanko, and he turned in time to take a wing to the face as Kei came down on his shoulder, his talons sinking in. As usual, his nocturnal landings left a lot to be desired.

      “Seeds?” Kei asked.

      If you have crackers, he may be tempted to come, Yanko replied, though from her even drier tone, he didn’t think it had been an invitation. More of disgruntlement that Yanko wanted to invade her ship with all of his allies.

      Why don’t I just levitate over to your yacht? Pey Lu asked. Your father left in the first wave of boats, correct?

      Meaning she would come as long as there was no chance she would run into him. Yanko felt a little sorry for his father, even if the man was holding on to some fantasy woman that had never truly existed.

      He did, but there’s a person still here who’d like to kill you. Yanko spotted Jhali in her white mage-hunter garb, also standing at the railing and watching the longboats.

      Her black hair was down, a breeze tugging at the strands, and Yanko swallowed, remembering her kiss. She’d broken it off before he’d figured out if he wanted to return it, though a couple of lurid dreams since then suggested his body would have approved. She hadn’t spoken to him since that night, so he had no idea what to make of the event. Or her.

      Was she planning to depart here with Zirabo and the prisoners? A couple of her fellow mage hunters from her sect had been among the captives and presumably were. But she didn’t have a pack with her.

      Just one? Pey Lu asked.

      The one who threw a throwing star at you, Yanko said, then immediately wished he hadn’t. His mother might want to take revenge for that act.

      Oh. Her. The distaste came through the link clearly.

      Her, Yanko agreed.

      Doesn’t she want to kill you?

      Not this week.

      There was no way Yanko would bring up the kiss. He hadn’t even told Dak about that, and he was a far more likely confidant than Pey Lu. Dak had been busy with his own kissing these past few days, or so Yanko presumed from the amount of time he spent in Tynlee’s cabin.

      Come if you wish, Pey Lu said, but make it soon. I intend to take my fleet and leave as soon as these prisoners are transferred. I’m not getting embroiled in Nuria’s war.

      Was there any way she would get embroiled in Nuria’s attempt to claim the new continent—Kelnorean, as the Kyattese history books called it—for the good of the nation? Yanko wished he had something to offer her. Zirabo had spoken vaguely of having access to the nation’s funds if his candidate could claim the dais, but with more than half a dozen factions warring for it, Yanko couldn’t imagine Pey Lu believing that Zirabo would win. She’d called him “the kid with the flute.” And since he hadn’t yet announced a worthy candidate that he intended to back, nothing had changed.

      Thank you, Yanko replied. We’ll come over soon.

      Dak lifted a hand in a parting wave. To the person in the dinghy, Yanko realized. The shadowed figure was waving back.

      “Is that Professor Hawkcrest?” Yanko hadn’t spoken often to the old Turgonian officer they’d rescued from pirates, but he knew Dak chatted with him daily.

      “Yes,” Dak said. “Tynlee used the yacht captain’s communications orb and located a Turgonian diplomat in the capital who had escaped the bombing of their embassy. He had access to a fast courier ship and immediately agreed to send it to transport Hawkcrest back to the republic. He’s well-known there, both as a professor and as someone who taught the president of Turgonia.”

      “Are you still hoping that the role you played in rescuing him won’t go unnoticed by your uncle?”

      “I’m hoping that Rias has all the facts and understands…” Dak sighed and spread a hand. “I have fulfilled the assignments I’ve been given.”

      “The problem is just that you’ve been associated with me the whole time, and Turgonia considers me…”

      Yanko actually had no idea what Turgonia considered him. Admiral Ravencrest had seen him defeat—cause the death of—Jaikon Sun Dragon, a man who’d claimed to be a Nurian diplomat, and he’d also seen Dak help. It was also possible the Nurians had told the Turgonians that Yanko had been, however inadvertently, responsible for the deaths of several guards at the Red Sky prison.

      Yanko wasn’t that worried about whether Turgonia considered him a criminal, but what Nuria thought mattered. Would the moksu families he’d freed this week help change his people’s minds about him? Convince someone to pardon him for that earlier crime?

      The freed prisoners had witnessed him destroying a soul construct—most of them credited him for destroying both soul constructs, refusing to believe that a Turgonian with a bag of explosives had taken one down—and they all seemed to believe that had been special. Numerous times, people had broken into the Song of Appreciation when he’d passed them on the yacht.

      But would that good deed matter if some other faction came to power? If the Swift Wolves succeeded in claiming the dais—his belly flip-flopped at the idea—his special act would be considered a war crime.

      “Trouble,” Dak finished when Yanko did not. “Two months ago, my nation wasn’t aware of your existence.”

      “Should I wish that were still the case?”

      “Probably.”

      Dak sounded glum, but he almost always sounded glum, so Yanko didn’t know how much to read into that.

      “Yanko?” Zirabo said from behind them. “A word?”

      Kei squawked, “Prettier than a whore,” his official title for Zirabo.

      Yanko tried to shush the parrot, but that only earned him two more iterations of the greeting.

      Zirabo didn’t do more than quirk his eyebrows toward Kei as he approached. He carried a small pack over his shoulder and two Turgonian pistols at his belt. He had been as bedraggled and empty-handed as the rest of the prisoners when Yanko had first seen him on the island. Tynlee must have found some gear with which to outfit him.

      “Yes, Zir,” Yanko said, stepping away from Dak. “Or are you Prince Zirabo again?”

      He gestured at the fresh clothing Zirabo wore and the moksu topknot he’d swept his long hair into. It seemed a statement that he was ready to reclaim his status.

      “Zir. Or Zirabo. If my father is truly dead, and my brothers along with him, my blood won’t be considered royal much longer.”

      “Unless you make a push and claim the dais,” Yanko said.

      Zirabo shook his head. “I don’t have what it takes to lead a nation. I care about Nuria, but… I’m not a hero, not the great leader that they need. I stood behind my father, because that’s what a good Nurian son does, but I so seldom agreed with him. Did you know I ran away when I was twelve? That’s when I first met President Starcrest, though he was exiled Fleet Admiral Starcrest at the time. I wanted nothing to do with my father or the dais, and I was too young to realize that was a betrayal to my family and my people.”

      “We all make mistakes as children.” Yanko hoped nobody would point out that he was only eighteen and would still be considered a child by some.

      “Perhaps.” Zirabo smiled wistfully.

      Yanko could have read his thoughts far more easily than Dak’s, but he did not attempt to do so.

      He was heartened that Zirabo had pulled himself together but a little disappointed that Zirabo wasn’t in a position to take all the burdens off Yanko’s shoulders. Instead, he’d given Yanko another impossible task.

      “I’ll leave to join our new troops as soon as that dinghy returns to transport me to shore,” Zirabo said, hitching the shoulder from which his pack hung, “but I wanted to thank you before I go.”

      “Thank me for going to try to claim the continent for Nuria? I, uh, haven’t had that conversation with Pey Lu yet, the one where I request she sail us down there and glare menacingly at any competitor ships in the area.”

      “I trust you’ll find a way to convince her. You have her ear.”

      Yanko grunted dubiously.

      “But I’m thanking you for what you’ve already done. When I sent that letter to you, I hoped but didn’t truly expect…” Zirabo glanced at Dak, though he’d moved out of earshot to give them their privacy. “I talked to Colonel Starcrest about what he witnessed and what he was willing to share. He’s a terse man, you know.”

      “I do know that.”

      “What you’ve done these past months, the risks you’ve taken, the times you’ve almost lost your life… Not many people would have done that.”

      Yanko’s cheeks warmed.

      “Most people would have given up,” Zirabo went on. “It’s not as if I was in a position to promise you money or your land or even your honor back.”

      “Any moksu would have done their best to do as you asked, Honored Prince.”

      “No. No, they wouldn’t. Not everything you’ve gone through. You’re a hero, Yanko. Like in the legends of old, and I thank you for what you’ve done.”

      Yanko’s cheeks heated even further, and he shook his head, uncomfortable with the praise. It had been odd coming from the people he’d rescued, but he’d understood that they had been grateful. Zirabo was in a position to know that there were far greater warriors out there, that Yanko had only been doing his duty as a son in an honored family.

      “You’re welcome,” he made himself mutter, though he felt like a fraud for accepting the praise. It was like when he wore his mother’s warrior-mage robe when he hadn’t graduated from Stargrind or even passed the entrance exam.

      “And you’ve inspired me. When you showed up on that island, I’d given up. A lot of us had. Even those of us with modest magical ability were in pain day in and day out from that artifact you found. The more powerful the mage, the more pain they were in. Some people took their lives. I wasn’t quite to that point, but I lamented that I would never escape, and I was ready to accept whatever the gods had in store, whoever came out on top as Nuria’s new Great Chief. But seeing you charge in and kill those soul constructs—”

      “Dak killed one,” Yanko broke in.

      He’d given up on correcting the other prisoners, but he couldn’t let Zirabo mistake the truth.

      “Who was only there because of you, yes?” Zirabo asked.

      “I’m not sure about that. I thought I convinced him to come, but I believe now that he knew you were there. And he had orders to find you.”

      “Ah?” Had Zirabo not known that? “Regardless, seeing you kill a construct and destroy the artifact that was hurting and demoralizing us all has inspired me not to run away again. Rather to go and fight for what’s best for our nation.”

      “I’m glad, Honored Prince.”

      “Zirabo.” He gripped Yanko’s shoulder.

      “Yes, uhm, Zirabo.”

      Zirabo smiled, squeezed Yanko’s shoulder, and lowered his hand. “Once you’ve secured the continent for Nuria, come back to Yellow Delta. We should take the city in short order, and I’ll spend the next couple of weeks gathering more forces, anyone I can sway to our side. Then we’ll meet you here and march on the capital.”

      “The capital was burning when last I saw it.”

      Someone must have told him, for Zirabo nodded. “The city is still key, both for its location on the Great River and Ten Eagle Bay, and because of its history and place in our people’s hearts as the cultural center of Nuria.”

      Remembering the state he’d last seen it in, Yanko couldn’t imagine any culture going on in the capital for a long time.

      “Further,” Zirabo said, “the palace and seat of government have always been there. To capture the palace would be a great coup. It’s my hope that the fighting is still underway and that nobody has secured the city yet. But even if someone has, their forces should be weakened from the effort that was required.”

      “That makes sense,” Yanko allowed.

      “But if you find any more forces you can recruit along the way, I would not object to more help.” Zirabo glanced toward Pey Lu’s pirate fleet.

      Yanko made a choking noise. He didn’t even think he could convince his mother to sail down and glare at the Turgonians for a couple of days.

      “I’ll do my best,” Yanko said.

      “Good.” Zirabo patted his shoulder, then headed toward the dinghy. It had returned to the yacht, and the rowers waited.

      As Yanko watched him climb in, he told himself that he could accomplish what Zirabo had asked. Take control of a continent, recruit troops for a war. No problem.

      Yanko rubbed his face and tried to tell himself that his chore wasn’t as daunting as gathering an army to march on the capital.

      Kei plucked at his hair. “Seeds?”
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      “You will take them but not me?” Jhali asked, pointing at Arayevo and Lakeo.

      Yanko stood with the three women at the railing of the yacht, waiting for Dak and Tynlee to finish a private conversation and join them. Full daylight had come, and Zirabo and the last of the prisoners had been transported to the beach.

      Shouts and the clangs of swords rang across the waves, the first sounds of battle in Yellow Delta. Yanko felt strange for not being a part of it, like he was abandoning his people as the yacht cut through the waves, heading toward his mother’s flagship.

      “They don’t wish to kill Captain Pey Lu.” Yanko didn’t mention that Arayevo and Lakeo had each expressed interest in joining his pirate mother.

      Even now, Lakeo stood, the wind ruffling her short hair as she pointed at the flagship’s numerous cannons. Arayevo gestured expansively, detailing some past adventure she’d had with the smuggler Minark and explaining how much better it would be to work for a woman. Yanko didn’t like Minark, but he was skeptical that serving under Pey Lu would be a dream.

      As he’d reminded Arayevo often, Pey Lu had either ordered people tortured and killed in the past, or she’d stood back and let her bloodthirsty crew handle it. How would Arayevo feel if she had to partake in something like that? Yanko could imagine Lakeo turning into a hardened killer, even if he would prefer that she find a tutor in the mental sciences and become someone more noble, but he had a harder time imagining Arayevo in that role. Maybe he was delusional, but back in their village, she’d been trained as an herb gatherer and poultice maker. She might crave adventure, but he was certain she didn’t crave the idea of preying on the weak or killing people.

      “You’ll attack her if given the chance,” Yanko added.

      Jhali’s arms were folded over her chest as she glared at him. Maybe he’d only imagined that kiss. That seemed far more plausible than her accompanying him these last few weeks because of some secret longing for him.

      “So?” she asked.

      “That’s going to hurt my odds of getting another favor from her.”

      “I do not like it that you ask her for favors.” Anger sparked in Jhali’s dark eyes. “She is pure evil.”

      Pey Lu had killed Jhali’s mother. Yanko could never let himself forget that. Jhali might have stopped trying to assassinate him—though she’d warned him that other mage hunters would try, since the Sun Dragon family had paid her sect up front for the job—but she’d said nothing about abandoning her personal vendetta against Pey Lu.

      “I don’t disagree that she has done a great deal of evil in her life.” Yanko understood his mother a little now and grasped what had turned her into the woman she was today, but he couldn’t defend her choices. “However, Prince Zirabo has ordered me to secure the new continent for Nuria, and she’s the only one I know with a fleet.”

      Jhali’s lip curled. “You do not need her assistance.”

      “Right,” Lakeo said, turning toward Jhali. She and Arayevo had stopped talking in order to listen in. “Yanko has you. What would he need with a fleet?”

      Jhali ignored her, not even glancing her way. Her gaze remained fixed on Yanko.

      He didn’t let himself look away. Her eyes weren’t filled with loathing, the way they had once been when she looked at him. They were hard and determined and… he wasn’t sure. Challenging? He’d never had any luck reading her thoughts, so he didn’t know why he believed he could read her eyes.

      “It’s been weeks since we left, and the Turgonians have a head start,” Yanko said. “We may arrive and find they already have a fleet there with soldiers planting their flags all over the continent.”

      “Is it hard to plant a flag when there’s no soil?” Lakeo asked.

      “There was dead seaweed,” Arayevo said.

      “I can’t believe the prince thinks it’s going to be an advantage to get that bare hunk of rock.” Lakeo shook her head.

      “You can deal with the Turgonians without the assistance of your vile mother.” Jhali, still holding his gaze, turned that last word into a curse. “You are powerful. You slew a soul construct, and you have the loyalty of the Turgonian who slew the other.”

      Yanko threw an alarmed glance at Dak, hoping he hadn’t overheard that. He was still speaking with Tynlee, their heads bent together, and neither looked over.

      “I don’t have his loyalty,” Yanko hurried to say in case Dak had heard. “Turgonia has his loyalty. He was on a mission for his president.”

      “He would fight at your side,” Jhali said with certainty. “He has done so before. And—” Jhali looked at Lakeo for the first time but not for long, “—I will also.”

      Arayevo raised surprised eyebrows. Lakeo glowered suspiciously, and Yanko could envision her jumping in to remind Yanko that Jhali couldn’t be trusted.

      “For the good of Nuria,” Jhali added. “If Prince Zirabo believes the new land is worth fighting for, then I accept that it is. You do not need her.” She flicked angry fingers toward the pirate ships.

      Dak and Tynlee ended their conversation and walked toward them. Yanko thought about using their approach as an excuse not to respond to Jhali’s last comment, but he switched to telepathy so he could speak privately to her. Assuming she didn’t have her mage-hunter walls so barricaded that she wouldn’t hear.

      I thank you for your faith, but Zirabo has given me a daunting task. He specifically requested that I ask Pey Lu for help in this. I think he suspects the Turgonians are already there, perhaps in great numbers.

      Jhali lifted her chin. Take me with you to speak with her, then. I will not attack her, not this time. I will stand at your side and show that I support you now. Maybe it will surprise her and give you more power in her eyes. She may be more interested in dealing with you then.

      Er, do you? Support me? Yanko well remembered her saving him from the soldier while he’d been busy battling the soul construct, but he also remembered her stating that they were even now. He’d saved her life, and she’d saved his. He’d assumed that meant there was no reason for them to work together again. But then she’d kissed him. Women were confusing.

      I am not here for Lakeo’s wit, Jhali replied.

      “How long do you think they’re going to keep glaring at each other?” Arayevo whispered to Lakeo.

      “No idea,” Lakeo said, “though she’s glaring. Yanko mostly looks puzzled.”

      “True, but that’s his normal look. I don’t know if we can base anything on it.”

      Yanko cleared his throat and looked at Dak. Dak, his only non-female companion besides Kei, seemed a safer bet for eye contact.

      “If you’re ready, I can levitate us over.” Yanko waved to the flagship.

      The yacht captain had steered them close to its side. Consul Tynlee’s craft was tiny in comparison and notably lacking in weapons. The captain had to be nervous about all the open gunports looming above their heads.

      “Are we all going?” Dak looked pointedly at Jhali.

      Jhali hadn’t looked away from Yanko. He didn’t know why this mattered so much to her, and he didn’t know if he was a fool to believe her words. Lakeo continued to be suspicious of her. What if she’d kissed Yanko simply to throw him off?

      “Yes,” Yanko found himself saying. “Jhali has assured me that she won’t attack Pey Lu.”

      “Unless she attacks me first,” Jhali said.

      “You didn’t mention that proviso before.” Yanko abruptly wondered if Jhali had assumed from the beginning that Pey Lu would jump at the chance for revenge for what had to have been a nearly fatal throwing star to the throat.

      “I will defend myself if needed,” Jhali said. “I will not goad her.”

      “Don’t you think showing up on her ship will goad her?” Dak asked mildly.

      He’d been on that beach and witnessed that throwing-star attack.

      Jhali shrugged. “We shall find out how petty she is.”

      She stepped up to the railing and faced the pirate ship. Ready to be levitated over?

      Dak gave Yanko a look of warning.

      If Yanko hadn’t already said yes, he would have revoked his invitation. Maybe he should accidentally arrange to leave her behind, saying he couldn’t levitate a mage hunter.

      “Permission to come aboard, good pirate?” Tynlee called up to someone leaning over the railing on the flagship.

      It was Gramon. Yanko sensed that his mother was in a wardroom waiting for them.

      “Yes,” Gramon said, his tone as dry as Pey Lu’s always was. “Though I assure you, I’m a bad pirate, not a good one. There are no good pirates.” Gramon looked at Dak but didn’t address him.

      Yanko believed he knew who Dak was. His mother had made it clear she did. Spying wouldn’t be terribly effective here.

      “No?” Tynlee replied. “You’ve done a good deed this week. I do hope that won’t sully your reputation.”

      “Just don’t let any other pirates know.” Gramon waved for them to come up, then backed out of sight.

      He didn’t lower a rope, so he must have assumed Yanko would use his magic.

      Though he dreaded the meeting, Yanko didn’t want to delay—every hour they dallied was another hour that more Turgonian ships could be sailing to the continent—so he hurried to channel the wind that would lift his team. The physical magic worked fine on Dak and Jhali. It was mental attacks that mage hunters were capable of deflecting.

      Though Turgonian, Gramon didn’t comment or even react when they magically alighted on his deck. If he’d been working at Pey Lu’s side for years, he’d seen all manner of magic.

      Tynlee looked around curiously as the pirate led them across the deck and to steps leading to cabins below. Yanko imagined her taking it all in as fodder for those spy novels she intended to write.

      Gramon had to duck as he entered the wardroom. A beautiful mahogany table that could seat eight or ten rested in the center. Pey Lu stood at the far side, her fists on her hips, her stance saying that she expected trouble. Or maybe simply to be asked for another favor.

      Yanko attempted to keep his mental walls up so he couldn’t be easily read, but half of his companions didn’t have such an ability.

      Pey Lu’s aloof expression turned into an outright scowl as Dak, Tynlee, Arayevo, Lakeo, and Jhali walked in behind Yanko. A spark of fury, indignation, or maybe both arose in her eyes as her gaze locked onto Jhali.

      She pointed at the woman and glanced at Yanko. “Explain.”

      He’d been about to thank Pey Lu for her assistance thus far, but he didn’t want her to throw a fireball at Jhali. Or spring across the table and try to strangle her with her hands.

      “Jhali’s employer is dead,” Yanko said, “and she’s decided to join us.”

      “I have decided to join Yanko,” Jhali said, casting a quick dismissive glance at Lakeo and stepping up to Yanko’s side, as she’d said she would.

      “She promised she wouldn’t attack you today.” Yanko left out the unless-she-had-to-defend-herself part.

      “How magnanimous of her,” Pey Lu said.

      Seconds ticked past as Pey Lu glared at Jhali, and Jhali glared back at her.

      Yanko didn’t know if he should say more to try to deflect the tension or if words might set them off, like dogs poised to spring at each other’s throats.

      Tynlee cleared her throat. “May we be introduced, please, Yanko? I admit to being quite excited to meet the legendary Captain Snake Heart.”

      That diffused the tension better than anything Yanko could have said, mostly because everyone in the room looked at her in surprise. Even Pey Lu. Nobody was excited to meet Snake Heart, especially nobody from Nuria.

      “Yes, Honored Consul,” Yanko said. “Captain Pey Lu, this is Consul Tynlee Blue Heron, most recently working in the Nurian consulate in Turgonia’s Port Morgrant. These are my friends Arayevo and Lakeo from back home. You know the mage hunter, Jhali, and you may remember Dak from, ah—”

      “The time he killed several of my men and attacked my ship in a Turgonian underwater boat?” Pey Lu said.

      “As I recall,” Dak said, not towering at his usual height since, like Gramon, he had to duck in the low-ceilinged room, “those were two separate times.”

      “Yes, you’ve been quite the thorn in my side, Colonel.”

      Dak didn’t react to her insinuation that she knew who he was now.

      “I thought it would be wise to bring all of your favorite people over before asking for a favor,” Yanko said, smiling, though the joke would probably fall flat. He’d been a thorn in Pey Lu’s side, too, right alongside Dak.

      “Another favor?” Pey Lu asked.

      “Told you,” Gramon said.

      “I know, but I’m still in shock that he hasn’t come to thank me and take me up on any of my multiple offers.”

      “I did come to thank you.” Yanko bowed deeply and without sarcasm. “Many of the prisoners we rescued have agreed to help Prince Zirabo reclaim what the Swift Wolves took from them.”

      Dak stirred, and Yanko wondered if he objected to this sharing of information. The gunshots and clangs of weapons drifting across the waves should have made it obvious.

      “Don’t tell me that kid is going to try to plant himself on the dais.” Pey Lu made a sour face.

      “What offers did you make?” Dak asked Pey Lu, ever the intelligence officer, gathering data.

      “Nothing that affects Turgonia,” she said.

      “I doubt that,” Dak grumbled. “If you’re going to talk your son into joining your pirate fleet, the captains of our merchant vessels and warships will want to know about it before he flings krakens into their rigging.”

      “That’s not the most recent offer.” Pey Lu smirked. “Though I haven’t managed to convince him to accept either.” Her gaze shifted to Yanko. “Really, my boy, it’s time to embrace your destiny.”

      Tynlee brought a thoughtful finger to her lips. Dak frowned at Yanko.

      Yanko raised his hands. “I’m not accepting anybody’s offers of anything.”

      He had to fight the urge to shrink back in horror that his mother might tell everyone that she had suggested he attempt to snatch the position of Great Chief for himself. The audacity of such speculation made him shudder. Even if he had the blood right, which he did not, he couldn’t imagine how someone like him would go about raising an army capable of claiming a nation. And who in their right mind would want to lead a nation? In his most audacious moments, he thought he might have the ability to advise a regional chief on bringing the new continent back to life and turning it into an agricultural mecca for his people. Maybe his family could then rebuild their home there, with a place for gardens, hounds, and beehives.

      “Captain Pey Lu,” Yanko said, lowering his hands and bringing his focus back to the moment. “Zirabo wants the new continent for Nuria, and he’s tasked me with claiming it. The Turgonians may already have ships there, either claiming it for themselves or exploring its potential.”

      Yanko glanced at Dak, wondering if he should have brought him along for this meeting. As far as he knew, Dak’s orders had been to find Zirabo. He’d done that. Did he have instructions beyond that?

      Dak didn’t react to the glance. He was observing the room, his face a mask, his head against the ceiling.

      “He—we—are willing to pay you to follow Consul Tynlee’s yacht—” Yanko waved to Tynlee, knowing Zirabo had already arranged for her to transport his small team, “—and posture threateningly at the Turgonians to convince them to leave if necessary.”

      “We don’t posture,” Pey Lu said. “We take action.”

      “Turgonians wouldn’t let pirates drive them off,” Dak rumbled.

      “Further,” Pey Lu said, “I’m still waiting to be paid my two-hundred-and-fifty zekris and that scimitar for the last favor you begged from me.”

      Yanko drew a purse out of his robe and laid it on the table. He unbuckled the sword belt with Sun Dragon’s scimitar on it and rested it, still in its scabbard, next to the purse.

      Pey Lu’s eyebrows drifted upward, as if she hadn’t truly expected him to pay her. Yanko didn’t know if she would take the scimitar—she’d rejected it before—but if she wanted it, he owed it to her.

      Pey Lu tilted her head as she regarded the weapon. She walked around the table toward it.

      Yanko knew it had a strong magical signature, more so than many other Made items that he’d encountered, but he hadn’t been able to make it glow, so he was positive he hadn’t seen its full power. Granted, he hadn’t spent a lot of time studying it. All he knew was that it was strong. He’d used it to destroy the artifact that had maintained the dome that kept the prisoners in.

      As Pey Lu reached for the sword, Jhali shifted slightly, bending her knees in a ready stance. Yanko lifted his hand and looked at her.

      He expected to find belligerence in Jhali’s eyes, a silent promise that she would attack if Pey Lu touched the weapon. But at his glance, she stepped back slightly, as if she’d caught herself. Maybe it had been an automatic reflex rather than a conscious act. It had to be hard for her to stand in the same room with the woman who’d killed her mother. Yanko had struggled to stand in the room with Pey Lu when they’d first met, and he hadn’t known any of her victims personally; he’d only resented her for the dishonor she’d brought to his family.

      Pey Lu picked up the scabbard and took several steps back from Jhali before drawing the blade. Yanko saw something he hadn’t been able to make out in the communications orb, a knot of scar tissue on the side of Pey Lu’s neck. Maybe she was as wary of Jhali now as Jhali was of her.

      “It’s an old blade,” Pey Lu said, examining the Early Nurian runes engraved on the side, “from the Tan Hoon Dynasty, I think. From the time the Kyattese were first sinking their continent. You should find an archaeologist to tell you more.”

      “I don’t have a lot of Kyattese friends, I’m afraid,” Yanko said, surprised when she returned it to its scabbard and pushed it back toward him. She also left the purse. “Unless you count feathered ones.”

      “We do have Nurian archaeologists,” Tynlee said.

      “That looks like Turgonian steel,” Dak said. “It would almost have to be if it was from that era. Your people were still using bronze back then.”

      “Those are our runes on the side,” Pey Lu said.

      “Engravings can be added after a blade is forged,” Dak said.

      “Are you implying that a Nurian stole it?” Pey Lu’s eyes narrowed.

      “I’ll look into it.” Yanko grabbed the weapons belt again, mostly to head off an argument. “If you’re sure you don’t want it?” He raised his eyebrows, holding the blade out in offering.

      Pey Lu hesitated, her gaze lingering on the scimitar—it did seem to have intrigued her—but she shook her head. “No. The future Great Chief should have a high-quality blade.”

      “The what?” Tynlee asked.

      Yanko gripped the table for support. Why had she said something about that dumb conversation?

      A smile flirted with Pey Lu’s lips. It was as if she’d wanted to get him in trouble with his friends, friends who would grow suspicious of his motives if they thought he was angling for the dais himself.

      “I’ll give it to Zirabo then,” Yanko said, “and he can offer it to… whoever his candidate is. He didn’t say, actually.”

      “Good that you’re throwing your support behind someone that wishy-washy,” Pey Lu said.

      Yanko shook his head. “Captain, is there a price we can offer you to bring your fleet down to scare the Turgonians away?”

      Dak made a noise in his throat. It might have been a growl at the idea that Turgonians might be scared away.

      “I’ve named my price,” she said.

      Yanko closed his eyes. I’m not going to try to become Great Chief, Mother, he said, switching to telepathy and hoping she wouldn’t imply again that the idea had come up. Even if I aspired to that, which sounds far more like a nightmare than a dream, there’s no way anyone would accept me as a leader of a military unit, much less the nation. You—I—our family is dishonored now, and everybody I’ve encountered knows that.

      “As I’ve told you,” she responded out loud, “I’m not supporting a kid with a flute who ran away from his responsibilities.”

      “He was twelve,” Yanko said, surprised she knew about it.

      “Did you run from your responsibilities when you were twelve? Or ever?”

      Yanko knew he hadn’t been the perfect son, that he hadn’t studied fire magic enough to satisfy his father, so all he did was shake his head and spread his hands at the question. The fact that he hadn’t run away didn’t mean anything.

      “You couldn’t be any worse than the other twits out there fighting for the position,” she said, then waved her hand. “Go, Yanko. I’m not risking any more of my ships or my people. Not for Zirabo.”

      Yanko looked to his comrades, especially Dak and Tynlee. They were the ones with access to other resources, and they were the most experienced in the ways of the world.

      It was Lakeo who cleared her throat loudly and elbowed Yanko. Arayevo also jerked her chin toward Pey Lu and gave him a significant look.

      By the ferret goddess, did they want to join her now? To leave him?

      Dak and Tynlee were exchanging looks with each other and didn’t offer him any wisdom or help.

      Sighing, Yanko gestured to Arayevo and Lakeo. “Captain, my friends have wanted to meet you for a while.”

      “I believe we met when they helped you steal the journal and destroy my ship,” Pey Lu said, glancing dismissively at them.

      “That was an abbreviated meeting,” Yanko said. “Arayevo is an experienced sailor and has worked with a smuggler before. She’s, ah, looking for work that takes her away from Nuria and an arranged marriage.” He added the last, thinking it would make his mother more sympathetic. She’d had to deal with that herself, after all.

      “Oh?” Pey Lu did give Arayevo a second glance.

      “And Lakeo is seeking someone to teach her to use her talents for magic. She’s strong and a hard worker.”

      “Yes, I can see the Turgonian blood.” Pey Lu glanced at Lakeo’s bare muscled arms.

      Lakeo scowled. “My blood isn’t tainted with—”

      “She can stay if she wants,” Pey Lu said, waving to Arayevo. “I have no need of a surly mage whose efforts would always be tainted by her weak blood.”

      “Weak?” Gramon asked. “Really, Pey Lu.”

      “Your people are abysmal at magic. It’s why your ancestors were driven out of Nuria to start with.”

      “We left on our own, thank you.”

      Dak didn’t comment, but his single eye was narrowed, and Yanko suspected he agreed with the sentiment.

      “That’s all,” Pey Lu said, waving toward the door with more emphasis and nodding at Gramon. To escort them out?

      “I can stay?” Arayevo whispered, touching her chest.

      “As long as you know what you’re getting yourself into,” Pey Lu said. “We’re not smugglers.”

      “I’ll get my things.” Arayevo started to run for the door, but paused, and whirled around to hug Yanko and kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      Her eyes gleamed. Then she released him and ran out.

      Yanko struggled to swallow a lump in his throat. He may have come to terms with her strange career desires, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t miss her. And worry about her.

      Lakeo walked out after Arayevo, her spine stiff. Yanko hoped that he would be able to find someone to assist her in learning magic. She’d stuck with him through all this and deserved something for her efforts and her loyalty. If they couldn’t figure out a way to make enough for her to pay for tuition, he’d do his best to teach her himself, though he feared he wouldn’t be any good at it.

      Yanko headed for the door but paused when Pey Lu spoke again.

      “The offer stands, Yanko,” she said quietly. “Both of them. Though the second one has a time limit. You would have to move quickly if you wanted to put in a bid at the auction.”

      Yanko shook his head and walked out without looking back. He wasn’t completely ungrateful, since his mother had helped him, but he suspected she wanted these things because of her own desires rather than because they were good for him. She’d said as much, that it would be a triumph to have a son as the ruler of Nuria, as if he were a box to be checked off on some list of life goals.

      He was glad when Dak fell in behind him, like a large shield between him and her gaze.

      “Might I have a moment with you, Captain?” Tynlee asked, staying in the room. “That was such an abbreviated meeting. I truly wish to make your acquaintance.”

      Dak didn’t pause, so Yanko kept walking and didn’t hear Pey Lu’s response. Dak wasn’t surprised, so he must have known Tynlee wanted to speak with Pey Lu. Either because she’d told him or he’d simply come to know her.

      It wasn’t until the group returned to the yacht that Dak stopped and drew Yanko aside.

      “She offered to help you take the dais for yourself?” Dak asked.

      Yanko rubbed his face. He’d known it was vain to hope that Dak and Tynlee hadn’t caught on to that.

      “She said she wouldn’t back Zirabo and posited me as an alternative.”

      “Would she back that? With her fleet?” Dak sounded more curious than annoyed or suspicious.

      “She implied it, but I don’t have megalomaniacal desires, Dak. I’m not old enough to lead anyone. You know that. All I’ve done is get myself in trouble, for the most part. But if I could get this continent for Nuria… that would be something. In a decade or two, I’m sure I could turn it into a beautiful place that provided great amounts of food for my people. You know how depleted our soils here are. We need this.”

      When Dak didn’t comment, Yanko lifted his gaze and tried to read his face.

      He was looking at the sea, his expression thoughtful. “If it were up to me, I’d give you the continent, with the proviso that you grow half of the food for Turgonia. But nothing is up to me.” He smiled faintly, sadly.

      Yanko stirred uneasily. Did Dak know something he didn’t? Had Yanko guessed right? Were the Turgonians already on the way to claim it? Or had they already?

      “I have to go, even if Pey Lu won’t come.” Yanko watched his face for a reaction.

      “I expected as much.”

      “I… noticed you didn’t get off the yacht and take that courier ship home with the professor. Do you have orders beyond finding Zirabo? I know you talked to him, but I don’t know what about.”

      “You, mostly.” Dak sounded wry and maybe a touch exasperated, like maybe he’d wanted to discuss other more scintillating topics. “You impressed a lot of people by destroying that creature. Zirabo included. Apparently, I impressed them less, maybe because I almost killed myself in the process.”

      Yanko recalled the impression he’d gotten during a couple of their more candid talks, of Dak—the nephew to the Turgonian president and famous fleet admiral—feeling inadequate in his uncle’s shadow. Yanko would hate for Dak to resent him because Nurians considered magic flashier and more impressive than science or mundane explosives. He had little doubt that if those had been Turgonian prisoners, they would have dismissed Yanko’s magic tricks and celebrated Dak’s victory.

      “I was impressed.” Yanko rested a hand on his own chest. “I didn’t think you could destroy a soul construct without magic.”

      Dak grunted, and it might have only been in Yanko’s imagination that he appeared mollified.

      “No, I didn’t go with the professor,” Dak said. “Someone needs to keep an eye on you.”

      “Are those your genuine orders or are you taking initiative?” Yanko worried that keep an eye on meant that Dak wanted to make sure he wouldn’t do anything to harm any Turgonians who were already on the new continent.

      “My orders were to find Zirabo and offer him support. You are supporting him, and therefore, I will support you on this endeavor, insofar as it doesn’t conflict with Turgonian interests.” Dak’s eye narrowed.

      Yanko groaned inwardly, knowing he’d interpreted the situation correctly. How could Dak support Yanko, who had Nurian interests at heart, if Dak had Turgonian interests at heart?

      “That definitely sounds like you’re taking initiative.” Yanko forced a smile, but he couldn’t help but feel that his bodyguard had turned into his babysitter. How was he supposed to outfight or outsmart a bunch of Turgonians with Dak right there, warning them about him?

      “Let’s hope it goes better for me this time,” Dak said glumly.

      After the group returned to the yacht and it sailed away from the pirate fleet, Yanko stood at the railing and stared at the sea ahead. He suspected his expression was just as glum as Dak’s.
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      Kei squawked and shifted from foot to foot on Yanko’s shoulder. The air wafting off the newly risen continent smelled of death and decomposing vegetation. The landmass had come into view early that morning, and the yacht was sailing along the coastline, the crew looking for signs of other ships.

      So far, they hadn’t encountered any. Yanko was surprised. Not only had he expected a Turgonian fleet, but he suspected the Kyattese would send some of their science vessels down to investigate their ancestors’ homeland. It seemed like they had to have heard about this by now.

      Was it possible Nuria would get lucky and that nobody else saw the potential of the continent?

      Kei lowered his head and buried his beak under a wing. A protest against the smell?

      “We may have to bring in decomposer species as well as animal life,” Yanko murmured, wishing he had some science books to peruse. As a boy working alongside his grandmother, he’d gained plenty of experience turning compost and maintaining a vermiculture bin for worm castings, so he knew how to turn poor soil into rich soil. In a garden. This would be soil-amending to the extreme.

      He was daunted by the scope of the project but also excited. He could start small and see what worked, then teach people how to employ the techniques across the entire continent. Or most of it. He supposed they were far enough south of the equator that those craggy mountains would eventually be covered in snow for most of the year. And their presence would result in rain shadows—indeed, gray clouds hugged their peaks now—so that would mean deserts or at least areas that were significantly drier than others.

      He had no idea what to expect from weather in this part of the world and looked forward to seeing what would happen over time. Would there be rivers? Lakes? He imagined the place in a few decades and smiled.

      This was what he was meant to do. He believed it had been the gods as much as Zirabo choosing this task for him, and that he could handle it, turning this barren dead rock into an agricultural land to feed his people. Earth magic had always called to him, and this was a way to use it. He wasn’t a leader of men. He was a gardener. A grand gardener.

      “Your big island stinks, Yanko,” Lakeo said, joining him at the railing, a cloth pressed over her nose.

      Tynlee walked up beside her, wearing a white mind-mage robe along with her fluffy slippers. She didn’t carry a cloth, but her nose had a distressed crinkle to it.

      “If the smell of decomposition keeps competitors away,” Yanko said, “I’m glad for it.”

      “What if it keeps your allies in their cabins with the doors shut and burning six sticks of incense to hide it? I caught Consul Tynlee lighting scented candles against the captain’s wishes. Strongly scented candles.”

      “I assured him that I could control the fire.” Tynlee gazed toward the brownish gray rock they were sailing past. “I confess, it’s not the beautiful land I imagined, but I suppose this makes sense if it was underwater for centuries. And then rose abruptly.”

      “Nobody seems to see the potential,” Yanko said. “That may be to our advantage.”

      “If the air doesn’t kill us while we’re scouting it,” Lakeo said.

      Yanko decided he shouldn’t lament that his mother hadn’t invited Lakeo to join her crew. He already missed Arayevo and knew he would have missed Lakeo, too, however much she teased him.

      Lakeo gagged and shook her head. “I need to go back to my cabin. Or maybe Tynlee’s cabin. With the candles.”

      She staggered off, one hand holding the cloth, the other on her belly.

      Yanko didn’t think it was that bad, but he was relieved when the breeze shifted, the ocean’s salty tang returning to his nostrils.

      Kei removed his beak from under his wing and ruffled his feathers.

      “Do you sense the crew of a ship several miles ahead?” Tynlee asked Yanko.

      “Uhm.” He had been looking for life on the continent rather than at sea, but he reached out with his senses to follow the coastline ahead. He had gotten better at distinguishing between life below the surface and life above, and it didn’t take long for him to detect a ship with about twenty-five people on it. He couldn’t tell what nationality they represented from this distance. “I do now.”

      Even though Tynlee’s expression didn’t hold judgment, his cheeks warmed. He was the one standing out here near the bow. He should have spotted the people first.

      “I was contemplating the mountains and whether they would soon be covered in snow,” he admitted.

      Tynlee gazed at them. “They are a formidable height, at least from this perspective. I believe a dusting of snow would improve the aesthetic of your continent.”

      “Give it time. If I’m allowed to work the land, one day, it’ll be green and fertile.”

      Tynlee raised her eyebrows. “That would take decades, wouldn’t it?”

      Yanko twitched a shoulder. “I’m young.”

      So long as a reasonable Great Chief ended up on the dais and granted him this project. What if someone who considered him a criminal won? And ordered him shot or jailed at the first opportunity? He grimaced.

      “I had an interesting chat with your mother.”

      “Oh?” Yanko asked warily.

      He knew Tynlee had stayed behind on Pey Lu’s ship for a half hour before returning to the yacht for the journey south, but he hadn’t asked what they had discussed. Not him, he hoped.

      “She wasn’t entirely what I expected. We’re of a similar age, and I remember following her battles when she was in the military, fighting against the Turgonians in the war. She was on the verge of becoming a legend spoken of and written about for centuries to come, but since she turned on our people, Nuria has done its best to wipe her heroic exploits from the books, laying emphasis only on her criminal status as a pirate. She may still be legendary, but it’s surely infamy rather than fame.”

      “Will you include her in your spy novels?” Yanko asked.

      “I might, indeed, but I do not know if I would write her as a hero or a villain. It takes place during the war era, when our people considered her a hero, but my Turgonian spy wouldn’t have likely seen her that way. I doubt she would be insulted if I made her one of the villains.”

      “She’d probably be amused.” Yanko was relieved that it didn’t sound like they had discussed him. “What did she think of you?”

      “She rather bluntly informed me that diplomats were a waste of government funding.”

      “You should definitely make her a villain then.”

      Tynlee chuckled, then gazed toward the horizon again, though the vessel hadn’t yet come into view. “The ship up there doesn’t seem to be moving.”

      “Maybe they’re anchored for some fishing?” Yanko checked it with his senses again, this time examining the craft rather than the auras of those aboard. “Or repairing its steam engine,” he said, his heart sinking as he detected a smokestack.

      “It’s Turgonian?” Tynlee asked.

      “It has a smokestack. But it also has a mast and sails.” Yanko frowned, not having seen that before.

      “That was typical during the war era when Turgonia was first shifting from sail to steam. They had numerous warships with both. They could conserve fuel when the wind was good and sail with great speed when they could combine the two elements. Once their engine and propulsion technology improved, they shifted away from sail. It’s been about ten years since the last of their mixed medium warships were out and about on the ocean.”

      “If this is an old ship, maybe it’s not a military vessel then.” That gave Yanko some hope. They might have stumbled upon simple civilian explorers. “Also, if there are only twenty-five people, that’s a lot fewer than on the warship where I spent a week in the brig.”

      “It would be a small crew for a Turgonian military ship.” Tynlee tapped her cheek and looked toward the first mate, who was manning the wheel today. “Though it’s still more than twice the people that we have.” Was she thinking of ordering him to sail around and try to avoid the ship’s notice?

      “Yes, but we have Dak.” Yanko smiled.

      He wanted to get close. He needed to know what they were dealing with.

      He hadn’t figured out how to claim the continent for Nuria with only this small yacht, including his friends and Tynlee and her two bodyguards, but he hoped to find inspiration along the way.

      “A veritable army,” Tynlee said. “And you’ve a few talents as well.”

      “As do you. It may be us who outnumbers them.”

      Tynlee smirked.

      Kei squawked.

      “And let us not forget about our avian ally,” Yanko added.

      The wind had shifted, and Kei stuck his beak under his wing again.

      “Our weak-nostrilled avian ally,” Yanko said.

      “Ship ahead!” the first mate called.

      Tynlee waved an acknowledgment. “Take us past them, please.”

      The first mate hesitated and glanced toward the cabinet that held lifejackets and the yacht’s old bronze cannon. “Yes, Consul.”

      “If they bear weapons, the mighty mage, Yanko, and his avian ally, will protect the ship,” Tynlee informed him.

      “Honored Consul,” Yanko protested, more startled at being referred to as a mage than at the claim that he could protect the ship. He would do his best to do that. “I’m not a mage. I didn’t pass the Stargrind entrance exams.”

      He was positive she already knew that since she’d spent dedicated time “mind-snooping,” as she’d called it, on him in the consulate’s interrogation room.

      “Stargrind is no more,” Tynlee said. “Deeds will be how people gain designations until the Great Land settles and order is reestablished.”

      “I’m not comfortable claiming that status when our people consider it criminal to—”

      “Jorrats, jorrats,” Kei announced, interrupting him. “Biscuits?” He sprang into the air and flew toward the other ship.

      As Tynlee had said, it wasn’t moving, and a favorable wind filled the yacht’s sails, so they were coming up on it quickly.

      “Is your bird leaving us to look for food over there?” Tynlee asked.

      “He’s come to prefer Turgonian biscuits to our fare.”

      Yanko frowned, hoping the crew over there wouldn’t find the appearance of the parrot suspicious. Though he didn’t see how they wouldn’t. Yanko hadn’t seen any birds here yet. It was likely too far from other land for any to have learned about it. Too bad. Some vultures from back home would have helped with the carcasses of fish and other sea animals that had been stranded when the land rose.

      “At least their crew isn’t holding rifles,” Tynlee said.

      No, Yanko could see numerous people on deck now. They faced the yacht, waving their arms and beckoning for help. They appeared to be a mixed crew, Turgonians, Nurians, and a few pale-skinned Kyattese or Kendorians. Merchants? Their ship was large enough to have a substantial hold. A lot of closed cannon ports dotted the side, but that could be because they sailed through pirate-infested waters often.

      A few rocks thrust up from the shallows, and their craft looked to have run aground.

      “Nobody will have charted these waters yet,” Tynlee said. “Or re-charted them, rather. That will be problematic for visiting ships. We’ll have to be careful.”

      The captain came out on deck, wrinkling his nose and glancing toward land as he walked up to join the first mate. They conferred briefly.

      “Do you wish to stop to help them, Consul?” the captain asked.

      “Yes, let’s see if any of them are injured.” Tynlee turned back to Yanko. “Have you any experience with repairing ships?”

      “Not ships, no. I helped out around the farm as a boy.” Yanko looked down at his hands. He had callouses on his right palm from his scimitar sparring sessions with Dak, but it had been a couple of months since he’d done hard labor in his uncle’s mine. “I repaired a chicken coop last fall. Do you think those skills will translate?”

      “I meant with your magic.”

      “Oh.” Yanko lowered his hands. Callouses wouldn’t matter for that. “It looks like their hull is made from wood. Metal would have been easier to melt and manipulate.”

      “Yes, it’s a very early steamer. Either that or someone recently retrofitted a sailing ship with Turgonian steam equipment.”

      “I’ll check the hull.” Yanko closed his eyes as they sailed closer, examining the craft thoroughly for the first time.

      They were near enough now to hear the crew calling for help as they waved their hands. Had they been stuck there for some time? The continent offered no trees, nor any other foliage, so it wasn’t as if they could have sent a dinghy ashore to gather wood for repairs.

      “I don’t see any holes in the hull,” Yanko said slowly, taking a second look. “And they’re actually anchored there. It doesn’t look like they’re stuck.”

      Tynlee sucked in a quick breath. “It’s a ruse.” Instead of examining the ship, she was gazing straight at one of the crew, one of the men waving for help. “Avert, Captain,” she called over her shoulder. “They want—”

      A figure in an orange Nurian robe stepped into sight. The woman lifted a hand and hurled a fireball.

      Yanko jumped in surprise but hurried to create a protective barrier around the yacht. He sensed Dak, Jhali, and Lakeo charging onto the deck with weapons but kept his focus on defense.

      The fireball sizzled across the waves and would have slammed square into the yacht. Instead, it struck Yanko’s invisible barrier, bounced off, and dissipated.

      The mage looked to be readying a second fireball, but she paused, squinting at him. Yanko wasn’t wearing his warrior-mage robe, so nothing about him announced his power, unless she’d sensed Sun Dragon’s scimitar hanging at his waist. Not that carrying a Made weapon made one a mage.

      The crew stopped waving for help and snatched up weapons. Below decks, other crew members opened the cannon ports so they could fire.

      “Yanko?” Dak came up next to him and Tynlee. “Is it safe to return fire?”

      Yanko shook his head. “I’ve got a barrier up. You won’t be able to fire through it. Don’t worry. Their attacks won’t get through.”

      Dak eyed the rifles, the cannons, and the orange-robed mage. She was still glaring at Yanko, but she went back to preparing a second attack.

      “None of them?” Dak asked.

      “None,” Yanko said with determination, but then felt compelled to add, “Unless they have another mage who’s more powerful than I am.”

      He’d deflected the fireball easily enough that he didn’t think the woman would be that difficult to fight off. It was possible she had merely used a fraction of her power, not believing that more would be necessary, but the fireball itself had been kludgy compared to the ones Jaikon Sun Dragon had once hurled at him.

      Dak lowered his rifle.

      The woman hurled her second fireball straight at Yanko—and those standing next to him. Again, it bounced off his barrier. Dak didn’t duck or jump back. His faith in Yanko’s ability surprised Yanko, but it also warmed his heart. He reinforced his barrier, ensuring there was no way that faith would be misplaced.

      The woman tried a different attack, wind. She attempted to hurl a pinpoint gale at the yacht’s mast to break it, but Yanko’s barrier encased the entire ship, even the underwater portion. She wouldn’t get through.

      I recognize you, the mage spoke telepathically to him in Nurian. From the entrance exam in Red Sky.

      Yanko almost lost his concentration on the barrier. Who was this? Someone who’d been there? An observer or…?

      I was one of the proctors, though I suppose you’ve forgotten. We can’t all be as prominent and important as the White Foxes. Ah, but those were the White Foxes of old. You are nothing now, as you proved when you couldn’t even gain entrance to Stargrind.

      Cannons boomed, their heavy iron balls assailing Yanko’s barrier. He sensed that the woman wanted to distract him. It wouldn’t happen. He refreshed his focus, and the cannonballs bounced off, just as her fireballs had.

      You’re a pirate now? He hardly thought it was fair of her to denigrate his family, which had lost its honor because of his mother’s pirate ways, if she was now a pirate.

      A buccaneer. We have a commission from the Kendorian government. We are privateers, and they approve of us keeping the seas clean of Turgonian and Nurian ships.

      Great, another country that was aware of the new continent.

      You’re not Kendorian, Yanko pointed out.

      I am now. They understand the value of a mage. They are not seeking to diminish the moksu and give the nation to mundane slugs. I barely escaped imprisonment by that upstart faction of deluded thugs.

      Yanko thought about mentioning that all those who had been imprisoned on Seventh Skull had been freed and how Zirabo, who had magical power, was gathering forces now to march on the capital. Whoever he backed would likely be friendly to the needs of mages. But did it matter? This mage had abandoned her nation at the first sign of trouble. She wasn’t worth trying to recruit, nor could he trust a pirate.

      Yanko glowered at her. Do not bother with your attacks. You will not defeat us.

      We’ll see, boy. Perhaps I will send over a candle for you to light, and that will utterly flummox you. She sneered and hurried below.

      Yanko winced, irritated anew with his failure back on that beach, and also irritated that a witness was here mocking him over it.

      He reminded himself that his only duty was to defend the yacht, not worry about what anyone said. He had the sense from her surface thoughts that the mage had some other weapon she would bring to bear, but he didn’t risk trying to probe her mind, since dividing his attention might cause his barrier to falter. Probably not, but he didn’t want to take the chance. The cannons boomed, and the crew fired rifles over the railings.

      “I’m taking us around them,” the captain called. “Unless you want to, uh—” He looked at Dak and Yanko, perhaps remembering the pirate airship and how they’d brought it down and, with the help of the agents Amaranthe and Sicarius, killed or captured the crew.

      That had been different. Those pirates had been killing people on a Nurian merchant vessel. Yanko was less inclined to destroy this ship, since the so-called privateers hadn’t succeeded in hurting anyone yet. Also, if he marooned them here, they might die of starvation or thirst even if they made it to land. He had no idea if there was fresh water anywhere to be found.

      “This does not sit well with me.” Dak’s fist tightened around his rifle. “To leave pirates alone simply because we have the ability to keep them from harming our ship.”

      “They say they’re Kendorian privateers,” Yanko said.

      “So pirates to everyone else in the world.” Dak sneered. “What happens to the next ship that comes this way? It could be Turgonian.” He looked at Yanko. “Or Nurian.”

      “They have killed innocent people in the past.” Tynlee glanced at Yanko but only briefly. She was focused on one of the crew members. The captain? She spoke with certainty, so she was likely reading his mind.

      “You said it was a ruse,” Yanko said, surprised that Dak and Tynlee were looking at him instead of deciding on their own and then telling him what they wanted him to do. “What are they hoping to gain? Why attack a diplomatic ship?”

      “Right now,” Tynlee said, “they want our valuables and this ship, but beyond that, they also want to claim the continent for themselves. They’re part of a larger force. The By-mar-sen Privateers out of Kendor. Their government has also learned about this place. Kendor hasn’t mustered an official naval force to come out yet, but these people… hm, I’m not sure if this is an authorized mission from their government or if they’re hoping to claim the land for themselves. As a pirate sanctuary?”

      Yanko gripped the railing, realizing he should have been searching the thoughts of others’ minds and not focusing on the woman goading him.

      “It’s a substantial landmass,” Dak said. “I wouldn’t think a bunch of pirates could hold it.”

      “Maybe they just want a portion,” Tynlee said, “though I get the sense that it’s a large fleet and—”

      The mage appeared on deck again. She carried a brown box with a cone on one end. Yanko sensed immediately that it was Made but also that it didn’t contain a great deal of energy. He had no idea what it did, but it seemed paltry in comparison to other artifacts he’d encountered. Could it truly threaten them?

      “She’s getting ready to try another attack,” Tynlee said.

      “Take us close,” Dak said. “If Yanko is willing to board and fight them, I’ll watch his back.” His eye narrowed. “Or I’ll go aboard alone if he won’t. That they’re pirates is enough for me to want to destroy that ship and end their career.”

      “You both want to kill them?” Yanko looked at Tynlee and Dak.

      Dak nodded firmly.

      Tynlee hesitated, even though their cannonballs continued to strike Yanko’s barrier as they discussed it.

      “I have seen the crimes they’ve committed in their heads,” she finally said. “It is not my right to act as judge and executioner, but… I would like to see their ship destroyed at the least, so they can’t trick others as they intended to do with us.” She glanced at Dak. “Despite what my burly Turgonian says, I don’t think we can do that without you, Yanko, so the decision is yours.”

      My burly Turgonian? Was that a term of endearment for them?

      Dak lifted his chin. “I could do it if you get me close enough.” He delved into a pocket and pulled out a cylindrical can.

      It took Yanko a moment to realize it was one of the explosives he and the professor had made for the assault on the island.

      “You carry explosives in your pocket?” Yanko asked.

      “In Turgonia, we call them grenades.”

      “You carry grenades in your pocket?”

      Tynlee patted his arm. “It’s what I like about him.”

      “I thought you liked his big Turgonian muscles,” Yanko said.

      Dak’s eyebrows rose.

      Tynlee’s cheeks grew pink. “I believe I said that fans of novels liked Turgonian warrior heroes because of their musculature.”

      “Ah.” Yanko focused on the mage again, reminding himself that, even if nothing had gotten through yet, they were in the middle of a battle.

      She knelt before that artifact, a hand on top of it. She was looking toward the yacht. Expectantly? Had she already activated the device? What did it do?

      “I can destroy the ship from here,” Yanko said quietly.

      Though he had reservations about marooning people where they would die if they weren’t rescued, he couldn’t deny that his friends were right, that it would be unwise to leave the pirates here to attack others. If he succeeded in claiming this land for Nuria, he didn’t want pirates preying on innocent ships visiting it.

      “There’s no need to board,” Yanko added. “Or to waste Dak’s pocket armory.”

      “My pocket is disappointed,” Dak said.

      “Maybe I can raise its spirits later,” Tynlee said.

      “If that’s an innuendo,” Yanko said, “I’m mortified.”

      “Really, Yanko,” Tynlee said. “We’re not that crude. We’re mature adults.”

      Based on the smirks they shared, Yanko didn’t believe her.

      He focused on the enemy ship, debating what attack he could send their way while maintaining his barrier. The yacht had skirted the craft and was sailing away, but the pirates hadn’t given up. At the mage’s urging and arm waving, they continued to fire the cannons. Maybe she was letting her crewmates know that Yanko had failed his entrance exam and couldn’t have much stamina.

      Something nudged his barrier from below. He wouldn’t have bothered checking to see what it was, except that if it was a rock and their hull was in danger of damage, he needed to let the captain know.

      It was a large squid. One of several. Sharks also swam in the water, prodding his invisible barrier with their noses. No, more than that. They were ramming it, determined to get through. Dozens of them. Smaller fish also flung themselves at it. Yanko spotted a few breaking the surface to the port side. They arced through the air and struck the barrier and bounced off.

      He stared at the mage. Was the device responsible? Someone wearing an orange mage robe wouldn’t likely be an expert at animal interactions. She would have specialized in fire.

      She stared back at him, her expression expectant. Did she think the sea creatures would have more luck breaking through his barrier than cannonballs and fire?

      A yelp of surprise came from behind them. Lakeo.

      She and Jhali wheeled toward the starboard side, their weapons raised, as a shadow blotted out the sun. A massive red octopus—a kraken?—had flung itself out of the water. It landed on Yanko’s invisible barrier, all eight arms splayed out, suckers probing and finding purchase against his wall of air.

      Dak raised his rifle at it but didn’t fire. Yanko’s barrier held, but for a moment, he could only stare. He wouldn’t have expected such a huge creature here—it was reminiscent of the kraken he’d called up from the Kyattese harbor—nor that it could hurl itself out of the water like that.

      “Is that going to be a problem, Yanko?” Tynlee asked mildly, glancing toward the now-smirking orange-robed mage.

      “I… don’t think so.”

      Yanko could feel the kraken squeezing, applying pressure to his barrier, but the effort of maintaining it wasn’t yet taxing him. He could also feel the myriad ocean creatures ramming against it down below. But they required less effort to keep out than the kraken, and all of them combined stressed him less than the cannonballs.

      “I’m not sure she quite understands the various kinds of physical and magical powers out there and their ability to affect a mage barrier,” Yanko said.

      “Maybe she believes you’ll be distracted by that.” Dak pointed his rifle at the kraken’s huge pale red belly, the flesh rippling and pulsing as it flexed against his shield.

      You can’t hold that barrier forever, the mage spoke into his mind. And my artifact will continue to call more sea life to attack you.

      Ignoring the kraken, Yanko faced her again. She genuinely believed he was taxed.

      While he was looking in that direction, Yanko noticed Kei sitting on one of their masts, his red and blue plumage distinct against the pale blue sky. Two of the pirates on the deck were pointing at him. One waved a pistol.

      Yanko gulped, afraid they would think Kei was his familiar and should be killed. He was also afraid he wouldn’t be able to maintain his barrier while erecting one around the parrot a half a mile away.

      Kei, come back, he called into the bird’s mind. Seeds!

      Kei seemed to be too busy peering down at the deck—looking for Turgonian biscuits?—to pay attention to him.

      One of the pirates waved, drawing the mage’s attention to the bird. A discussion started, but Yanko feared he didn’t have much time.

      He closed his eyes and touched the kraken’s mind, sensing its hunger. He sensed hunger from many of the creatures down there. The raising of the continent had disrupted much, and fish hadn’t been as plentiful. Yanko hated to deceive them, but he did his best to plant the suggestion that food could be found aboard the pirate ship. In the case of the sharks, and any creature willing to eat humans, that was true. If grisly.

      As he planted the idea, he did his best to add persuasion, willing them to leave the yacht and spring upon the enemy ship.

      The kraken left first, slithering down the side of his barrier and plopping into the water. The sharks rushed to follow it toward the pirate ship, disturbingly eager at the idea of munching on human flesh. The kraken, Yanko sensed, was hoping for fish in the hold. It didn’t seem to realize that fish called by the artifact were in the water all around it. Or maybe his magical compulsion was strong enough to override its natural awareness and hunting instincts.

      A shriek came from the pirate ship. The mage. She realized before the others that trouble was coming their way. She fiddled with the artifact, trying to turn up the power—the creatures should have been directed to attack whatever was in front of the cone—but it was already at maximum. She sprang back, raising her hands and hurrying to create a shield of her own.

      Kei sprang from his perch and tried to fly away, but he ran into the mage’s invisible shield. Yanko’s mouth fell open. He hadn’t anticipated that.

      Kei bounced back, just as the cannonballs had, but he was trapped inside rather than out. Bouncing off the invisible shield startled him, and he plummeted several feet before recovering.

      The kraken reached the pirate vessel and attacked, springing at her barrier. It didn’t land as high out of the water as it had before, but four of its arms and half of its body were visible, splayed against her shield.

      She staggered, gritting her teeth as more creatures assailed it.

      Would it fall? Yanko remembered a time when defending against cannonballs—or krakens—would have been difficult for him. He reminded himself that she’d been mocking and goading him, and that she’d fled Nuria to join pirates. She didn’t deserve his sympathy. Nor his help. Besides, Yanko needed Kei to escape. He teetered on the verge of throwing a mental attack at the mage, at distracting her so she dropped the barrier. It seemed a cold-hearted thing to do, akin to murder, since the sharks swam all around their ship.

      Kei tried again to escape, flying away from the mast in another direction. It didn’t matter. He struck the barrier again and squawked. The kraken slapped an arm against the barrier. Kei flew around and around the sails and rigging, and Yanko sensed the bird’s fear and distress, even from this distance.

      He growled and flicked a finger, sending a terrifying image of fire into the mage’s mind. She jerked her hands up to protect her face, believing that a fireball had engulfed her, and Yanko heard her shriek over the waves. Her barrier dropped.

      The kraken’s limbs landed on the deck and tore into the structure. The crew dropped their weapons, their screams even louder than the mage’s. She lowered her hands, realizing she had been duped. But it was too late.

      Snaps and cracks sounded as the kraken broke masts and rails, hurling them out to sea. Kei finally escaped, flying faster than Yanko had ever seen toward the yacht.

      Metal groaned, then squealed as the kraken yanked the smokestack from the ship and flung it toward land. The mage and the pirates fled, springing overboard and swimming for shore.

      The kraken continued to tear the ship apart, looking for fish. The sharks veered after the people as soon as they dove in. Yanko released his hold on the creatures, leaving the rest to nature. It seemed a fitting end for those who’d attempted to use nature against him.

      He caught Jhali staring at him, her expression startled. Was it disapproving?

      Yanko couldn’t tell, but he remembered that she’d been at the other end of his last kraken attack. He wanted to say that he’d only reversed what the mage had tried to do to them, but wouldn’t he have destroyed their ship, regardless? Dak and Tynlee had thought it the right thing to do.

      It seemed strange that an assassin would judge him for battling enemies when she’d once bragged to him that she’d killed twenty-seven mages. But mages, he knew, she considered evil. Perhaps the mage hunter sect had indoctrinated her to believe that, an integral part of their training. It had only been recently that she’d seemed to decide he was different from so many of the mages she’d detested in her life. He’d liked having her at his side when he’d gone to face his mother, and it would disturb him if he caused her opinion of him to change.

      “That was disappointing.” Dak gazed back at the wreckage and the pirates swimming to shore. They swam very quickly, with shark fins following them. He grunted, looked down at his grenade, and returned it to his pocket. “I didn’t get to do anything.”

      “Completely boring,” Lakeo announced.

      Jhali said nothing, but she turned away from them and gazed toward the pirate ship. All that remained was flotsam and jetsam.

      “Perhaps we’ll run into trouble on land,” Yanko said. “Someone for you to go up against in valiant battle.”

      Dak looked hopeful. Yanko suspected Jhali would object less to him battling enemies on land, wielding the scimitar as much as his magic. There was, he admitted, something unsporting about attacking people who had no way to fight back. Even if they had started the fight.

      “You’re exciting his pocket, Yanko.” Tynlee smiled at Dak.

      “Uh, I think that’s your job.”

      “Yes.” Tynlee linked her arm through Dak’s. “Yes, it is.”
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      Yanko stood in front of Jhali’s door for five minutes before knocking. It would be dark before long, and he didn’t want her to think he was showing up in the hope of some nighttime tryst. Not that she likely would when all he’d done was stand there stupidly when she’d kissed him.

      He finally knocked, then stepped back and clasped his hands behind his back. As far as he knew, she’d been in her cabin since the skirmish with the pirates that morning. He usually left her alone when she disappeared for days on end, but he wanted to know if she was angry or disappointed with him for destroying the pirate ship.

      She’d seemed to like it when he’d used his magic to feed those stray dogs at Yellow Delta. At the least, she’d told him he wasn’t a lizard’s ass. But destroying other ships, even enemy ships, with magic… Maybe that would seem evil to her. The kind of thing the mages she’d always hated did. Would the reminder that he could use his power like that change her feelings about him?

      Assuming she had feelings. He still wasn’t sure what that kiss had meant.

      The door opened, and Jhali stood there, her hair down, her arms bare. She wore a light silk shirt that he hadn’t seen before. Dumbly, he realized it must be what she wore under the heavier white mage-hunter wrap. He found himself flustered by the sight of skin and a collarbone and the hint of breasts under the thin garment, and he forgot what he’d intended to say.

      “Sorry,” he blurted, jerking his gaze to her face.

      He didn’t know if he was apologizing for noticing skin and breasts or for being a mage. Or for all of it. Had he been staring long? He didn’t think so, but he’d panicked.

      Her forehead creased. “For what?”

      “Uhm, everything you feel I should be sorry for.”

      The forehead crease deepened. “My biggest grievance has always been that you’re your mother’s son, but I suppose there’s not much you can do about that.”

      “No. That started before I was born.”

      “Yes.”

      She fell silent. He had no idea what to say. Why hadn’t he rehearsed this while he’d been standing in front of her door for five minutes?

      “May I come in?” he asked.

      She hesitated and glanced over her shoulder. It hadn’t occurred to him to check if she already had a visitor, and he swept his senses into the cabin. No, it was empty. Maybe she simply preferred her privacy and didn’t want him in her cabin. She’d managed to wrangle a solo room for the trips they’d shared together, either because nobody dared assign her a roommate or because she’d glared daggers at whoever had temporarily been assigned, and they’d fled.

      “Or you could come to my cabin,” Yanko offered. “Or, uh, the passageway is nice too.” As he waved at it, Dak came down from above, ducking to head toward his cabin.

      Yanko stepped back to make room for Dak to squeeze past. Dak glanced at Jhali but didn’t comment on their conversation. Such as it was.

      “Come in.” Jhali stepped back and waved him into the small room. It contained a built-in bed and a chest currently locked to the deck. A cloth Land-and-Seas board lay atop it with the familiar tri-colored polished stones of the strategy game. She appeared to be in the middle of a solitaire game.

      “Thanks,” Yanko said. “I don’t want to bug you. I just wanted to make sure, uhm, that we’re all right. As all right as we get.” He cast her a nervous smile. “You had a look on your face after the kraken thing. I couldn’t read it. But I know it’s irritated you in the past when I’ve coerced sea life into defending me.”

      “Because I was on the receiving end of that last time.”

      “Yes, but you weren’t this time, and you still looked—” He waved at her face. “I mean you always look—well, you’re hard to read.”

      “Mage hunters are supposed to be hard to read. Mentally and outwardly.”

      “I know.” He waited, thinking she might explain what she had been thinking. But she merely gazed at him. Maybe he was pestering her. “Sorry. I’m bothering you.” He backed toward the door. “I’ll go. But if you have any problem with me, I hope you’ll let me know. I don’t want to be—or represent—what you hate about mages. I don’t like attacking people who aren’t strong enough to fight back, even when they started it.” Feeling he was making excuses, he turned toward the door.

      “Yanko.”

      “Yes?” He looked warily back at her.

      “I know you don’t and that you aren’t like most mages. Or any of the ones I’ve known. It was hard for me to see that—I didn’t want to see that since it would get in the way of my mission—but…” She shrugged.

      “Oh.”

      “I wasn’t irritated today. I was just looking at you because—” She shrugged again. “What you can do is alarming, and I sometimes wonder if you’re truly as innocent as you seem or if you have a master plan. I can’t read you either, you know.”

      “A master plan?” He gripped the doorjamb.

      By the turtle god, someone thought he had a plan at all? A clue as to what he intended to do beyond the next day? As if he could claim that kind of wisdom.

      “Most of the time, I don’t think that. I’m pretty sure you are innocent. And naive. As I’ve accused you of.”

      “I remember. You’re not the only one.”

      “But it sounded like that woman wants you to try to take the Great Land for yourself. And I guess I wonder sometimes if it’s an act, especially since that came up. If you and she have some plans. I don’t want to mistrust you…” She looked toward the cabin’s single porthole.

      “I don’t have plans,” Yanko blurted. “Not about that. That’s my moth—Pey Lu’s idea. I honestly don’t know where she got it, as there’s no way it could happen even if I was megalomaniacal. My plan is to fix that continent out there. To use my earth magic to gradually turn it into an agricultural paradise. To create amazing soil and plant trees and grow crops and make it the place it must have been a thousand years ago, before the Kyattese destroyed it in their war and plague, and sank it under the sea.”

      Jhali looked back to him, that crease returning to her brow. “You don’t think it’s megalomaniacal to believe you can alter an entire continent?”

      “Well.” Yanko scratched his jaw. She had a point. “It’s a small continent.”

      She laughed.

      Yanko stared. She’d never laughed before, not where he could see or hear. He wouldn’t have guessed she could. It seemed like the kind of thing mage-hunter training would stamp out, the ability to enjoy life or have fun.

      “I’m going to trust you and hope it works out,” she said.

      Jhali stepped forward and hugged him. He was so delighted that she wasn’t irked with him that he couldn’t come up with a response. Remembering how he’d stood stupidly while she kissed him, too stunned to react, he hurried to at least return the hug. She might stop touching him if he never reacted.

      “Smoke ahead,” came a call from above decks.

      Dak charged into the passageway, making Yanko realize he hadn’t closed the door.

      Jhali released him and stepped back. He jerked his arms down out of some instinct that it was wrong to hug a girl when there might be witnesses. Admittedly, she wasn’t just “a girl.”

      Dak glanced in as he jogged past the cabin, but again, he didn’t say anything.

      “I’ve decided to trust you too,” Yanko offered, feeling he had more reason than she to question the other person’s motives.

      “I know. I find that odd.”

      He snorted. “And me too?”

      “Oh, definitely.”

      “Yanko,” came Tynlee’s voice from above. “We’ve found some competition for your continent.”

      Yanko groaned. “More of it?”

      He waved to Jhali, not sure if she would follow him up, and jogged up to the deck. Dak, Tynlee, and the captain stood at the railing at the bow, looking toward the horizon. The sun was setting behind the yacht, but enough light remained to see the smoke ahead of them.

      A rocky point jutted out in the water, hiding the source of those gray puffs, but it looked like the plumes from smokestacks. Multiple smokestacks.

      Yanko reached out with his senses and detected people right away. The crews of numerous ships. Six? No, eight.

      “I can’t tell if they’re pirates or Turgonians from here.” Tynlee looked at Yanko. “But the ships do seem to have skeletal crews, given their size. Twenty or thirty on each one, I believe. If we get closer, I can mind-snoop.”

      Twenty or thirty hardly seemed skeletal—that had been the crew size of the pirate ship—but Yanko could tell that these craft were larger. His senses didn’t allow him to see as well as his vision, and he wouldn’t have minded a bird’s-eye view, but he had no intention of sending Kei ahead to scout. Not after the poor bird’s last experience visiting another ship.

      “That’s how many people I sense,” Yanko said. “Over two hundred total.”

      Dak wore his rifle on a strap, but he didn’t ready the weapon as the yacht sailed closer to the point. Did he suspect those were his people? Yanko worried it was the rest of the fleet of those privateers.

      “If we wait until dark, I could create some fog on the water to hide us,” he said. “If they don’t have a perceptive mage who’s paying attention, we could sail past without them noticing us.”

      “If your goal is to claim the land, you’ll have to ensure people notice you,” Tynlee said. “And that they then run away in fear.”

      Yanko doubted anyone would ever do that, even if he wore the warrior-mage robe. “Before attempting to claim anything, I’d like to circumnavigate the whole continent and see how many ships we’re dealing with and from where. We’re not even halfway around yet, are we?”

      “Less than a quarter, I’d guess,” Dak said.

      Yanko assumed Dak’s guess would be fairly accurate. He’d mapped out the area—previously known as the Deadly Shoals—before they’d raised the continent.

      “We’ve already encountered a lot of ships in that quarter,” Yanko said.

      “This northern side of the continent is the closest shoreline for both Turgonia and Nuria,” Dak said. “Kyatt, too, for that matter. We’re well south of the equator. It makes sense that most ships would be on this side.”

      Jhali and Lakeo came up on deck and joined them.

      Kei remained in the cabin. Earlier, Yanko had stuffed his belly full of all the seeds he could find on the yacht, feeling bad that he’d been caught in the middle of battling mages. At least the parrot hadn’t been hurt, just scared. He’d been napping ever since his feast.

      It occurred to Yanko that he didn’t need to use Kei to see the bay that the ships were anchored in. There weren’t any other birds, not that he’d seen, but there was plenty of sea life. He reached out with his senses again, wondering what it would be like to see the sea through the eyes of a kraken.

      He didn’t sense any krakens floating around underneath the ships, but a few hammerhead sharks swam about. He tried not to think of the ones that had chased after the pirates earlier as he touched the mind of one, its thoughts hungry and alien. It was already flitting about between two of the vessels, so he didn’t have to manipulate it or even communicate with it.

      For a disorienting moment, he saw the world both through his own eyes and also the shark’s, but he focused on the shark and was soon underwater and skimming along underneath the gray metal hull of a long steamship with metal propellers at the back. The second ship was the same size and shape.

      The shark swam out from between the two vessels and toward a third. That one was smaller, the hull painted a dark blue, but it was also made from metal—steel—with a modern screw propeller.

      “Yanko?” Someone tapped his shoulder.

      He shook his head, pulling away from the shark. “Yes?”

      Tynlee lowered her hand. “You weren’t blinking.”

      “I don’t think sharks blink,” he said, as if that explained everything.

      “You’re not a shark, Yanko,” Lakeo said. “Your eyeballs will dry up and fall out. Women don’t find missing eyes sexy.” She smirked, but then glanced at Dak, apparently remembering belatedly about his one-eyed state.

      Dak merely arched an eyebrow. “Mine didn’t fall out from lack of blinking.”

      “That’s good,” Lakeo said.

      “Someone stabbed me in the eye with a sword.”

      “That’s less good.”

      “I concur.”

      Yanko rubbed his eyes. They did feel dry and sore. How long had he been staring at nothing while his mind saw the world from the shark’s point of view?

      “What did you see?” Tynlee asked.

      “I’m fairly certain Turgonian ships are waiting for us around that point.”

      He doubted pirates would have such state-of-the-art vessels. They might have stolen one, such as with that airship his group had battled a couple of weeks earlier, but a whole fleet? Yanko couldn’t imagine it.

      “Ah,” Tynlee said. “Then that fog might be wise.”

      Yanko nodded, though he knew he would have to deal with the Turgonians sooner or later if he wanted the continent for Nuria. But when and how?

      He looked at Dak. His face was a mask.

      Yanko couldn’t attack a bunch of Turgonians with Dak at his side, not that he wanted to attack them, regardless. But he felt more limited by his presence, by knowing that any actions he took down here in this remote section of the world would eventually be reported back to the Turgonian government.

      [image: ]

      Full nightfall had arrived by the time the yacht glided around the point, and the fleet of Turgonian ships came into view, anchored in a secluded bay with rocky outcroppings on both ends. A moon had come out early, providing enough light for Yanko to pick out four warships almost identical to the one that had carried him in its brig for a week. They had shell guns rather than cannons, the monstrous weapons mounted all over the deck.

      The Turgonians would have been able to see the yacht, but as promised, Yanko tinkered with the air and the water around it, hiding the craft with a foggy haze that shouldn’t be that noticeable at night.

      “Those aren’t that Admiral Ravencrest’s ships, are they?” Lakeo whispered. “Did he get sent back here?”

      “I can’t read the names in the dark,” Dak said.

      Yanko couldn’t either, but he didn’t care that much. What did it matter if they dealt with Admiral Ravencrest or some other -crest?

      There were four other ships that roused his curiosity, the smaller vessels with the blue hulls. They carried a few cannons but also harpoon launchers at the front that made him think they were for whaling. Or had been once. He was close enough now to sense that the cabins on the upper deck were filled with crates and equipment and what his rural mind thought might be laboratory stations.

      “Would your people send a science team to research this place?” Yanko asked Dak. He and Tynlee stood to one side of Yanko, while Lakeo was on the other. “A science team protected by military ships?”

      Dak glanced at him but didn’t answer right away. Was he weighing whether providing information would be a possible betrayal to his people?

      Yanko wondered if he wanted to make contact with these Turgonians. He also wondered if Dak outranked the senior officer here and could be convinced to order the ships to leave. That would be a tidy way to get rid of the Turgonians without bloodshed—until the Turgonians reached home and were punished by their superiors.

      But even if Dak did outrank the mission leader, Yanko knew he wouldn’t give that order. And it wasn’t as if mind-manipulation magic would work on him. After all they had been through together, Yanko would feel like an ass for even making an attempt to manipulate him.

      “It’s possible,” Dak finally said. A very neutral answer.

      “To see if it’s worth fighting for before making a claim?”

      If that was their mission, was it possible Yanko could find a way to convince them that the continent wasn’t worth fighting for?

      “It’s possible,” Dak repeated.

      Yanko looked past him to Tynlee. “Have you ever successfully read his thoughts?” he asked, more out of curiosity than because he thought she would share intelligence that she had gleaned that way.

      Dak’s eyebrows twitched. He didn’t look that worried about the possibility.

      Tynlee laced her fingers together and rested them on the railing. “I have always found it difficult to snoop into the mind of Colonel Starcrest. And more recently, I have promised him that I would not attempt to take advantage of him when he is… distracted and less likely to have his mental defenses in place.” She smiled at Dak.

      His eyebrows twitched again, more in her direction this time.

      She wrapped her hands around his biceps, squeezing him through the material of his Turgonian uniform. “I was going to say relaxed, but those moments have been quite vigorous, haven’t they?”

      He didn’t speak out loud, but his eyelid lowered to half-mast.

      “Uh.” Yanko had been rooting for Dak to find someone who liked him—or even loved him—since he deserved it, but it was disturbing to see the man making bedroom eyes—bedroom eye—at a woman. “Lakeo, can I talk to you?”

      Yanko shifted farther down the railing. She shrugged and followed.

      “Honored Consul,” the first mate called softly, “are we sailing past this bay or staying here? I know you said some magic is hiding us, but it makes me terribly nervous to lurk near four Turgonian warships.”

      “Stay for now. Yanko is snooping and conspiring, and we are accommodating him.”

      Thank you, Yanko told her telepathically, though her words wouldn’t exactly put Dak at ease.

      Certainly, Tynlee replied without looking in his direction. She leaned against Dak, her hands still wrapped around his arm.

      Are you distracting him so he won’t pay attention?

      No, I’m appreciating his muscles through the material of his shirt. Earlier he did numerous physical exercises on the deck with his shirt off. It was quite delightful.

      Yanko grimaced.

      You shouldn’t have asked if you didn’t want to know, she said.

      Yanko wasn’t sure he had asked. Not that. I don’t suppose he’s mentioned anything about going off to warn his people that we might try to convince them to leave.

      He hasn’t mentioned anything to me, no, and I genuinely have a hard time reading his thoughts. I’ve decided not to try. As much as I want your mission to succeed and to help our people acquire this land, it was very difficult to earn even a small amount of his trust. I won’t do anything to betray it.

      No, I wouldn’t ask you to. Yanko realized she might think he had with his question. I mean, I don’t want to betray him either. I just want to gather as much information as possible, so I won’t be surprised.

      Of course, dear. But perhaps you should gather it from the Turgonians out there. I imagine most of the crews aren’t trained in mage-hunter ways.

      Right. Thank you. Yanko felt like he’d been chastised, but a part of him was glad Tynlee liked Dak enough to want to protect him from manipulative mages. Even from him.

      Dak wrapped an arm around Tynlee’s shoulders, though he kept gazing thoughtfully toward the ships. Yanko decided to assume he would report to the officers out there eventually, that he would feel his duty required it, and that he would keep his plans to himself.

      “Are we actually going to talk?” Lakeo asked. “Or did you want to watch them canoodle from a distance instead of up close?”

      Yanko jerked his gaze from the pair. “We’re going to talk. I just want to check something first.”

      “Your level of interest in their canoodling?”

      “No.” He glared at her. “I want to see if I can detect any Turgonians on land out there. There’s not much life, so it shouldn’t be hard, if they haven’t gone too far inland.”

      “What’s your range?” came Jhali’s voice from behind them.

      Yanko jumped. He hadn’t heard her coming, and his senses had been focused on the Turgonians.

      Lakeo scowled at her. “Nobody asked you to come over and talk.”

      “Because Yanko didn’t know I was here,” Jhali said blandly.

      That was true. Yanko wouldn’t mind having them both as confidantes.

      Logically, Jhali was a better choice, since neither Tynlee nor any other mages they chanced across would be able to read her thoughts and learn what they’d discussed. But he’d known Lakeo longer and felt more comfortable sharing ideas with her. Jhali was still… an unknown. Even if she had nice collarbones. Which were, alas, covered again by her mage-hunter wrap.

      Lakeo turned her scowl on Yanko, and he sensed she wanted him to send her away. He also sensed protectiveness from her, that she didn’t want Yanko to be hurt or taken advantage of.

      He lifted his hand, appreciating the sentiment but not wanting to deal with the two of them arguing right now. Nor did he want to send an ally away.

      “Let me do my search first,” he said, “and then I’ll share my ideas with both of you, and you can tell me what you think.”

      “You have ideas?” Lakeo said. “Should we be alarmed?”

      Jhali came up to Yanko’s other side and leaned against the railing while she scrutinized the ships.

      Ignoring Lakeo, Yanko closed his eyes and swept his senses inland. If the ships did carry only skeleton crews, as Tynlee believed, it suggested that people had gone ashore. Simply to scout the land? Or to do research? If the latter, what manner of research would interest Turgonia?

      The land was as barren and devoid of life as Yanko had suspected. During his first wide-ranging search, he didn’t detect anything alive out there. He pushed his senses as far inland as he could, and at the edge of his range, he spotted a pair of people, each wearing heavy packs and carrying a crate between them as they walked toward the mountains. They were too far away for Yanko to tell what was in that crate, but the people walked without hesitation, as if they were heading to a known destination. A camp of their people somewhere out there?

      “There are people out there,” Yanko said quietly. “I think they’re exploring the land.”

      “To see if it’s worth investing time and resources into claiming, yes,” Jhali said.

      “If that’s true,” Yanko said, “maybe all we need to do is convince them it isn’t.”

      Maybe. There would still be those privateers to deal with, but Nuria could raise a sufficient force to deter a pirate fleet. Or so he hoped. Who knew what resources his nation would have left after all the in-fighting?

      “You don’t think they’ll figure that out on their own?” Lakeo waved at the miles of bare exposed rock and crinkled her nose, though the stench of death and decay wasn’t as bad here.

      “It’s possible they will,” Yanko said. “But if there’s a way to hasten that along…”

      “Can you manipulate the minds of the people in those ships?” Jhali waved toward the warships.

      “Tynlee would be better at that than I,” Yanko said, “but I suspect those are just the people who transported the scouting teams here. We may need to take a trip inland and find the rest of the Turgonians to see what they’re truly up to.”

      “You’re not going to find any krakens on land to throw at them, you know,” Lakeo said.

      No, he wouldn’t find any animal life at all. That was sad. He longed for the war to finish so he could start in on populating the island with numerous species that would propagate and create a balanced ecosystem. The idea of doing the research to figure out which species should live in this climate excited him.

      “I’m not going to pick a fight with the Turgonians,” Yanko said. “Krakens shouldn’t be necessary.”

      “What are you going to do with them?”

      “Talk to them. Try to find out what they’ve learned so far. Try to suggest that there’s nothing here that Turgonia wants.”

      “They’re not going to share what they’ve learned with a Nurian kid,” Lakeo said. “You don’t even speak their language. Or are you going to try to get Dak to accompany you and translate?”

      “No, I thought I’d leave Dak here to canoodle with Tynlee.” Yanko would feel much freer to manipulate the Turgonians without him along.

      Lakeo snorted. “Good luck.”
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      Yanko didn’t mention his plan to go ashore to Dak, but when the yacht set anchor in a tiny inlet north of the bay and prepared to lower its sole dinghy, he found Dak waiting for him with his weapons and a bulging pack. Yanko’s senses told him that it contained a few explosives as well as water, food, and first-aid supplies sufficient for a journey into the unknown.

      “Good evening, Dak,” Yanko said, walking up with similar items in his own pack, sans the explosives. Moonlight brightened the deck of the ship—and Dak’s stern face. “Are you also going on an expedition?”

      Jhali and Lakeo walked up behind Yanko, also carrying weapons and packs.

      “I’m going on your expedition,” Dak said flatly.

      “Oh? Don’t you think Tynlee will miss you?”

      “She said she would pine in my absence.”

      “Perhaps you should stay with her, thus to alleviate her distress.”

      “You’re not going to pester my people while I stay here and polish my sword, Yanko.”

      Yanko didn’t know if that was a euphemism or not. Dak’s tone was more dry than playful, with a hint of warning in it. At least he’d said pester instead of kill. Dak knew Yanko well enough to suspect he had legerdemain in mind rather than a bloodbath.

      “Besides, your Turgonian is abysmal, and you’ve lost your one friend who knew some.” Dak tilted his head, his sternness momentarily shifting to curiosity. Maybe he was surprised Yanko had arranged Arayevo’s new job?

      Yanko didn’t want to explain. All he said was, “That’s true.”

      He didn’t know if Jhali knew any Turgonian, but Lakeo didn’t, and he only had a few words. “But are you willing to talk to your people on my behalf?”

      “I’m willing to translate as long as you’re not trying to trick them into leaving.”

      “Ah.” Yanko didn’t know what else to say. Dak had to know that was exactly what he intended. How else would he gain this land for Nuria without starting a war?

      “It’s also occurred to me that you might think it’s a good idea to find the rest of those pirates and suggest—” Dak tapped his temple, “—that they get rid of the pesky Turgonians exploring the continent that they want to claim.”

      Yanko hadn’t considered that at all. Maybe he should have. But that would cause bloodshed, even if he could keep his people out of it, and he would prefer trickery to flinging pirates at the Turgonians.

      “I intend to find the mission commander and warn him that Kendorian privateers are lurking in the area,” Dak added.

      “Ah,” Yanko repeated.

      Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. If Dak warned the Turgonians about a threat, maybe that would win those walking beside him a little favor, or at least a little less suspicion.

      “Since I hope to speak with that same commander, we might as well travel together.” Yanko extended a hand in invitation toward the dinghy, as if Dak wouldn’t have hopped in it whether invited or not.

      “Might as well,” Dak agreed. “You know where the Turgonians are camped? Or where the commander is?”

      “More than ten miles away. That’s the extent of my range currently. I saw two men walking that way with a crate.” Yanko pointed toward the mountain range.

      Dak nodded. “That’s what I expected. They may already be spread out in camps all along the mountains. Those ships could have brought hundreds of people.”

      Yanko couldn’t help but feel bleak at the idea of hundreds of Turgonians on his continent. That seemed a far greater threat than a few pirate ships.

      It wasn’t until they’d lowered the dinghy, rowed to shore, and were heading inland that Yanko considered Dak’s words further.

      “Why did you expect your people to head to the mountains?” he asked as they maneuvered over the lumpy ground, dried seaweed, and dead lichen-like growth plastered to the rocks.

      There was nothing akin to a trail, but there also wasn’t any growth to impede them. Just the roughness of the terrain itself and the veneer of dead sea vegetation over everything.

      “A hunch.”

      Yanko wasn’t surprised when Dak didn’t explain further.

      “Your continent smells even worse up close, Yanko,” Lakeo said.

      She walked behind Dak and Yanko. Jhali walked far behind her. Yanko had a feeling the two of them would never be friends.

      “Why is it so disgusting?” Lakeo added. “Ew, what’s that?”

      She pointed to a huge dark lump to one side.

      “A dead whale,” Yanko said. “As to your first question, it’s the plant and animal matter that once lived in the sea. Unfortunately it all got trapped here when the land rose up, and it’s now decomposing.” Yanko wished there had been a way to do that without causing so much death, but he wasn’t sure he would have had the foresight or known a way to move all the creatures even if he’d been the one to control when the keystone was locked in. “Decomposing more slowly than typical, I think,” he added as Lakeo stared at the dead whale, “since there may not be any saprotrophs here to hasten things along. Everything, including bacteria and fungi, would have been adapted to live in salt water, and everything would have died when that environment was taken away.”

      Dak looked at him. It was probably only in Yanko’s mind that there was judgment in that look, a question of whether they’d done the right thing in bringing this land back up for human use. Yanko didn’t know the answer to that, but when they came to some large, shell-covered pillars with skeletal limbs, he was reminded that this land had once belonged to the surface. They were trees, or what remained of them. Their dead frames. Perhaps not fossilized but preserved somehow in the icy depths of the ocean, far below the surface.

      “This is where the Kyattese would be doing their research, if they were here,” Dak said as their group passed through the ancient forest. “Drilling holes in the old trees and examining all the exposed life that’s usually on the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Everything’s dead,” Lakeo said. “What’s worth examining?”

      “Their Polytechnic has entire wings devoted to archaeology and paleontology. They like dead things. Admittedly, the recently dead might not fall under either of those sciences, but I’m sure they have appropriately trained people who would run around here with tweezers and specimen jars to study what once lived and grew thousands of feet under the surface. I’ve heard the Kyattese were delighted when Rias built them research flugnugstica.”

      “Your president built underwater boats for another nation?” Yanko asked.

      “He wasn’t president at the time. He was trying to get himself invited to live on Kyatt and marry Tikaya.”

      “So he bribed them with underwater boats?”

      “That’s quite a wedding present,” Lakeo added.

      “He’s never been one to do things in half measures,” Dak said.

      “It sounds like you don’t think your people are here for the ancient dead trees,” Yanko said, wondering if he might tease out why Dak believed the Turgonian researchers had gone to the mountains.

      “Doubtful,” Dak said.

      “Why would the Turgonians want this continent, I wonder?” Yanko mused, looking at Lakeo and even back at Jhali, trusting she was staying within earshot. He wanted the answer from Dak, but he would be surprised if Dak shared his speculations.

      “To keep Nuria from having it,” Jhali said.

      That was Yanko’s fear. He remembered Dak saying that nobody, neither Turgonia nor any other nation, wanted to see Nuria with more land. Yanko had never known war, but he’d been born right after a long one with Turgonia, and he’d read enough history to know his people had battled often with the other world powers over the centuries.

      “It’s a long ways from Turgonia,” Yanko said. “You’d think they might be deterred by the difficulty of guarding a colony, or whatever they would make it, from thousands of miles away.”

      “It’s a long ways from Nuria too,” Dak said dryly. “Something for Zirabo and your future Great Chief to keep in mind. Guarding it is one problem. Keeping the people who settle there from breaking away generations hence is another.”

      As they moved to other terrain, another stretch of barren land, this one dotted with salty pools that had survived the upheaval, Yanko considered his words and how he would feel if a continent he worked hard to change into a livable, farmable area, broke away from Nuria one day. He’d likely be dead by then. He could only hope that the inhabitants would continue to trade with their motherland and provide food and resources.

      “Fire ahead,” Dak said, after they’d walked in silence for several miles.

      Yanko lifted his head and spotted pinpoints of yellowish-orange light burning in the foothills of the mountain ahead. Campfires? Or simply lanterns? He couldn’t imagine what the Turgonians would have found to burn out here. Not some of those ancient trees, he hoped. He doubted they would burn after centuries underwater.

      Regardless, he was pleased to see all the lights. Yanko had headed their group in the direction the pair of Turgonians had gone, but he hadn’t truly known if they would encounter a substantial camp.

      He reached out with his mind and sensed more than a hundred people in tents, most sleeping. Another dozen patrolled the area, some carrying lanterns, others preserving their night vision by tramping in the dark. They all carried Turgonian-steel rifles.

      Here and there, in the mountains above the camp, Yanko sensed smaller groups of people. He couldn’t tell what they were doing. Most seemed to be sleeping. Their activities would likely be more apparent after daybreak. At least one group was inside the mountain in a cave.

      Yanko imagined that sea vegetation had lived in those caves and that the pervasive stench of decay would be even stronger inside. It would be like sleeping in a tomb.

      He shook his head. He wasn’t sure why that was on his mind, other than all the dead fish and sea creatures they’d passed. It was like walking through some alien graveyard and reminded him of the war and plague that, history told them, had originally driven off the Kyattese. Would they find centuries-old human skeletons here if they looked long enough?

      “Are we going to walk right up to their camp?” Lakeo asked quietly.

      Dak stopped. “We would be wise to wait until daylight when they can see my uniform. They won’t likely expect more of their people to come out tonight and might mistake us for enemies.” He glanced at Yanko, as if to say it wouldn’t necessarily be a mistake.

      Yanko spread his hands to appear unthreatening, but he couldn’t fight that label too hard since he was already thinking of sneaking off and seeing what the people in the mountains were up to. Sneaking off by himself.

      “Shall we take a nap until dawn then?” Yanko asked.

      “If we were planning to nap, couldn’t we have done that on the ship where the smell was less offensive?” Lakeo asked.

      “Do you do nothing but complain?” Jhali had drawn closer when they’d stopped, and she glared at Lakeo.

      “Sometimes, my complaining escalates to vitriolic anger,” Lakeo said. “Maybe I’ll show you later.”

      “I’ll stand guard if you three want to rest,” Yanko said, hoping to stave off an argument—and also have a reason to be the one awake while Dak dozed off.

      Lakeo and Jhali moved to separate boulders, removed their packs, and plopped down.

      Dak faced the mountains—he also faced Yanko—and didn’t sit down. “I won’t stop you from snooping, if that’s what you wish to do, Yanko,” Dak said, “but my people may be prepared for mages showing up—they’ll certainly know the Nurians are aware of this place—and will likely be very alert.”

      Yanko rubbed the back of his neck. Should he play stupid? Or just accept that Dak had come to know him well? And was smarter than he was?

      “It’s disconcerting when the unschooled Turgonian reads your mind better than a mind mage,” Yanko said.

      “Unschooled?”

      “To use magic,” Yanko rushed to say. He knew well by now just how much of an education Dak had. He’d seen the man speak and read numerous languages, pilot an underwater boat, and solve all manner of real world math problems that would have stumped Yanko.

      “Depending on what kind of negotiating you want to do with the commander—” Dak’s tone suggested that negotiating better be what Yanko had in mind, “—you may be better off walking in openly, rather than being caught.” He held up a hand, forestalling the protest Yanko had been about to make that he wouldn’t get caught. “Even if you don’t get caught, they may detect you out there and be suspicious when you show up in the morning. Knowing they might encounter Nurians, they could have brought artifacts along to help them detect magic.”

      Yanko peered at his face, though the moon had set, and even daylight wouldn’t have helped him read Dak. “You are still unschooled, aren’t you? Tynlee hasn’t been teaching you to read minds, right?”

      Dak grunted. “As I’ve been told in the past, I have the aptitude of a rock when it comes to magic.”

      “Most Turgonians do, but you’re… unique.”

      “That sounded like a diplomatic way of saying I’m strange.”

      “You know I wouldn’t presume to denigrate my elders. I just want to know what your people are looking for in the mountains.” Yanko thought Dak knew. If he could draw the information out, he might not need to snoop.

      Dak sighed. “What do you think my people are looking for in the mountains?”

      It took Dak giving him that expectant, exasperated look of his—Yanko could tell it was exasperated without any light—for the gears to start turning.

      Unlike the Kyattese, who valued science of all kinds, magical and mundane, the Turgonians valued technology and engineering, anything that could make them more efficient warriors and help them maintain the thousands-of-miles-wide continent they’d taken, not to mention their various colonies around the world. And everything they invented and built relied on…

      “Ore?” Yanko asked.

      “Ore.”

      Yanko had been so fixated on the potential of this new land to grow food that he hadn’t considered that the mountains might hold iron, gold, silver, and other valuable metals and perhaps precious gems. If they did… that might be more likely to win his people’s interest than the idea of crops in the distant future. Many of the fights with Turgonia, at least in the last couple of centuries, had been spawned out of a desire to claim some of their land—and resource-rich mountain ranges.

      “Don’t your people have enough ore? Or—” Yanko’s mouth twisted with bitterness, “—would they want to take it just to keep my people from having it?”

      “Our industries use tremendous amounts of steel, and they’re growing every year. We’ve recovered most of the easily accessible resources and are now doing exploratory mining along the inhospitable northern frontier. While we’re not out, there’s nobody who would object to acquiring more, especially in mountains that haven’t been mined before. The ore will still be near the surface and easy to access.”

      “But wouldn’t they have been mined before? When the Kyattese lived here—”

      “They were using bows and obsidian arrowheads when my people first encountered them seven hundred years ago,” Dak said. “It’s possible they had some rudimentary bronze and iron usage that they weren’t able to continue on their ore-desolate volcanic islands, but mining techniques were so simple back then that any ore left behind would be easy to reach with today’s steam-powered machinery.”

      Yanko grimaced at the idea of shiploads of Turgonians coming and sticking their ugly mining equipment all over this new land. He wanted to turn it into a beautiful green place full of trees and lush vegetation and fertile soil, not leave it a lump of rock only to be exploited for its resources. Admittedly, his people, who had never found an abundance of ore in their own mountains, would likely be eager to mine it for themselves if they got it.

      Stoat's teats, how had he not thought of that? Was it possible this was at least part of the reason Zirabo wanted the continent?

      Yanko slumped forward, gripping his thighs like a runner catching his breath after a race. “I am naive.”

      There was a reason everybody kept saying that. Because it was true.

      Dak rested a hand on his shoulder. He couldn’t have been privy to Yanko’s thoughts, but he’d proved adept at guessing them. “Maybe optimistic. Optimism can keep us from seeing reality.”

      “Is that a better flaw?”

      “Many poets would say so.”

      “Oh? And what do Turgonians say?”

      “Turgonian poets?”

      Yanko snorted. “Are there such people?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do they write about topics other than war and bloodshed?”

      “Occasionally. I recall having to memorize a poem in school about a flower.”

      “Was the flower on a battlefield?”

      “A graveyard full of dead soldiers.”

      “Good fertilizer, no doubt.”

      “You really are a gardener at heart, aren’t you?” Dak patted him on the shoulder and lowered his hand.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell people.”

      Yanko straightened and stared at the mountains, feeling far more exasperation than curiosity now. He had to hope that the Turgonians wouldn’t find any ore up there. Maybe then they would voluntarily leave the continent. What were the odds that, even if there was ore here, Yanko could trick them into thinking there wasn’t?

      “Depends on whether they already have a pile of it in their camp,” he muttered.

      “Hm?”

      “Nothing, Dak. I’m going to heed your warning and stay put tonight, then walk into that camp openly tomorrow morning.”

      “Why am I not convinced that this will keep you out of trouble?”

      “Because you’re not optimistic.”

      “This is true.”
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      As dawn broke, Yanko let Dak and Lakeo lead the way to the Turgonian camp—Dak because he was in uniform, and Lakeo because her bare arms rippled with Turgonian-style muscles. Nobody would mistake Yanko and Jhali as anything other than Nurian, so they walked behind. Maybe someone would assume they were prisoners. Yanko had brought his crimson robe along, but it was in his pack. He still remembered Dak’s words from the first time Yanko had worn it, about how clearly it marked him as someone Dak felt he should shoot.

      Faint plinks and clanks drifted down from the mountains, lending evidence to support Dak’s hypothesis. Exploratory mining, indeed.

      The canvas tents of the camp were visible now, as drab and gray as the rocky ground under them and the mountains behind them. There was no soil here, not in the traditional sense, only dead organic material and a silt-like sediment that dusted everything. Yanko wondered what the Turgonians had stuck their tent stakes into. Or maybe they hadn’t been able to use the stakes, and a stiff wind would blow the tents over. Yanko knew it was immature to contemplate causing such an event. Maybe nature would do the job for him.

      Alas, there hadn’t been much of a breeze since they’d left the coast. Gray clouds still hung over the mountain peaks, and he wondered if he would see rain while they were here.

      “Halt,” came a call from one of the Turgonian soldiers patrolling the perimeter. Yanko interpreted the words that followed as, “Identify yourselves.”

      “Colonel Dak Starcrest,” Dak called back, followed by, Yanko assumed, his unit designation. Either that, or a request for coffee and biscuits.

      Yanko was a little surprised Dak didn’t hide his identity but supposed he wasn’t here to secretly spy on his own people. And he might get preferential treatment by using his surname.

      As Dak approached the guard, a few more soldiers trotted over to join them, and Yanko wished he’d gotten a bit further in his efforts to learn Turgonian. He reached out with his mind in time to sense the soldiers’ surprise at Dak’s appearance. Yanko might not understand thoughts formed with spoken words, but he could sense emotions. He also detected uncertainty from the soldier. Dak was wearing the uniform he’d been given when he’d been a putative prisoner in the intelligence building in Port Morgrant. It lacked his name and rank. Would anyone here recognize and vouch for him?

      The soldiers looked curiously at Yanko and even more curiously at Jhali. She hadn’t bothered hiding her distinctive mage-hunter uniform, perhaps because she had no other clothing along. Or at all. Had all her belongings been in that cavern that the Swift Wolves faction had destroyed?

      The soldiers surrounded Yanko’s group and used their rifles to point them not toward the camp but toward some spot parallel to the mountains.

      “They’re not taking us out back to shoot us, are they?” Lakeo asked.

      “The expedition commander is at a lake,” Dak said. “They’re taking us to see him.”

      His explanation drew a few surprised glances from the soldiers. Had they not expected Dak to speak to his Nurian followers? Maybe they did assume that Yanko, Lakeo, and Jhali were prisoners.

      “What’s his name and rank?” Yanko remembered his hope that Dak would outrank the senior officer and perhaps have some sway over him.

      “General Aldercrest.”

      “They sent a general to oversee a little expedition like this? I thought generals were busy leading armies and overseeing entire forts.”

      “This isn’t a small expedition. I gather there’s an admiral on one of the warships too. The general is in charge of the researchers and army troops guarding them.” Dak eyed Yanko. “Why does it matter to you?”

      Yanko decided not to share his pointless hope that Dak would be able to order the expedition to leave. “I don’t want you to be commanded to kill the Nurian kid trailing you and feel compelled to obey.”

      “Kid?” Jhali asked, sounding amused. Or bemused.

      For the first time, it occurred to Yanko to wonder if she knew how old he was. He assumed she was in her early twenties, so not a great deal older than he, but maybe she wouldn’t have kissed him if she knew he was only eighteen.

      “I trust you can defend yourself should that happen,” Dak told Yanko.

      “I would feel a lot better if you’d said you would never obey such an order due to the fondness you’ve developed for me during our months of battling vile enemies together.”

      One of the soldiers glanced at them. Because he understood or because he simply wondered what Dak was discussing with Yanko?

      Dak noticed the glance and didn’t respond to Yanko’s comment.

      Yanko kept his mouth shut as they followed hilly terrain littered with seaweed-draped boulders. He didn’t see any dead fish or other sea creatures and assumed the Turgonians had cleared them away from their camp. It didn’t help much with the smell. If anything, the air of decay grew more pungent as they walked over a rise and a huge lake came into view.

      Halfway between the rise and the lake, a group of uniformed men stood around a supine man on the ground. A supine dead man, Yanko realized, as he swept over them with his senses. He had Turgonian coloring and wore one of their uniforms.

      “Uh oh,” he murmured, hoping there was no way he or his group could be blamed for the death.

      Were some of those pirates about? There couldn’t be any predators unless someone had transported them here.

      “Sir?” one of the soldiers escorting them called. He ran ahead, saluted a gray-haired man in the middle of the group, and reported.

      Dak continued forward, so Yanko followed, but warily. The men surrounding General Aldercrest had noticed Yanko and Jhali and were fingering their weapons. Dak earned no more than a glance, though Lakeo, wearing clothing of Nurian make, also drew concerned stares.

      The general pointed at the body, then back toward camp, and said a few words before walking out to meet Dak.

      The soldiers hefted their dead comrade and headed toward the tents. Others came to stand at the general’s back, eyeing Yanko’s group and pointing their weapons at them.

      Dak saluted the general and began speaking. Yanko used his magic to lightly touch Aldercrest’s mind and try to get a read on him. He lacked Dak’s collection of scars, so maybe he wasn’t a hardened infantry officer. Would an intelligence officer have been sent to lead the expedition? Or maybe an engineer, if they’d intended from the beginning to hunt for ore.

      Aldercrest seemed to recognize Dak, but Yanko didn’t sense the warmth of old friends meeting. Hopefully they weren’t old enemies.

      After speaking for a while—Yanko had no idea how Dak was explaining his presence here or why he was with a group of Nurians—he pointed at where the dead body had lain and asked a question.

      The general shook his head and answered tersely.

      Finally, Dak stepped to the side and introduced Yanko by name and also said Zirabo’s name. He didn’t name Lakeo and Jhali, but Aldercrest waved at Jhali’s garb and said the Nurian word for mage hunter. Istapa. She crossed her arms and glared at their scrutiny.

      After a few more minutes of discussion, Dak said, “General Aldercrest says he doesn’t speak Nurian, Yanko.”

      He says? Did that mean Dak wasn’t sure if that was a fact?

      “You can come into camp to present Zirabo’s offer,” Dak added, “if everyone in your group leaves their weapons with his men.”

      Dak waved at a soldier who walked forward expectantly.

      “I see.” Yanko didn’t question what Dak meant by Zirabo’s offer, assuming that was a way to get him the meeting, that a general wouldn’t otherwise speak with a boy. The fact that they wanted Yanko’s weapons—everyone’s weapons—suggested that Dak hadn’t mentioned he was a mage. That was a little surprising. Did Dak think they would refuse to speak to a mage? Or simply shoot him? “Does that mean you don’t have to leave your weapons?”

      Yanko unbuckled Sun Dragon’s scimitar. He was loath to give it to someone else, especially after his mother had implied it had some interesting history and might have more value than he’d believed, but he trusted he could get it back when needed.

      “Not as far as I know,” Dak said.

      Lakeo didn’t look happy about it, but she removed her bow and quiver and knives, piling them into the soldier’s arms.

      When the soldier turned toward Jhali, she stepped back and shook her head. “I am not Prince Zirabo’s messenger. I will wait outside the camp for you to finish.” She met Yanko’s eyes. Silently letting him know that she would be out there if he ended up needing rescuing? Or just refusing to go along with this?

      The soldier frowned and asked a question. Dak translated for the general.

      Aldercrest’s eyes narrowed, and he barked what sounded like a firm order at Dak. Yanko thought of his concern that Dak would be commanded to act against them. Dak lifted his hands with a shrug.

      Aldercrest stalked off with his back stiff and conferred quietly with two of his soldiers. Yanko sensed that he didn’t like the idea of a mage hunter skulking around outside of his camp. He also thought of the bay and seemed to be wondering if the Turgonian ships there were in danger. What vessel or vessels had brought Yanko’s team here?

      The two soldiers saluted and ran back toward camp. To put together a team to check on the ships in the bay? Or to warn them to look for other ships? Yanko grimaced. The last thing he wanted was to get Tynlee in trouble.

      Jhali chose that moment to spring away from the group. She sprinted toward the boulders, zigzagging her route to make an unpredictable target.

      Two of the remaining soldiers whipped up their rifles.

      “No,” Yanko barked, throwing a pinpoint gust of air to knock their weapons aside.

      Dak lunged to break the aim of the closest soldier but too late. Yanko had already kept them from firing. With magic.

      As one, the general and his troops turned to face Yanko. Jhali had disappeared behind the boulders, and Yanko trusted the soldiers wouldn’t find her, even if they sent out a search party. At the moment, they all appeared more concerned about Yanko.

      The general pointed an accusing finger at his chest, then addressed Dak, his tone equally accusing. Yanko could tell his anger was more because Dak hadn’t disclosed that he was a mage than that Jhali had gotten away.

      Yanko thought Dak might pretend he hadn’t known, but he only shook his head once, his face closed and stony.

      The soldiers surrounded the team again, more of them this time, and the general jerked his chin toward the camp and strode toward it. The soldiers pointed rifles at Yanko’s group, ensuring they followed. Dak’s weapons hadn’t been removed, but he was in the line of fire, right alongside Yanko. Ferret god’s luck, had Yanko gotten him in trouble with his people again? Guilt by association?

      “Have we just gone from a diplomatic party to prisoners?” Yanko asked quietly.

      “More or less,” Dak said. “I think he’ll still talk to you.”

      “Talk or interrogate?”

      Dak spread his hand, palm up. Uncertain? “You shouldn’t have brought her. I should have warned you that a mage hunter would be as much cause for concern among my people as a mage.”

      Which they now suspected he was. Wonderful.

      “Will they send a party to hunt her down?” Yanko asked as the tents came into view again.

      “Likely.”

      Aldercrest frowned back at Dak. Annoyed that he was explaining things to Yanko?

      If Yanko hadn’t wanted to speak with the general, he might have been tempted to conjure gusts of wind to knock everybody—and their tents—down, so he could leave and make sure nobody troubled Jhali, but escaping wasn’t what he needed to do. He needed to convince these people to leave.

      “What happened to the soldier that died?” Yanko asked.

      “Aldercrest wouldn’t tell me,” Dak said quietly. “He’s suspicious of me for showing up with you on a continent that nobody is supposed to know about yet. Our intelligence people back home have been careful to keep the information from leaking to the newspapers.”

      “Did you tell him that you were here when it first popped out of the ocean?” Yanko asked.

      “Yes. He sent those two men to confer with Admiral Ravencrest.”

      Yanko groaned. “Is that the admiral commanding those ships?”

      Dak nodded. “Yes.”

      Yanko guessed from his clipped tone that he’d hoped they could avoid the officer.

      When they reached the camp, the soldiers pointed Lakeo and Yanko toward a large tent. Yanko headed to it, already starting to rehearse what he would say to the general but paused because a soldier held up a hand, keeping Dak from following them.

      Dak asked Aldercrest a question and received a brief response and a gesture for him to follow him somewhere else.

      Dak scowled, looking like his feet might root to the ground, and the soldiers wouldn’t be able to move him.

      “We’ll be all right,” Yanko said, waving for him to go with the general. He didn’t want to get Dak into any more trouble.

      Dak met his gaze. “Will they?”

      He tilted his head to indicate the soldiers.

      It took Yanko a moment to realize what he was asking. When had he become someone that Dak worried was a threat to his people?

      Yanko nodded solemnly. “Yes. You have my word.”

      Dak hesitated, then nodded back. “Thank you.”

      The soldiers, oblivious to the conversation in Nurian, prodded Yanko and Lakeo. They ducked into the tent.

      “Just hope Jhali doesn’t go on a rampage and start killing people,” Lakeo muttered.

      Yanko’s gut twisted. He hadn’t considered that. He prayed to the bear god that he hadn’t just lied to Dak.

      [image: ]

      A Turgonian in civilian clothing entered the tent, whistling and carrying a box. The box was loaded with hunks of rock that Yanko feared were samples of valuable ore that one of the teams had found.

      The man glanced curiously at Yanko and Lakeo, who sat cross-legged on the ground with two soldiers pointing rifles at them, but he must have assumed they weren’t a concern, for he continued past them. He had a ponytail and a scruffy beard, both of which marked him as not-a-soldier more than the lack of uniform did. He also looked like he might have a mixed heritage, with skin a couple of shades lighter than the olive to bronze typical in Turgonia. All manner of tools hung on his belt and his many-pocketed shirt and trousers bulged with who knew what.

      He opened a trunk next to a table in the back and dumped his collection of rocks into a larger collection. Yanko gaped. Lizard dung, how much ore had the Turgonians found? They couldn’t have been here for that long.

      As the man headed for the exit, Yanko asked, “Do you speak Nurian?”

      If the man was a scientist or researcher rather than a soldier, maybe he was more traveled and experienced with other cultures than the average soldier. He paused and asked something of Yanko and Lakeo’s guards.

      They shook their heads firmly.

      “I do,” the man said in scarcely accented Nurian, “but I’ve been instructed not to speak with you.” He smiled, as if he didn’t much care.

      The guards scowled at him and one repeated what he’d said before.

      “We came in peace, to negotiate with the Turgonians in regard to this new landmass, and we’ve been taken prisoner for no reason.” Yanko didn’t mention his display of magic. He was a little surprised the general hadn’t assigned more guards to watch him, but maybe Aldercrest thought he was too young to be much of a threat.

      “You were sent as a negotiator? You’re just a kid.”

      The guards sighed, but they didn’t threaten the man for speaking. Maybe civilians were outside of the military chain-of-command.

      Yanko lifted his chin. “I am moksu.” If the man knew his language, he ought to know enough of Nurian culture to understand what it meant to be from an honored family. “Prince Zirabo sent me.”

      The man shrugged. “I’m just here to look at rocks, kid. You’ll have to negotiate with the general.”

      “We tried. He doesn’t speak Nurian.”

      “Are you sure?” The man—a geologist?—smirked and started for the tent flap.

      “What happened to the dead soldier?” Yanko asked.

      The man paused and looked back. “Nobody’s sure. He died in his sleep. I think the sawbones was ordered to do an autopsy, but Turgonian medical science isn’t the best. I haven’t heard if they found anything.”

      “Died in his sleep?” Yanko asked, confused. “Out by that lake?”

      Now it was the geologist’s turn to look confused. He asked the soldiers something and received a short answer. The man tried to question them further, but they shrugged and pointed him toward the exit.

      “I guess another man died,” the civilian said. “That’s a little disturbing. I was—”

      The tent flap stirred, and General Aldercrest ducked his head and came in. The geologist scurried out without finishing his sentence. Maybe even civilians deferred to generals.

      The soldiers saluted and then one added a report, pointing at the exit. Tattling on the chatty geologist, perhaps.

      Aldercrest sighed and gave Yanko an exasperated look. Funny how many Turgonians looked at him that way.

      “Are you here to let us go?” Lakeo asked.

      “What did you do with the colonel?” Yanko reached out with his mind, prepared to search the camp for Dak’s familiar aura, but Dak entered the tent first.

      The general waved for him to pull up a stool.

      “Translator?” Yanko guessed.

      “Translator,” Dak agreed, sitting on the stool and facing Yanko.

      He didn’t sport any fresh bruises or contusions. Yanko hoped that meant he hadn’t been interrogated.

      “Are you a trusted translator or their only option?” Yanko asked quietly as the general also pulled up a stool. Maybe Aldercrest didn’t know that the geologist spoke Nurian. Or maybe he didn’t trust a civilian with whatever information Yanko might share.

      “The latter,” Dak said dryly, then tilted his head toward the general as he sat.

      The gesture seemed a warning. Another hint that Aldercrest might understand Nurian? Yanko would be careful with his words.

      “I’m here to negotiate on Prince Zirabo’s behalf in regard to this continent,” Yanko told the general without preamble. “The Nurians were responsible for it being raised, thus we have the right to it. We are, however, willing to share it if it turns out that the Turgonians also have an interest.”

      At his side, Lakeo stirred as Dak translated for the general. Was she surprised at his offer? Well, Yanko wasn’t being entirely honest. He still hoped he could find a way to trick the Turgonians into leaving, though that would be more difficult if they truly had found a trunk of valuable ore already.

      “To demonstrate my good will,” Yanko added, “I volunteer my fledgling skills as a healer to examine the bodies of your dead soldiers to help you figure out what killed them and if there’s a danger to the rest of your camp.”

      The general’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. Before Dak translated.

      Dak was hesitating. Because Yanko claimed to have a healer’s skills? Or because—

      Yanko’s stomach sank as he realized he might be implicating himself by implying he could figure out what had killed the men. Would they think it was because he’d caused it somehow?

      Dak looked like he wanted to say something like, “Are you sure you want to say that, Yanko?” but he translated the words instead. Yes, he believed the general understood Nurian. Yanko was almost positive.

      Aldercrest’s response was on the grumpy and terse side. Someday, Yanko would meet a chatty, cheerful Turgonian officer, and he would fall over from shock. So far, the agent Amaranthe was the only one who’d come close. The men were all Dak-like.

      “He says there’s no point in healing dead men,” Dak said.

      “Isn’t he worried that whatever killed them is contagious? What if the Kyattese plague somehow survived the centuries and still exists?”

      Yanko didn’t think that was remotely possible, but Aldercrest rocked back on his stool before the translation came through. Yanko sensed that the plague hypothesis had occurred to him, that he’d also been telling himself there was no way it could have remained viable through the centuries and underwater, but… a niggling fear had started up in his mind. Fear for himself, for his men, and for his homeland if they brought back an infectious deadly disease. The general’s thoughts were so vivid that Yanko didn’t need to understand Turgonian to grasp them.

      Outwardly, Aldercrest recovered quickly and gave another terse answer.

      Dak watched the general, his eye closed to a slit, and Yanko wondered if he’d read on his face what Yanko had read in the man’s mind.

      “He says you can look at the bodies if you want,” Dak said, “but that he won’t be held responsible if you get sick.”

      Lakeo’s eyebrows flew up.

      The general stalked out.

      Yanko watched him go and stared at the tent flap after he disappeared. “Is that the end of our interrogation?”

      “Apparently.” Dak sounded surprised.

      “I was expecting a lot more bloodshed from my first Turgonian interrogation.”

      “Yours or his?” Dak asked.

      Yanko tried to tell if that was a joke. Dak smiled slightly, but Yanko still wasn’t sure. His older and more experienced adult advisors seemed to be treating him differently lately. They had gone from telling him what to do to waiting to see what he wanted to do. Was it because he’d killed that soul construct? It was strange that Dak, in particular, would think differently about him for that. It wasn’t as if that had been some odd coming-of-age ceremony in which he was suddenly made a man. And Dak had also killed one.

      “So,” Yanko said, shifting back to the more important topic, “he believes it’s a disease?”

      “From what I’ve heard, nobody’s sure, including the sawbones.”

      “That’s what you people call your doctors, right?”

      “Military doctors. The civilian doctors usually use smaller tools for cleaving people open.”

      “I’m glad I was never sick in Turgonia,” Yanko said.

      Most reputable Nurian healers used magic to repair body parts rather than cleaving them off. Some of the mundane rural poultice and potion makers, such as Arayevo had once been training to become, were less sophisticated, but Yanko didn’t think even they used saws.

      Dak glanced at the two soldiers, then stood up. “They’re preparing the bodies for a funeral pyre. If you want to see them, it had better be soon.”

      Yanko and Lakeo followed Dak out. Yanko wasn’t surprised when the two soldiers trailed after them. He hurried to walk beside Dak so they could, he hoped, speak without being overheard. If Dak would learn to let his mental defenses down long enough for telepathic conversations, private communication would be easier.

      “Are we truly prisoners,” Yanko whispered, “or can we leave if we wish?”

      “I’m sure you could leave any time. Now that my presence is being reported to Admiral Ravencrest, I probably shouldn’t run off with you.”

      “Are you still going to stop me if I try to trick your people?” Yanko asked. “They don’t treat you very well. Maybe you should relocate to Nuria. You could marry Tynlee.”

      “She lives in Turgonia.”

      “Temporarily, I’m sure. When she’s done being inspired by muscular warrior men, she’ll probably go to another consulate somewhere quiet where she can work on her novel.”

      A wistful expression crossed Dak’s face but only for a moment.

      They rounded a tent and spotted General Aldercrest standing well back from two bodies that were wrapped in blankets. Four soldiers argued over a box of charcoal while gesticulating at the bundles and at the ground.

      “Your new continent is lacking in wood, Yanko,” Dak said.

      “I noticed. If the world would just agree to let me live here and improve it…”

      Yanko thought about offering to use magic to burn the bodies, but his stomach quailed at the idea of incinerating human beings, even dead ones. Further, he would be demonstrating more of his abilities. He’d already claimed to be a healer. If Aldercrest knew anything about magic, he would know how unlikely it was for a mage to be trained as a healer and also to throw fireballs.

      “Go ahead, Yanko.” Dak waved to the wrapped bodies.

      He’d stopped as far back as the general and didn’t appear inclined to go closer himself. Did he also think some disease was responsible?

      Lakeo stood even farther back. Maybe Yanko was foolish not to believe some reincarnation of the plague existed here. He didn’t know much about diseases, but there was nothing about a mage’s blood that would make him resistant to a virus. The Kyattese who had once inhabited this land had been powerful mages, at least some of them, and that hadn’t kept the plague from decimating them.

      “I can examine them from here.” Yanko touched his temple and tried to look like a wise and powerful healer, not like a boy shuddering at the idea of unwrapping corpses and looking into their dead eyes.

      Aldercrest squinted at him, then stepped back several paces.

      Yanko stood close to Dak, trusting him to watch his back while he focused on his magic, and closed his eyes. Using his senses, he first examined the bodies for cuts or contusions, perhaps hidden ones, that would account for the men’s deaths. He assumed a doctor would have found such things, but he thought of the pirates and could easily imagine them showing up here and killing Turgonians caught out alone. That mage had alluded to a whole fleet of privateers, and it was possible they were also exploring the land.

      “Did you tell your people about the pirates?” Yanko murmured without opening his eyes.

      “No,” Dak said. “I will. The general hasn’t been open to chatting much. You think they could be responsible?”

      “It’s just a thought. Violence seems a more likely explanation than a disease.”

      “It’s one I’d prefer. I have answers to violence.”

      “Has anyone ever accused you of being a caveman, Dak?”

      “Tynlee, but she said it in a tender way while she rubbed my back.”

      “Ew. You’re supposed to keep such things to yourself.”

      “You did ask.”

      “Only because I thought you were too private and taciturn to share relationship details.”

      “I’ve been feeling ebullient of late.”

      “Really?” Yanko glanced at his face. “You look as gruff and grumpy as usual.”

      “My ebullience is internal.”

      “Hm.”

      Yanko closed his eyes again, aware of Aldercrest watching them with a frown.

      One of the bodies had numerous cuts on the torso, slicing down into the organs, and Yanko’s first thought was that they had killed the man, but he realized they must be a result of the autopsy Dak had mentioned. Had the doctor looked at the organs after death to see if any had been strangely damaged or enlarged? Yanko wouldn’t have any idea unless they were purple or polka-dotted or something glaringly obvious. He hoped nobody asked him to act as a true healer while he was here.

      The other body, the one found near the lake, hadn’t been examined, and there weren’t any cuts or contusions. No simple act of violence could have caused the death. He didn’t know how to tell from the blood if some poison had been applied. Reluctantly, he admitted this wasn’t enlightening him in the least.

      “Where were the bodies found?” Yanko asked.

      Dak translated: “The first one died in his cot. The second one was found this morning where you saw him.”

      “Near that lake,” Yanko said. “Had the first soldier visited the lake the day before? Would your people have taken a drink from it?”

      “Nobody would be that foolish,” Dak translated Aldercrest’s words. “It’s salt water and stagnant. We brought our own water.”

      The general waved toward one of several compact steam vehicles on the edge of the camp. A cylindrical tank was strapped to the back.

      Yanko wondered how they’d gotten the vehicles off their ships but only nodded. “Have others explored that lake?”

      “Nobody’s here for the slagging salt water,” Aldercrest said, “but numerous men have walked around the area, including the lake.”

      No, they were here for the ore.

      “And they’re fine?” Yanko asked.

      “So far.”

      “Is there any other place those two and only those two have been?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      The general gave Dak an exasperated look. His doctor had probably asked all the same questions.

      “Were these two ever in the tunnels in the mountains?” Yanko asked, trying to find the link.

      The general’s expression turned to a glower, and he snapped something that Dak didn’t translate. Dak only shrugged and shook his head. Maybe Yanko wasn’t supposed to have known about the mountains. But that geologist had brought ore into the tent, right before his eyes, so he would have known mining was going on, even if Dak hadn’t nudged him in that direction.

      “One was,” Dak finally said, “but the other has only been around the camp on guard duty and participating in the initial setup.”

      “Is anyone else sick?” Yanko asked.

      The general hesitated before shaking his head. Yanko checked his thoughts and glimpsed images of a lieutenant that had been coughing and complaining of a fever and sore throat that morning. The general’s aide.

      “Can I look around?” Yanko asked. “To see if anything strikes my senses as off? I’ve heard of Made artifacts that can cause disease and death, so we should rule out something like that.”

      Yanko kept reading Aldercrest’s thoughts, as much as he could. He sensed the man’s instinct to object to a Nurian mage roaming around, but he changed his mind at the mention of an artifact. Such a thing would be a simple explanation, one they could easily deal with, but if it took a mage to find it, he had better use that mage.

      The general flicked his fingers toward Dak and spoke several sentences.

      “You can look around. I’m to go with you. He’s holding me personally responsible for your actions.” Dak’s expression grew even more sour than usual. “We’ll have guards. We’re to stay out of the mountains. The men up there don’t know Nurians are around. They might shoot you on sight.”

      “Wonderful,” Lakeo muttered.

      “Do you have any ideas about what might be responsible now that you’ve looked at the bodies?” Dak asked, as the three of them headed away from the camp, the two armed soldiers trailing them.

      “No.”

      “So we’re just going to wander aimlessly around?” Lakeo asked. “And hope to stumble across inspiration?”

      “I thought I’d aim our wandering.” Yanko veered toward the lake since one of the soldiers had been found over there, and it didn’t sound like the general could say the second one had never been there.

      “Do you sense anything magical about?” Dak asked. “Like the artifact you mentioned?”

      “No, but there could be something that I haven’t sensed yet. Something that was planted here. I’m sure I’m not the only one who would prefer Turgonia not claim this continent.” Yanko wondered if they would have found more ships from other nations if they had continued to sail around the continent. Maybe they should have done that before stopping to snoop on the Turgonians.

      “If it is a disease or the plague,” Lakeo said, “do you have a way to keep us from getting infected?”

      “No.”

      “Your magical barrier wouldn’t work to keep out a virus?”

      “My shield isn’t like glass or wood. It’s semi-permeable, to allow air molecules to pass through, so I can keep breathing if I’m stuck inside it for an extended period.”

      “Are viruses as small as air?” Lakeo wrinkled her nose, looking confused by the conversation.

      “Yes. I could block something airborne with my shield, temporarily, but it’s likely too late. If there is a virus here, we’ve probably already been infected.”

      “Oh.”
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      Yanko knelt at the lake’s edge, his nostrils stinging from the stench of decay. He didn’t know if it emanated from the water or the organic material drying out on the banks, but it was stronger here.

      As Aldercrest had said, the water was stagnant, the pool forming when the land rose because it was in a deep, long depression. He couldn’t sense any fish swimming around, but a spiky pink vegetation grew at the bottom.

      “Is everything in there dead too?” Dak stood back from the bank, his arms folded over his chest.

      Lakeo was even farther back, pacing and casting uneasy glances toward the water. The two soldiers stood on the rise, their rifles loosely pointed in the group’s direction, but they seemed even less inclined to go near the stinky lake.

      “There aren’t any fish,” Yanko said, “but I sense some vegetation along the bottom.”

      The silty water wasn’t clear enough for them to see it.

      “Vegetation?” Dak asked.

      “Yes, it doesn’t seem that healthy though.” Yanko didn’t explain further, because he couldn’t find words to describe what he sensed. He didn’t recognize the species and had no idea what it looked like when healthy, but it seemed sickly. Or stressed? “Maybe because of the huge upheaval.”

      “There shouldn’t be vegetation there,” Dak said. “Unless it happened to be in the waters above when the continent rose. That’s what I’ve been assuming happened with all the dead organic matter around here.”

      “No, it’s rooted and growing out of the silt lying down there. Is it possible it’s getting more sunlight than before and that’s harmful to it?”

      “More sunlight?” Dak snorted and shook his head.

      Yanko gazed over his shoulder, not sure what had Dak puzzled but puzzled himself by the idea that sun could be harmful—didn’t all plants need sunlight to grow and exist?

      He’d always assumed that at least some sunlight reached the bottom of the ocean everywhere, but… His gaze drifted toward the mountain peaks, peaks that had recently been underwater. How tall were they? How far below the surface had the land Yanko was standing on been? Three thousand feet? Four?

      Dak must have guessed his thoughts for he explained further. “In the yeknar zone—and, sorry, I have no idea what the Nurian words are for these descriptors—which extends down to about one hundred meters, there’s substantial sunlight. And the majority of plant life and photosynthesis in the ocean takes place there. Under that, you have the keriknar zone, which is dimly lit and extends from one hundred meters to approximately one thousand meters, and there’s supposed to be some animal life down there but no plants.” Dak pointed toward the lake. “In the aroknar zone, below a thousand meters, no light reaches at all. There definitely shouldn’t be any plants down there.”

      Yanko stared at Dak, not because he didn’t believe him—what he said made sense—but mostly because he was surprised Dak had knowledge about this. He knew Dak was educated on all things related to war and engineering and math, but plants? Yanko had always felt that was his realm and that he ought to know more. Admittedly, he’d never farmed anything underwater.

      “I’m sorry I called you a caveman,” Yanko said.

      “You didn’t. You asked if anyone else had.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      “I only know those numbers because I got bored while chasing after your mother’s fleet in the Kyattese flugnugstica and read the operations manual. I have no idea how their scientists discovered that information, since the crush depth is three-fifty to four hundred meters for the latest Turgonian military flugnugstica. No human has been down to a thousand meters. Magic, I suppose.” Dak waved a hand as if to dismiss magic as a reputable source of information.

      Yanko smiled at the very Turgonian attitude of his smart, not-a-caveman friend.

      “That stuff was in the operations manual for a boat?” Lakeo asked, apparently close enough to hear the conversation.

      “Yes,” Dak said. “The Kyattese are a people incapable of simply creating operating instructions. They have to add all manner of scientific details to their technical manuals. In case you’re curious, according to the chapter on possible underwater obstacles, coral grows best in warm water, at depths down to three hundred feet, though most reef-building corals grow poorly below sixty to ninety feet. Further, they require salt water and are unlikely to be problematic near outlets of fresh water.” Dak’s mouth twisted wryly. “In the Turgonian operations manual under the heading for obstacles, there are five words. Sea bottom, coral, wrecks, ships. The whole entry takes up less than a line.”

      “And the Kyattese version is a chapter?”

      “A long chapter.”

      “Well, it’s impressive that you remember so much of it.”

      Dak grunted. “What’s impressive is that you apparently have a plant that was growing in the aroknar zone up until a few weeks ago. The Kyattese are going to want to explore this place, I promise you.”

      Yanko had liked it better when everyone thought the continent was an unappealing lump that nobody would want to explore.

      “Is it possible that Yanko’s weird plant could make people sick?” Lakeo called down.

      “I… haven’t heard of any sea vegetation that can make people sick, but…” Yanko shrugged helplessly at Dak, wondering if he had any thoughts. If this wasn’t supposed to grow down here, who knew what it was?

      Dak gripped his chin and gazed slowly around the lake. Examining the shoreline? It struck Yanko as unremarkable. There was no living vegetation visible along the water’s edge.

      “I know of a type of algae that grows in Turgonian lakes and tidal waters that’s full of natural toxins that can kill animals and people,” Dak said. “I believe it has to be ingested by drinking the water or eating animals or fish that lived in the water. I mostly know of it because there have been experiments done on the bacteria for…” He paused, bringing his gaze back to Yanko. “Research purposes.”

      Yanko grimaced. If Dak hadn’t added that last line, he wouldn’t have thought anything odd of his knowledge, not when he knew all about the depths at which coral grew. But the pause reminded him that Dak was a military intelligence officer, and Yanko had no problem imagining the Turgonians researching some natural toxin to see if it could be turned into a weapon. The idea of such a weapon, that would be delivered in food or water or who knew what other seemingly innocuous substance, was chilling.

      “I don’t think the stuff down there is an algae,” Yanko said, “but I can’t be sure it’s not related. It doesn’t have leaves or look like anything I’ve seen growing near beaches. It’s hard and tubular. Kind of spiky, like, uhm, remember Akstyr’s hair?”

      Dak’s brow furrowed.

      Yanko groped for a way to explain the plant better, but he’d only seen it with his senses, not his eyes. “I could bring some of it up.”

      “No,” Dak said sharply. “If it’s toxic to humans from under water, leave it where it is.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

      “How about we do our not-thinking farther away from that lake?” Lakeo called down.

      “A good idea.” Dak waved for Yanko to follow him back to the rise.

      Yanko didn’t want the soldiers to hear him thinking aloud, though, so he veered off to one side. He was happy enough to leave the area of the lake—what if that smell had been stronger because of the plant? And if the plant could make people sick, how much exposure would it take? And how much had he already gotten?

      “These algae you mentioned,” Yanko said quietly to Dak. “You say they have to be ingested to be poisonous?”

      “In their natural form, I believe so.”

      Yanko decided not to ask if the Turgonians were tinkering with an unnatural form.

      “You said you don’t think that’s algae down there. Which makes sense.” Dak gave him a sidelong look. “Anything that was growing that deep, that could survive in that environment, will be alien and unfamiliar to us. We have no idea what kind of waste it excretes. Or even what fuels its growth. It wouldn’t be relying on photosynthesis.”

      Yanko chewed on his lip as he turned to gaze back toward the lake.

      “We also don’t know if the plant does anything at all that affects humans,” Dak said. “We should keep looking around for other possible explanations of a sickness.”

      “And hope we don’t get sick in the meantime,” Lakeo said. “Is it too late for me to go back to the yacht? I suddenly feel the urge to surround myself with incense and candles.”

      Dak hesitated. “It might be best if none of us go back to the yacht for now.”

      Yanko frowned at him. “Because we might be infected by a disease?”

      Dak spread his hand. “It’s possible. If the plant is responsible, it’s unlikely we could pass the toxins along to each other the way we could a virus, but if it’s something else…” He shrugged. “Let’s keep looking.”

      As they headed toward the base of the mountains to make a large loop around the camp, Lakeo muttered a lot about how she would be studying at the beautiful disease-free Kyattese university now, if not for their exorbitant tuition fees.

      Yanko looked back, not at her but at the lake, wondering if he should kill that plant in case it was the culprit. Just to be safe. But the idea of annihilating something, even a plant, did not appeal to him. He also wondered if it might, in death, release even more of its toxic substance.

      He tugged at his topknot, wishing he knew more about sea life. More about everything.

      A shout up ahead made Yanko jump and remember the general’s admonition that he not explore the mountains. They hadn’t climbed far yet, and he’d only intended to circle the camp, but the soldiers might feel he’d gone too close.

      The two men who had been following them peered curiously toward the commotion. More shouts sounded, and Yanko sensed two soldiers running down a mountain slope toward the camp, their boots stirring up clouds of silt that were visible before they were.

      “They found another dead soldier,” Dak said grimly, picking words out of the shouts.

      Several men from the camp ran out to meet the pair. Aldercrest strode after them.

      “Up in the mountains?” Yanko looked back toward the lake, but it was no longer in sight.

      “In one of the mining tunnels about five hundred feet uphill.”

      “Any chance he strolled along the lakefront last night before heading up to work?” Yanko asked.

      “I doubt it,” Dak said.
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      Yanko sat at Lakeo’s side, back in the tent with the ore samples, watching as Dak stood with his arms folded across his chest and Aldercrest stalked back and forth in front of him, gesticulating with anger and frustration.

      From what Yanko could read of his thoughts, he didn’t think the general was angry at Dak, but more that Dak might be the recipient of the current rant because… Yanko wasn’t sure. It almost seemed like the general wanted help, but would he ask Dak? When he was suspicious of Dak for showing up out of nowhere with Nurians?

      The general stopped, stabbed a finger at Dak’s chest, then strode out, muttering imprecations. He barked a quick order at the two soldiers who’d been following Yanko’s group. The men looked at each other in surprise, then shrugged and followed their commander outside. That left Yanko, Lakeo, and Dak alone in the tent.

      Dak faced Yanko and gave him a very familiar exasperated expression.

      “What did I do this time?” Yanko touched his chest. He’d just been sitting there.

      “You told him you have training as a healer,” Dak said.

      “Does he want me to look at the new body?” Yanko had gathered from the few words Dak had translated earlier that the latest dead soldier was still up in a mine.

      “He wants you and me—” Dak prodded his own chest with his thumb, “—to solve his problem. You because you’re a healer and clearly have vast knowledge of diseases.” His expression turned scathing. “And me because I am my uncle’s nephew and must, therefore, be a genius.”

      “Ah.”

      Yanko had a feeling the latter was the cause for Dak’s exasperation, since he’d admitted to not being able to live up to President Rias Starcrest’s brilliance before. And disappointing people because of it.

      But Yanko reluctantly admitted that he hadn’t helped anything by claiming to be a healer. A real healer would have more insight into this. His only hope was that the problem would have something to do with the land and that his experience with earth magic would assist him. Somehow.

      “Am I supposed to do anything?” Lakeo asked.

      “No,” Dak said. “He doesn’t remember your name or know what you’re good at.”

      “Normally, I’d be insulted, but I don’t think I want any responsibility here.”

      “You’re not the only one,” Dak growled.

      “What’s at stake if we fail?” Yanko asked. “Will he hold us responsible?”

      “Death, most likely.”

      Yanko raised his eyebrows. “By firing squad death or…?”

      “Aldercrest didn’t answer you honestly this morning. There are people sick in camp with symptoms of fever and respiratory distress. Which apparently at least one of the dead soldiers displayed before pitching over from something more acute.”

      “So we might eventually die from the disease or toxins if we stay here,” Yanko said.

      Lakeo elbowed him. “Time for you to raise a barrier against rifle fire and protect us until we can get back to the yacht.”

      “We’re not going back to the yacht,” Dak said, “until we know this is something we can’t spread to others. Aldercrest has given the same order to his men. Nobody goes back to their ships now.”

      Lakeo scowled.

      “But isn’t it too late for that?” Yanko asked. “I saw people walking out here as recently as yesterday evening, and didn’t you say he sent a messenger to talk to Ravencrest about us?”

      “Maybe with orders to yell the message from shore.” Dak shrugged. “But he just told me that nobody else from this point forward will go back to the ships. He’s got a team out looking for Jhali, more because he doesn’t want her going to the bay than because he’s worried about a mage hunter. Right now, he’s far more worried about his people dying.”

      “I’ll try to warn her,” Yanko said. “To either join us or not go back to the yacht.”

      “Can you do that? With telepathy?” Dak waved at his head.

      “I’ve spoken to her before when we’ve been close. She can block me if she wants but can apparently let me through too.” Yanko tilted his head. “I’ve tried to communicate telepathically with you before. Did you ever hear me?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe your skull is thicker than hers.”

      “That’s a given, isn’t it?” Lakeo asked.

      “Caveman-like.” Dak smiled without humor. “Can you reach Tynlee from here? I know it’s a ways.”

      “You want me to ask her to come out? Having a real healer could be very helpful. I know it’s not as much her specialty as mind manipulation, but she—”

      “No,” Dak said. “I mean, yes, if you can communicate with her from here and get her advice, it would be helpful, but don’t ask her to come out here. In fact, if you could forbid her from leaving the yacht, that would be ideal.”

      “I don’t think I can forbid her from doing anything. I seem to recall you also had trouble forbidding her.”

      “Just… let her know that people are dying and that it could happen to anyone who comes out here.”

      “All right. I’ll try to reach her.”

      Yanko paused before attempting to send a telepathic message farther than he ever had and considered if getting Tynlee involved was a good idea. She might insist on coming out here and putting herself at risk.

      What if Yanko disobeyed the general and simply took his team and left? And let the soldiers deal with their problem by themselves? It was a callous thought, but maybe the Turgonians would leave this land alone forever if their entire research team died from some horrible disease.

      But it might be too late for Yanko and his friends. If they were already infected, they had the same problem that the Turgonians had.

      Besides, even if they weren’t infected, could he truly walk away and leave people to die? That would be the kind of thing his mother would do, and she was the last person he wanted to turn into.

      He would rather help the Turgonians and have them think kindly of Nurians. Maybe it would later prove useful if they entered into negotiations over this continent.

      If only he knew how to help the Turgonians.

      “Problem?” Dak asked.

      Maybe he’d noticed Yanko didn’t wear the glazed expression he often did when speaking telepathically to someone.

      Yanko sighed. “No more than usual.”

      “That bad, eh?”

      Yanko couldn’t manage a laugh.
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      “I’m going to assume that I’m now allowed to go into the mountains,” Yanko said, as he, Lakeo, and Dak left the tent without opposition.

      Yanko had managed to get in touch with Tynlee and summarize events for her. She’d said she had medical books in the yacht’s library, and might also have a text on marine vegetation, and she was interested in coming out to help. He’d done his best to forbid her from leaving the yacht while requesting she check the books for pertinent information. He doubted he had succeeded with the forbidding—her response to that had been to tartly inform him that she did as she wished, young man—but he thought she would at least read the books before coming out.

      “Not alone, I’m sure.” Dak veered toward the dormant steam vehicles at the edge of the camp instead of heading straight into the mountains.

      Two soldiers, a different pair from the morning, followed them. Yanko didn’t see Aldercrest anywhere. He heard someone coughing as they passed a tent, and a chill went through him at the thought of this disease spreading. What if it was the plague? How long would it take until he felt the effects?

      “Do you know how long this research team has been here?” Yanko asked Dak.

      “About a week.”

      “Long enough to find some valuable ore,” Lakeo said wistfully. She had eyed that trunk intently when the geologist opened it. “I wonder if there’s any gold up there.”

      “I’d worry more about surviving the next week than funding your purse right now.” Dak stopped in front of the water tank Aldercrest had pointed out earlier. “Yanko, do you have any way to tell if the water in here might be contaminated? They’re all sharing it, and I’d like to rule out things like that before assuming we’re dealing with…” He spread his hand, trailing off.

      It wasn’t like Dak to mince words. Yanko suspected he was more worried than he let on. Maybe Yanko should be more worried. He didn’t feel any sickness or respiratory distress yet, and it sounded like they would have a few days before they had to worry about that. Maybe he was being naive—again—but he believed they could find a solution by then.

      “Toxic killer plants?” Lakeo suggested.

      “I doubt the plants are a possibility if people are dying in the mountains without any contact with that lake,” Dak said.

      “Oh,” she said, thoughts of plague perhaps sinking in.

      “I’m not sure if I could detect a poison.” Yanko rested a hand on the cool steel tank. “But I’ll check.”

      “Good. I told the general about the pirates, and he’s going to send some scouts farther afield to see if there’s evidence that anyone else has been in the area.” Dak shook his head. “Had I known about all this, I would have had Tynlee’s captain turn around to fetch a couple of those shark-hounded pirates out of the water for questioning.”

      “Can sharks hound people?” Lakeo asked. “Wouldn’t they be sharking people?”

      Dak ignored her, focusing instead on the tank.

      Yanko closed his eyes and examined the water inside at the molecular level, as he would if he were going to splice the hydrogen off to combust for a fireball. Was there anything inside that shouldn’t be there? It was painstakingly slow to sweep his senses through the water and try to spot anomalies at the microscopic level, but he didn’t want to say everything was fine only to learn later that this had been the problem.

      Someone asked a suspicious question in Turgonian. Dak barked back a terse answer. It must have satisfied the speaker, because nobody came over to drag Yanko away from the tank.

      “I don’t see anything.” Yanko lowered his hand and wiped sweat from his brow, the fine mental work as exhausting as running sprints.

      Dak sighed. “I keep hoping this will turn out to be something simple. Let’s head up into the mountains.”

      Yanko? Tynlee spoke into his mind, her voice softer and more distant than usual.

      Yes?

      I’m reading this book on marine vegetation and may have an answer to your plants that were growing in the aphotic zone.

      Oh? Yanko assumed aphotic was the Nurian word for the third zone Dak had given him earlier.

      The Kyattese believe life may be able to grow around thermal vents on the ocean floor, using heat as energy in the way surface plants use sunlight.

      Interesting. And it was, but Yanko didn’t know how that helped with their problem unless— Are any examples of plants listed in there? And their traits?

      Such as if they were toxic.

      Yanko knew the death of a man in the mountains suggested the lake wasn’t the source of their problems, but it was the only scenario that he knew how to research. If it was the plague, it would take a team of medical experts to study it and find a cure, if that was possible. He knew science had progressed a great deal in the seven hundred years since the Kyattese had fled their diseased continent, but had it progressed enough to conquer that?

      No, Tynlee replied after a pause. They’re only hypothetical for us at this point. Nobody has been able to go down deep enough, even in an underwater boat, to examine possible life thousands of feet below the surface. The book says the scientists interviewed were hypothesizing based on life found hunkered around deep sea vents in areas they have been able to reach with underwater boats. But those areas were also affected by sunlight.

      All right. Thank you for looking. Oh, can you see if there’s anything in there about Turgonian algae that has toxins in it that will kill animals and humans? Dak knew a little, but I’m not sure he told me everything he knows. I’m curious about how that works and also if any other sea plants are known to hold such toxins.

      I wouldn’t have guessed Dak would know anything about such subjects. He’s quite remarkable, isn’t he?

      Yanko decided not to mention the boredom-reading of the technical manual. He is.

      I’ll check on the algae. And Yanko?

      Yes?

      I’ve skimmed the medical books, and I have some knowledge in that area myself. If I could come out and examine the bodies, it may be useful. I’m not delusional enough to believe I could create a cure to a plague, but I could tell if a virus or a poison had been responsible.

      Er, as I said before, Dak wants me to encourage you to stay on the yacht.

      He didn’t use the word forbid again, did he? Tynlee asked, her tartness coming through the telepathic link.

      He may have used it, but I gathered he was skeptical it would be well-received.

      That’s correct. Maybe he’s learning.

      Does that mean you’re coming out? Yanko scratched his cheek, wondering what General Aldercrest would think about another suspicious Nurian showing up.

      I am contemplating it, Tynlee replied. I admit, I’m loath to fling myself into an infectious situation just for the adventure, and Dak is right that someone should stay out of the area to go get help—a medical team—if needed, but I should hate to leave you two alone to deal with something that is, quite frankly, over your heads.

      Yanko couldn’t object to that, not when he had no idea how to look at a dead body and determine whether a virus or a poison had been responsible.

      The pirates didn’t show any sign of being sick, did they? Tynlee asked.

      The ones we fought? Not that I noticed. They were vigorously shooting at us.

      They seemed certain that they and their peers wanted the land. One would think they’d have gone ashore and explored at some point. They must not have gotten sick.

      It’s possible that whatever this is only affects this area around the mountains, Yanko said. It’s also possible the pirates were infected but weren’t showing symptoms yet.

      Hm. Tynlee did the mental equivalent of drumming her fingers and then said, Yes, I will come. First, I will go speak with the Turgonians in the bay. I believe some of those research ships have laboratories that may have useful equipment.

      You’re going to sail over and talk to them? I’ve met the leader, Fleet Admiral Ravencrest. He finds Dak suspicious and had him in the brig for several days.

      Of course he did, she replied, not as put off as Yanko expected by the news. Dak is running around with Nurians.

      Yes, and you’re a Nurian. Won’t he consider that worse?

      Of course not. I’m a Nurian diplomat stationed in Turgonia. I know exactly what to say to Turgonian military officers to convince them to cooperate with me. All of them except for Dak. He always was stubborn.

      Ravencrest was susceptible to mind manipulation, Yanko advised, though she would likely find that out for herself.

      You used magic on him?

      Not me. Sun Dragon was clearly controlling him though.

      Why didn’t you break the control?

      I don’t know how to do that. My studies, uhm. Yanko thought of how he’d paged through Senshoth’s book. They’re not that advanced.

      I must give you some lessons before we part ways.

      Yes, Honored Consul.

      Tell Dak I look forward to working with him on solving this problem. If we’re successful in helping the Turgonians, well, it never hurts to have the opposite side owing you a favor when you enter into negotiations.

      That thought occurred to me, Yanko said.

      Did it? There may be hope for you yet, to be something other than a brute-force mage.

      Yanko might have replied, but he noticed Dak was leaning one hand against the water tank, waiting.

      “Are you done?” Dak asked.

      Yanko’s eyes must have grown less glassy. “Yes.”

      “How did your discussion with Tynlee go?”

      “How did you know I was talking to her instead of Jhali?” Yanko stalled because he dreaded telling Dak that Tynlee intended to come out here.

      “Because your conversation lasted ten minutes. You couldn’t add up all the things Jhali has ever said to you and get ten minutes’ worth of material.”

      “That’s not true. We had a long chat at the shrine in Yellow Delta.”

      “Long?”

      “It was at least three minutes.”

      Dak lowered his hand. “She’s coming out here, isn’t she?”

      “Tynlee? Yes.” Yanko supposed his stalling had been transparent. “She has some medical textbooks,” he hurried to say as Dak’s face darkened, “and is going to try to get some medical equipment from the Turgonian ships.”

      That only made his face darken faster. “Damn it, Yanko.”

      “Sorry, I did tell her you forbade it. She was unimpressed.”

      “I need to—” Dak scowled, took a step in the direction of the bay, and stopped, maybe remembering that they had been ordered not to risk infecting the people on the ships.

      “She wants to examine the bodies,” Yanko said. “She has more medical experience than I do and thought she could tell more.”

      “That wouldn’t take much. You didn’t even look at them.”

      “I looked with my mind.”

      “Damn it, Yanko,” Dak repeated.

      “Do you want to stay here to greet her? See if she needs help with the Turgonians?”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to send you into possible danger without a bodyguard.”

      Lakeo cleared her throat—she was leaning against a nearby vehicle. “I’m still here.”

      “You’re not armed,” Dak said.

      “I can punch and kick anyone that tries to get in the way of his magely things.”

      Dak shook his head.

      “I’ll tell Jhali I need her,” Yanko said. “She’s still armed.”

      Dak looked toward the bay, then to Yanko, and then up to the mountain, clearly torn.

      “Your genius will probably be more useful down here,” Yanko added. “I bet you and Tynlee will make a good team. I can bring you back a detailed report of what I find up there.”

      “My genius.” Dak grunted.

      “The general isn’t wrong about it.” Yanko smiled, trying to be encouraging.

      Dak was smart. If he’d had a different name, one he didn’t share with a legendary military strategist, Yanko was sure his superiors would have learned to appreciate him a great deal.

      “All right, Yanko,” Dak said. “Go up there with Lakeo and Jhali, if you can get her. I’ll work with Tynlee down here. Be careful.”
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      Yanko searched the surrounding area with his senses as he and Lakeo headed up the mountain with the two soldiers trailing behind them. Dak was heading back toward the bay to meet Tynlee partway. Yanko hoped this trip would result in useful information that would help them figure out some answers, but first, he hoped he could find…

      There she was.

      Jhali crouched atop a ridge, grime-covered boulders on either side of her and the terrain almost hiding her from view. From the elevated position, she watched Yanko’s group. Protectively? If so, that touched him.

      I need your help, please, he spoke into her mind, hoping he could get through. She was closer than Tynlee had been, but Tynlee was extremely receptive to mental contact whereas Jhali’s skull was almost as thick as Dak’s.

      It’s disconcerting how easily you find me, she replied.

      Sorry, but you’ve found me too.

      You never disappeared. I’ve been watching to make sure they didn’t drag you off for torture. It was difficult to tell when they stuck you in the tent, but I didn’t hear any screams.

      No, the Turgonians are distracted. They’re not up to their usual standards for interrogations right now. Yanko waved at the path ahead. I’m going up to investigate a dead body in a tunnel. Will you come watch my back in case I need to use my power? They took Lakeo’s weapons.

      I will come. Do you wish me to deal with the guards following you?

      Does deal with mean kill?

      It need not. Are you being diplomatic?

      Well, I’m not throwing fireballs around. It’s probably better if we have a couple of Turgonians with us when we walk into their mining camp.

      Ah, you know they are mining up there? Jhali moved away from the boulders, slipping down the back side of the ridge to head down toward them. I was going to inform you. I have been scouting.

      I sensed their people up there when we first walked in, and we saw a geologist with some freshly mined ore.

      It is difficult to act as a scout for someone who can wiggle his fingers and see with his mind what it takes me hours to see with my eyes.

      I’m sorry, Yanko said. I didn’t realize you were scouting. I thought you just objected to the Turgonians taking your weapons.

      I did. It seemed a good reason to go scout.

      Yes. We’ve been talking for ten minutes, haven’t we, Jhali?

      She paused. I wasn’t timing it.

      At least five, I should think.

      Yes. The connotation that she thought he was odd came through with the word.

      Yanko smiled and decided he wouldn’t let Dak know that Jhali was chattier in private conversations with him. This was, after all, a new development. I appreciate that you watched out for me and are out here scouting. This isn’t really your mission.

      I no longer have anyone to send me on missions, she thought glumly.

      I know. He was sorry he’d brought it up, though not sorry he’d thanked her. What will you do when we return to the mainland and the issue of Great Chief is—I hope—settled?

      I don’t know yet.

      I’ve promised to help Lakeo find a way to pay for tuition at the Kyattese university, if I end up in a position to do so. I know you wouldn’t want to study magic, but if you’re interested in switching careers and studying a new field… Well, I’m sure you could find a way on your own, but if I end up with the resources to help, I will.

      Jhali didn’t answer as she continued to pick her way across the terrain toward them.

      The soldiers spotted her, blurted startled oaths, and shifted their weapons toward her. Yanko used his power to jerk the rifles upward, so that if they fired, the bullets would go toward the sky. They didn’t fire. They gaped, first at her and then at him. And then they shared we’re-in-big-trouble looks with each other.

      “This is Jhali,” Yanko said, since these two soldiers hadn’t been with them earlier. “She’s… my bodyguard.”

      He glanced at her to see if she objected to the label. She crouched, throwing stars in hand, and glared at the soldiers. He knew she could have come up behind them without them seeing her and was glad he’d caught them before they’d fired.

      “Yes,” Jhali said.

      “They can’t understand you,” Lakeo said.

      “The general said you were a healer,” one soldier said in heavily accented Nurian. He scowled as he tried to tug his rifle back into a ready position.

      “Or maybe they can,” Lakeo said.

      Yanko wasn’t surprised the general would have chosen someone who could understand them to guard them.

      “I’m a few things.” Yanko tried to telepathically impart the idea that the soldiers should forget about Jhali—and that he could do things that healers often couldn’t. “Why don’t you two lead? I don’t know exactly where the camp is.”

      He tilted his head toward the rocky slope they were climbing. Though he could have found the camp easily enough, he would prefer that those two with their weapons go first, and now that they were out of sight of the main camp, he used a hint of mind manipulation to make them more interested in complying. He also released his hold on their rifles, thinking that would make them more amenable to cooperation.

      “Mage,” one of them muttered darkly in Turgonian.

      Yanko knew that word.

      “The general said he could help,” the other said in Nurian as he took the lead.

      Neither man looked at Jhali again. Jhali watched them from her ready crouch, her weapons still in hand, as if she expected them to object far more to her presence.

      Lakeo’s brow furrowed. “Are you getting better at manipulating people’s brains, Yanko?” she asked quietly. “Or are you just more charming this month than you were last?”

      “I’m the same degree of charming as I always was.”

      “So, brain manipulation, it is.”

      “Yes.” Yanko started after the soldiers, figuring his suggestions would only work if they followed them.

      Jhali finally accepted that they weren’t going to attack her, and she sheathed her throwing stars and jogged to catch up with Yanko and Lakeo, pointedly walking on the opposite side of him from Lakeo.

      “It doesn’t smell as bad up here,” Lakeo said, “but it’s still ugly.”

      She waved toward brown-and-gray bumpy growths protruding from the ground to either side of the silty path they followed. Yanko would have guessed they were the remains of some kind of coral, but he recalled Dak’s lecture on how far down coral grew—and didn’t. Whatever the bumps were, the landscape was definitely strange and alien.

      At least, as Lakeo had pointed out, more of the sea breeze reached their noses up here, sweeping away the odor of decay. His nose and stomach were pleased.

      Jhali touched Yanko’s sleeve. Can you still hear me?

      Yes. I can monitor you whenever you alert me to do so.

      Not all the time?

      I assume you wouldn’t want that, but regardless, it takes effort to listen to someone’s thoughts, so I wouldn’t do it without reason.

      She nodded, and he thought she looked pleased. Which would make sense. Who wanted a mage snooping in their mind around the clock?

      I appreciate your offer, but I would not be comfortable accepting monetary assistance. I also have no desire to go to the same school as Lakeo.

      You could study in Nuria.

      I have had so much training in my life that I am not eager to endure more right now. I know so much about combat, that I could teach, rather than being a pupil.

      Ah. It was just a thought. I would think schoolwork more interesting than practicing how to perforate people with throwing knives.

      You would? We’re very different people, Yanko.

      He smiled at her. I’m positive that’s true.

      Lakeo scowled over at him, catching the smile, and Yanko affixed his face in a neutral expression. He was debating whether he should take her aside and have a frank chat with her about Jhali when a guard called out to the soldiers leading the way. They had reached the camp.

      Four tents were grouped on a flat area between looming ridges, one with a twisting canyon cutting through it. The plinks of a pickaxe drifted out of the canyon.

      The tents were smaller than the large ones in the camp below but big enough to house about a dozen men. Yanko glimpsed blankets through an open flap. At the back of another tent, a simple kitchen was set up, with jugs of water and crates of food. That suggested the men had no reason to tramp up and down every day, so they likely weren’t often in contact with that lake. Yanko reluctantly let go of the idea that those plants were the reason for the problem.

      Not just a problem, he reminded himself. Whatever was responsible had killed people, and he and his friends might be next. His heart was heavy at the thought that this continent he’d fought so hard to find might be a deathtrap.

      While the soldiers conversed with each other, pointing at him often, Yanko looked around for the body that was up here. Would they have brought it into one of the tents?

      “You forgot your translator, Yanko,” Lakeo said as the soldiers spoke, nobody bothering to explain things to him.

      Yanko caught the gist from their surface thoughts and gestures. The men working up here hadn’t yet heard about Yanko’s group and were flummoxed that Nurians had been brought in to investigate. One of them finally threw his hands up and waved for Yanko to follow him.

      “Our new guide seems happy to lead us around,” Lakeo muttered as they trailed the man into the canyon.

      The Nurian-speaking soldier also followed, though his buddy stayed behind, eyeing the silty rock walls all around them with unease. As accustomed to war and dying as the Turgonians were, they all seemed nervous about succumbing to some mysterious illness out here. Who wouldn’t be?

      Yanko, Lakeo, and Jhali passed numerous holes—caves?—drilled into the walls of the canyon. Here and there, he spotted boxes of blasting sticks. The Turgonians weren’t limiting themselves to pickaxes. He didn’t see any of the large mining machinery that Dak had mentioned, but maybe they would wait until they had claimed the continent for themselves to presume to bring that in.

      Not that they would claim the continent. Yanko firmed his jaw. Nothing that had happened had yet convinced him that he wanted to relinquish it without a fight.

      They reached a cave that wasn’t like the others, and he stopped to stare. It was much larger, letting in copious sunlight that shone over dead vegetation carpeting the bottom, but the main difference was in the rounded edges of the opening. The rock had been worn smooth by years—centuries—in the water.

      “A natural cave?” Yanko asked his guide.

      The Nurian-speaking soldier translated. “This one was here when we came. We thought it was natural, but when we explored deeper, there were signs that it was dug out by man long ago.”

      Their guide trotted to the side and returned with what Yanko first thought was a gray rock. The man handed it to him, and Yanko grunted at the heft. It was somewhat pointy at the ends, and he realized it was metal with mineral deposits coating it.

      “A pickaxe head,” the soldier translated. “There was another one that our people scraped the gunk off. It was made of bronze. Our people found it promising that the Kyattese were already mining here. We figured it meant there were some good veins. We came in and…” He frowned at Yanko, seeming to remember he was speaking to a Nurian rather than one of his colleagues. He shrugged and finished with, “This is an old Kyattese tunnel. It’s where we found Lieutenant Horf this morning.”

      “An officer?” For some reason, Yanko had imagined eighteen-year-old grunts were the ones who were wandering off and getting themselves killed. Not that a disease would care if one were educated or not.

      “Yes, engineering unit.”

      “The body is still inside?” Yanko asked. “Show me?”

      The guide hesitated, but at a word from the translator and a gesture in the direction of the base camp, maybe to indicate the general, he sighed and headed inside. Yanko could tell he had no interest in ever going back in there, not with people dying.

      “I might stay out here and admire the scenery,” Lakeo said. “Unless you think you’ll be attacked by vile tunnel monsters and need a bodyguard.”

      “No.” Yanko waved in agreement she could stay outside.

      She might be the only one of them who would avoid getting infected, since she’d been smart enough not to get too close to any of the bodies or the lake.

      “I will go with you,” Jhali said.

      “Good.” Lakeo patted her shoulder. “Have fun in there. Breathe the air very deeply.”

      Jhali glared at the hand and stepped out of reach. Without a word, she headed into the passage after the soldier.

      Yanko hurried to walk at her side. The tunnel was wide enough for it, the ground lumpy but relatively level.

      “That woman vexes me,” Jhali stated.

      “I’ve noticed.” Yanko wondered if he should apologize for Lakeo’s gruffness, but could he truly blame her for holding a grudge? He was positive Lakeo also found Jhali vexing. “Maybe someday, she’ll get past the somewhat fraught circumstances of our first meetings.”

      “Somewhat fraught? White Fox, you have a perennially optimistic way of looking at life.”

      “Yanko, please.” He’d thought they had transitioned to using first names sometime before she’d kissed him, but she seemed to like calling him by his last name. He might have thought it was a way to create distance between them, but she smiled slightly—fondly?—at him. Maybe she liked his optimism. Or found it cute. Though he would prefer to be alluringly handsome over cute.

      “Yanko.” She touched his arm.

      He checked to see if that meant she was forming words in her mind and wanted to communicate without their guide overhearing. The soldier stopped at a small crate to grab a lantern and light it.

      You can hear me? Jhali asked silently.

      Yes.

      It is not only that we were enemies. You know this, right? She has feelings for you.

      Yanko shook his head as the soldier continued on. Dak had thought that once, too, but Lakeo was always punching him and teasing him. Only among eight-year-olds would that be considered a sign of affection.

      I don’t think that’s true, he told her. We’ve known each other a while, and we’re friends, but that’s all. She’s protective and—

      That is not all. How odd that a telepathic mage would not know this.

      Yanko wanted to say that it was because he was a telepathic mage that he knew Lakeo did not have feelings for him, not romantic feelings. But he hadn’t poked around in her mind that often.

      I don’t invade my friends’ privacy by trying to read their thoughts.

      No? She arched her eyebrows. You continue to be different from the other mages I’ve met. Sun Dragon read the thoughts of all those around him. So he wouldn’t be taken by surprise, he said, but I saw that he liked that it made people afraid of him.

      Well, I’m glad not to be like him. Yanko didn’t think he was truly that unique among mages, other than his interest in earth magic over fire magic, but he admitted liking that Jhali thought so. That fond smile was so much more appealing than the stony glares she had given him for so long.

      He had to remind himself that they were investigating deaths and that this wasn’t the time to think of how a kiss might go if he were more prepared for it, if he were to lean in and be the one to instigate pressing his lips to—

      He tripped over the uneven ground and flailed, barely managing to remain upright.

      The soldier looked back, pointed at the ground, and offered what sounded like a warning to watch his step.

      “Yes, thank you,” Yanko said, avoiding Jhali’s gaze, though he could see her eyes twinkling in his peripheral vision.

      He told himself there was no way she could have known what he was thinking. The tunnel grew narrower ahead, such that they would have to continue in single-file, but she stepped close first and patted him on the butt. He managed not to gawk and trip again. Barely.

      Wordlessly, she stepped back, letting him follow after the soldier while she guarded them from behind. Guarded him.

      Was he truly the reason she was sticking around? That she was down here, an ocean away from Nuria, risking exposure to some horrible disease? She’d said there was nowhere left for her after her sect had been destroyed, but surely, there were places more appealing than this.

      The idea that a woman might have feelings for him flummoxed him. Falcon got the girls. That was how it had always been. True, his mother had said he was handsome and he would attract women one day, but mothers had to say that, didn’t they? Admittedly, Pey Lu wasn’t a typical mother.

      After Yanko almost tripped again, he forced his attention to the matter at hand, not speculation on his attributes and whether Jhali might be looking at his butt as they walked.

      Realizing that part of the problem was the poor lighting, he conjured a yellow illumination globe to float along with them. He thought about sending it past the soldier’s shoulder and farther into the tunnel ahead, but the man jumped and eyed it with alarm when he noticed it.

      They came to a more open area with a couple of shafts branching off from the main one. Something on the wall gleamed with the reflection of Yanko’s light. Ore?

      Piles of debris had been scraped off the walls and lay on the ground under it. The work of the Turgonians, removing centuries of accumulation to find their gold or silver or iron, whatever they sought.

      The farther they moved from the entrance, the less dead vegetation coated the tunnel floor. The kelp and seaweed that had settled into the canyon when the water disappeared hadn’t made it into the cave. But there was all manner of silt on the ground, where Turgonian footprints hadn’t yet cleared a path, and gunk on the walls that Yanko couldn’t name. They should have brought some of those Kyattese scientists along.

      “There.” The soldier pointed into one of the offshoot tunnels.

      Yanko’s light showed a dark lump on the ground—the dead soldier.

      Swallowing, he headed in that direction. The translator had stayed outside with Lakeo, so Yanko couldn’t ask for details on what the man had been doing here and if he’d disappeared the day before or early that morning.

      He swept over the body with his senses, verifying that the lieutenant was indeed dead, then looked for cuts or contusions, as he had with the first two bodies. Nothing. Ore bulged from the man’s pockets—gold, it looked like—but Yanko couldn’t imagine it was the source of any deadly contamination. He’d heard of poisonous gases in caves that could accumulate and kill miners, but whatever had gotten to the lieutenant ought to have been the same thing that had affected the two men in the base camp. Later, Yanko would ask the general if those two men had spent time in the mines. He should have asked that earlier.

      Yanko examined the dead man’s organs, the best he knew how. Someone had mentioned respiratory distress among the symptoms. Had the lieutenant’s lungs been damaged or severely inflamed? He couldn’t tell.

      Feeling like a bumbling idiot, Yanko used his senses to examine his own lungs and tried to compare. He shook his head, not detecting a noticeable difference. The man’s liver seemed a little different. Not larger exactly, but… off. It was hard to tell if it was simply because he was dead or if it had to do with what killed him.

      Behind Yanko, the guide muttered to himself, shaking his head and wrinkling his nose and looking with longing toward the exit. Jhali stood silently behind Yanko, her hand on the hilt of her dagger as she gazed past him and into the darkness, as if she suspected some animal or monster had been responsible for the man’s death, and that they might face it at any moment.

      Yanko appreciated her alertness since he was wrapped up in the mystery and not paying attention.

      “I’m going to go a little farther that way.” Yanko pointed past the lieutenant, in the direction he looked to have come from before he fell.

      The Turgonian clasped a fist over his head and drew it down to his groin, then shook his head again. Yanko thought it was a superstitious gesture from their culture, one for invoking the protection of one’s dead ancestors. He’d never seen Dak make it, but Dak was as superstitious as a rock.

      “You can stay here if you like,” Yanko told Jhali.

      Though he appreciated her watching his back, he hated the idea of exposing her to a danger she couldn’t fight with her dagger. And one he also couldn’t fight with his magic.

      “I will come with you,” she said.

      He nodded, selfishly admitting to being glad for company, even if he knew he should have tried harder to send her away. It was possible there were threats far back in the caves, but he doubted they were animal or monster.

      With his light guiding them, they traveled deeper, the passage narrow but wide enough to walk side by side without ducking. Now and then, gold glinted from the walls, where a patch of gunk had been chiseled or rubbed away.

      Yanko wondered if the lieutenant had intended to share his stash with his superiors or keep some squirreled away for himself. What he’d had in his pockets would have been enough to pay for Lakeo’s tuition at the Kyattese Polytechnic, enough for all five years, he wagered. If she’d known that, she might have risked deadly air to come in and snatch some. He supposed the gold was anyone’s to claim at this point. Unfortunately, he knew that as soon as the word got out that it was here, people would flock to the continent from all over the world. His odds of keeping this for Nuria diminished with each passing—

      “The smell grows headier again,” Jhali observed.

      Yanko paused and sniffed. It had been gradual, so he hadn’t noticed it, but she was right.

      “Why would that be?” he mused. “We’ve seen less and less dead vegetation as we’ve moved away from the entrance. And if the deposits on the rock smelled that strong, we would have noticed it all along.”

      “It is the same smell that hung around the lake.”

      Yanko looked sharply at her. “Are you sure? The entire continent has smelled of dead matter. Kind of a big blend smooshed together, so you can’t identify anything except general decay.”

      “This is different. It is the same as the lake.”

      He frowned at her, not because he didn’t believe her but because it didn’t make sense.

      She lifted her chin—or maybe her nose. “I have excellent olfactory senses. All of my senses are highly trained. There were numerous exercises in my youth. A mage hunter must be able to more than compensate for not having magical acuity.”

      “I believe you. I’m just puzzled.”

      “About how my superior nose spends so much time around you when you bathe so infrequently?”

      He stared at her. “Was that a joke?”

      She did seem to be smiling slightly. The shadows made it hard to tell.

      “An attempt. I’m not very good at jokes. They were not encouraged in my youth.”

      He gazed sadly at her, imagining a childhood full of long days of training, during which joking and playing were not allowed. He’d occasionally lamented that his father hadn’t paid much attention to him when he’d been a boy, other than to insist that he study for the occasional mage tutors who could be lured to the mountains to teach him, but he’d had the freedom to play with his brother and cousins and the neighbor children. They had roamed the trails around his valley, enjoying exploring under the sun and rain and snow.

      “You did not like it,” Jhali said. “It is difficult for me sometimes to grasp the difference between playful teasing that someone will enjoy and mean-spirited teasing that will hurt feelings. Admittedly, it is simpler not to attempt jokes.”

      “No.” He rested a hand on her arm, not wanting to be the reason she locked up her urges for humor. “It was good. It surprised me because you’ve made so few jokes.”

      “Ah.”

      “And as for the rest, my Great Uncle Lao Zun…” Yanko paused, feeling a pang of upset as he remembered Falcon’s words that their great uncle had died in that prison camp, that Yanko hadn’t gotten to say goodbye… Aware of Jhali watching him curiously, Yanko swallowed and did his best to put away the sorrow for now. “My great uncle once told me that a joke that ridicules a man’s insecurities will strike to the heart and not be appreciated. A joke that ridicules something he’s not sensitive about or that’s temporary is less likely to cause offense. But the best jokes don’t ridicule another person at all.”

      “So teasing your stench would fall into the middle category.”

      “Let’s hope it’s temporary. I used to have more opportunities for bathing when I lived beside a lake.” He smiled, but it didn’t last. He turned to face back down the dark tunnel. “Speaking of lakes…”

      “Yes.”

      As they headed deeper into the mountain, their tunnel sloped downward. Cracks and fissures appeared in the walls and ceiling, making him wonder how stable the area was after the huge upheaval from a few weeks prior. He hoped the Turgonians didn’t decide to toss blasting sticks into neighboring tunnels while he and Jhali were down here.

      “I hear water dripping,” Jhali said.

      Yanko nodded. “I do too. Even though my senses are only average.”

      Jhali grunted. Agreement?

      The trickling grew more pronounced as they progressed. So did the smell.

      “I’m going to create an airtight barrier around us,” he said. “Just in case it helps.”

      “You believe we’re endangering ourselves by going farther?”

      Yes, he thought, certain now that there was a link between the lake by the camp and whatever water they were heading to up here.

      He was about to say they should stop, that he would use his senses to examine the area ahead further, but his floating light slipped out into a cavern, and water glinted. The yellow globe sailed past a pile of recently chiseled rock and out over a large pool. Here and there, bubbles rose to the surface. Gas? A poisonous gas?

      Yanko tightened all the tiny junctions of his barrier.

      “That is a large gold nugget.” Jhali pointed to the rock pile. No, the ore pile. “I wonder how the Turgonians knew just where to look.”

      Yanko thought of Dak’s words that before mining had grown so common, and all the desirable and easy-to-get ore taken, it had been much easier to find large amounts. He picked up a piece larger than his fist and almost fell over from the unexpected effort of lifting it. Right, gold was heavy. He knew that. But he hadn’t had the opportunity to pick up such large pieces before.

      He set it back down, hoping Jhali hadn’t noticed his clumsy lifting attempt. She was at the back end of the bubble he’d created, prodding it with her finger.

      “I was going to check the temperature of the water,” she said.

      Yanko nodded and moved to the edge with her, the bubble staying with them. He didn’t see any steam rising from the lake so doubted they had found a hot spring. As chilly as the air was in the cave, it wouldn’t have taken much heat to create steam.

      Careful to maintain the bubble, he reached out with his mind to sense along the bottom of the lake. He searched for vents or fissures, whatever was causing some gas to rise to the surface. He found them, but he also found life—plant life. The same tubular pink growth that was at the bottom of the lake outside. It was thicker and haler than the vegetation out there, growing all around the vents sending up those bubbles. He couldn’t tell if air or some other gas rose, but he could tell it was warmer around the openings than near the surface.

      “It’s not warm,” Jhali said, crouching at the edge. “Not noticeably, anyway. It’s not freezing but—” She shrugged.

      “It’s only warm around the vents at the bottom. Come on, let’s get out of here.” Yanko backed away from the edge—away from those plants—and took his bubble with him.

      Jhali must have read his concern because she asked, “What’s wrong?”

      Fortunately, she kept backing up with him.

      “The same plants are growing in here that are in the lake outside. I think they are what’s making people sick.” Yanko barely kept from stumbling over the rock pile as he kept backing up. Realizing the plant wasn’t likely to jump out of the lake and stab him in the back, he turned to face the exit.

      “How could plants grow inside a mountain?”

      “These don’t use sunlight. We’ll take a long look at Tynlee’s marine biology textbook when we meet up with her.”

      Yanko didn’t know how much use it would be since, as Dak had said, this plant life might be undocumented. He might be the first human in history to ever examine it. That would have excited him more if he hadn’t thought it was the reason people were dying. And would he, too, die after two close encounters with it? He imagined a tickle in his chest, strange plant toxins curling down his airways and into his lungs.

      Jhali paused at the ore pile, and Yanko stopped so his bubble wouldn’t bump her.

      “I know acquiring riches isn’t the goal right now,” she said, looking from the gold to him, “but as you pointed out, I don’t have a means to pay for schooling or anything else I might like to do with my life if my sect and my career are essentially gone. Would it be too selfish and opportunistic to take some of this? I’ve never dreamed of great wealth, but there have been times when a little extra coin of my own would have been nice.”

      Her eyes grew wistful for a moment, and Yanko wondered if she would have chosen a different career if she’d had a choice. She’d once bragged of all the mages she’d killed, but hating mages and wanting to be a mage-hunting assassin weren’t necessarily the same thing.

      The expression vanished, and her face grew more guarded as she looked at him. Did she fear judgment?

      “No,” Yanko rushed to say, not wanting her to accuse him of not understanding poverty since he’d grown up moksu and had never truly lacked. “My only objection would be taking something the Turgonians mined. They don’t have any more of a claim on this continent than our people—less, I would argue—but if they did the work…” Yanko shrugged. Given the death of the soldier, the Turgonians might not rush back down here to claim their pile of gold. “We passed some ore still embedded in the stone on the way in. When we get back to it, I’ll lower my bubble and pull some out for you and Lakeo.”

      Jhali’s mouth grew wry. “You don’t think she should lose out for not coming along?”

      “No.” Yanko started to say that Lakeo was his friend, however abrasive she tended to be, but he doubted Jhali would want to hear about that. He tried another tactic. “As I mentioned, she wants to study in Kyatt. If she has the money to pay for it, she will move to the islands, and you and she wouldn’t cross paths for years.”

      Jhali smirked. “In that case, let’s get her enough to buy a palace there.”

      As they left the underground lake, Yanko thought of the bamboo and wood structure the Komitopis family lived in. It was large and sprawling but definitely not a palace. The climate was pleasant, though, and he could see Lakeo settling there permanently if she went for five years of study and found that she could fit in. She never had in Nuria, despite growing up there. It saddened him to think that he might not cross paths with Lakeo again for years, either, but if it meant she would find a place to be happy, he couldn’t object.

      They stopped before they reached the body, Yanko placing a hand on one of the visible veins in the stone. It was gold.

      A grumble came from up ahead—he sensed the soldier waiting for them around a bend. Yanko was surprised he hadn’t left and gone back outside with Lakeo.

      “Watch for him,” Yanko whispered, trusting Jhali had also heard him grumbling to himself.

      She nodded and stepped into the tunnel ahead of him, a hand on her dagger again. Yanko decided he wouldn’t mind having her for a bodyguard if she would be willing. He remembered the quirk of her lips the few times she’d smiled, and admitted he wouldn’t mind her for more than a bodyguard.

      He didn’t know why he could let the past go more easily than Lakeo, but the fact that Jhali was sticking with him and willing to put herself in danger on his behalf made him inclined to like her. He felt particularly tickled that she’d essentially said Sun Dragon had been an ass and that he was not.

      She glanced back at him, perhaps wondering at the silence, and he blushed and stared at the ore vein. It would be easy to use his earth magic to create cracks around the ore and extract it, but not without making noise. He had to work slowly, and he opted to melt the ore instead of breaking rocks. Even though he believed he was correct, that the Turgonians had no greater claim on these mountains than he did, he doubted the soldier would agree.

      The gold, its melting point lower than that of the surrounding rock, soon dripped out of the wall like lava dribbling out of the volcanic tubes on the Kyatt Islands. He made a shelf of air to catch it, cupping it to form a mold.

      The next time Jhali glanced back, it turned into a longer look as she gaped at the brick of gold forming at waist height in the air. Maybe it was his imagination, but he thought she was a little impressed. Yes, mages could do useful things, not just snoop in people’s heads and throw fireballs. It amused him to think that his affinity for earth magic could make him a good ore prospector if he needed a career.

      “We have to get this land for our people,” Jhali whispered, as if she was seeing its value for the first time.

      “Yes.” Yanko’s reasons for wanting it were far different from hers, but he couldn’t deny that bringing home bars of gold might do what bushels of rice never would have. It could prove to his people that this new land was worth fighting for, and that they needed to stop their war and join forces to have a chance to win it.

      “Make extras to show people,” she whispered. “To get them to want to come here. Also, Prince Zirabo could use the gold to buy support for his push.”

      “Yes,” Yanko repeated, pleased she was thinking not only of personal wealth but of what this could mean for Nuria. “Though there’s a limit to how much we can carry.”

      She was the only one with a pack. His silk trousers would drop to the ground if he tried to stick gold bars in the pockets.

      The soldier called down their tunnel. Probably wondering what was taking so long. Jhali shifted to block Yanko from view as the soldier peered around the bend.

      “We’re coming,” Yanko called, but he grimaced, wishing he could do as Jhali suggested and pull out more gold before they left.

      “I’ll distract him,” she whispered, then shrugged off her pack, leaving it on the ground as she strode up the tunnel.

      “No killing,” Yanko whispered.

      She didn’t look back, so he hoped she’d heard him and agreed.

      Jhali disappeared, drawing the soldier away from the bend and Yanko’s sight. He kept a magical eye on them, worried she would knock him out and tie him up. If she did that, the Turgonians would be suspicious of them. More suspicious.

      He hurried to finish up, pulling her pack over and undoing the tie on the flap. A pair of women’s undergarments tumbled out, and he blushed furiously. He stuffed them back inside, hoping she wouldn’t care that he’d touched them, and floated the gold bars in after them.

      The soldier’s voice drifted down the tunnel. He was speaking in Turgonian, so Yanko didn’t know what he was saying, and he didn’t hear Jhali’s voice. He wasn’t sure what to make of that, but whatever distraction she was providing, it gave him a chance to finish up.

      He gathered her pack, augmenting his strength with magic, and slung it over his shoulder, the re-hardened gold clinking inside. He meant to rush past the dead soldier to check on the living, but he paused, looking down at the body and then back down the tunnel toward the lake.

      If the plant truly was the problem, it ought to be possible to get rid of it, here and in the lake outside. As he’d been thinking earlier, just killing it might not work, since he had no idea if more of whatever toxins it held would continue to release after its death. But what about removal?

      Jhali leaned around the bend, peering down the tunnel at him. Yanko hurried past the body. He found Jhali and the soldier facing each other in crouches, a line of weapons on the ground between them. Some were Jhali’s familiar throwing stars alongside a couple of small throwing knives that were likely also hers. A jagged blade rested next to her smaller weapons, and then there were hefty daggers that matched empty sheaths on the soldier’s belt. One had a beautiful ivory hilt with mountains and a bear etched in it.

      “You’re… comparing weapons?” That wasn’t what Yanko had expected.

      “It started as me threatening him with a knife,” Jhali said, the soldier rising to look at Yanko. “He asked who the maker was, I think. Then showed me that dagger there. We were debating if the maker was the same. While not understanding each other’s language.” She looked to his shoulder—the backpack strap—and lifted her eyebrows slightly.

      Yanko nodded. “Glad you found some common ground while you waited.”

      The soldier picked up his daggers, pointing one down the tunnel, and asked, Yanko guessed, if he’d found anything useful.

      Yanko started to nod but caught himself. Now that he knew what was causing the illness, should he help the Turgonians get rid of it? Or should he do his best to convince them there was a plague and that they should leave the continent forever, lest they expose their entire nation to it?
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      When Yanko, Lakeo, and Jhali returned to the base camp, Tynlee was there. The soldiers let them walk straight to the tent where she and Dak sat inside, and nobody said anything about Jhali’s weapons. Yanko had a feeling the Turgonians were now far more worried about dying from a mysterious illness than a mage hunter’s blade.

      Soldiers guarded the tent outside, but Yanko sensed that Tynlee and Dak were alone inside. That was good, but Yanko wanted to talk to an even more alone Tynlee. Dak, of course, would want Yanko to tell his people everything and help them get rid of the plant. But was that what was best for Nuria? Yanko didn’t want to condemn the soldiers to death, but what if he could find a way to heal them without telling them what was responsible for the illnesses? If they believed a plague infected the land, wouldn’t they forgo the ore and leave the place alone?

      Even kind-hearted Zirabo might be disappointed if Yanko didn’t take advantage of this opportunity nature was giving him.

      But could he figure out how to heal the Turgonians without help? Just because he knew the plant was responsible didn’t mean he knew how to fix the problem. Would getting out of the area be enough? Or were whatever toxins it produced locked up in the bodies of those who had breathed them in? Including himself?

      Coughs emanated from a nearby tent. Yanko sensed that a third of the Turgonian soldiers had taken to their cots.

      Yanko needed to talk to Tynlee and hope that something in her medical texts would help. He left Jhali and Lakeo outside with the gold-filled pack—it took both of them to carry it—and a suggestion to lie low until they had an opportunity to take it back to the yacht. Maybe that night. He doubted toxins from plants could be spread like a contagious disease, so it ought to be safe to return to the others.

      When he walked in, Tynlee looked up and nodded to him. Her round face, with cheeks that usually dimpled with a greeting smile, was more grave than Yanko had seen it.

      Two books lay open to either side of her as she sat cross-legged on a cot, a notepad balanced on her thigh. Dak didn’t look up. He faced her but sat on the ground, working on a rough map of the camp and surrounding terrain features with numerous Xs marked on the paper. A table of two columns of numbers ran down one side.

      “Have any more people died down here?” Yanko eyed all the Xs.

      “No,” Dak said without looking up. “But more are sick. Here and in the mining camps.” Now, he looked up. “Was the dead soldier up there the same as the ones down here?”

      “In that I couldn’t tell what killed him? Yes.”

      Tynlee and Dak exchanged looks.

      “We know.” Dak spread a hand for her to explain.

      “I examined their livers,” Tynlee said, “and they all appear to have been affected by a slow-acting poison.”

      Yanko rocked back. “Poison? Would a poison make people cough?”

      “Numerous organs in their bodies were affected. All of them, I should say. The liver’s job is to detoxify the body, handling the metabolism of alcohol and various drugs and toxins that one might ingest, but it can only do so much. Both dead men showed signs of liver damage, and many of the sick are afflicted too.”

      Detoxify. Toxins. Was it possible that Yanko’s plant, the gas he assumed it was exuding, would appear like a poison to someone examining a body that had been exposed to it? What was the difference between a natural toxin and a manmade poison? Anything significant? He was fairly certain poisons were simply made in a lab using natural substances. Dak had suggested as much, that his people wanted to create a weapon—a poison—from the toxic algae. Further, if the lungs were the first point of contact with the airborne toxins, wouldn’t it make sense for them to be affected?

      Yanko nodded to himself. The plant had to be the problem. They hadn’t seen any sign of those pirates or anyone else who might enjoy poisoning Turgonians. At least, he didn’t think they had.

      He gripped a tent post for support and stretched out as far as he could with his senses, searching for people skulking about in the mountains or the foothills. But he only spotted men in the Turgonian camps on Dak’s map. For at least ten miles in all directions, there was nobody but his group and the Turgonians.

      “May I read your book on marine vegetation, Honored Consul?” Yanko waved to a third book on the cot that wasn’t open. She’d been studying the medical texts. “Did you go through it?”

      “I skimmed through, yes, but…” Tynlee lifted a shoulder, as if to dismiss what might be in it. She definitely seemed to believe some sentient party had poisoned the troops.

      “What did you find in the mining camp?” Dak watched as Yanko came forward to retrieve the book.

      “The body was the same, as I said, and the man—a lieutenant, I was told—collapsed in one of the tunnels. It looked like he was exploring and trying to get back out. Well, not exploring, I guess. His pockets were full of gold. It seems your people will find this land to have value.”

      Yanko gave Dak a sad smile, as if he’d already come to terms with that. Mostly, he wanted to turn Dak’s attention away from his interest in the textbook. He was tempted to ask if he could speak privately to Tynlee, but Dak would find that suspicious.

      “All people will find it to have value,” Dak said, “if there’s gold here.”

      Yanko sighed and sat on the end of Tynlee’s cot. “Yes.”

      Honored Consul? Yanko asked telepathically. They would have to have their private conversation with Dak present.

      Yes? Tynlee looked at him.

      I don’t want Dak to know we’re talking. Yanko opened the book, turning his face toward the page, and hoping Dak wouldn’t figure out that they were conversing. He was relieved that it was in Nurian. There was a Kyattese author listed on the front, but this edition had been translated.

      Ah? Tynlee also looked back at one of her books, though the way her lips pinched together suggested disapproval.

      Because he’s Turgonian, not because he’s Dak.

      I understand. Go ahead.

      I think I know what killed those people and what may take down more of us if we don’t get away from these lakes.

      Lakes? Tynlee asked. Plural?

      Yes. There was one in the mountain near where the soldier died.

      You think it’s a natural poison? Something in the water?

      Something living at the bottom, technically. There’s a plant. I found it in both locations. The air stinks around the water, the same stink up there as down here. Have you been out to the lake here yet?

      No, I was taken straight to this tent while General Aldercrest had words with Dak. The man isn’t pleased about all of us Nurians showing up in his camp.

      This probably isn’t the mission he thought he was volunteering for.

      I don’t think Turgonians volunteer for anything. They’re just told to go. Tell me more about this plant, Yanko.

      Yanko started to answer but paused. The index had an entry on plants that grew by steam vents deep in the ocean. He flipped to the page and was disappointed to find only a paragraph hypothesizing that it was possible, based on denser growth near vents off the coast of the Kyatt Islands at depths scientists had visited in their underwater boats. Unfortunately, there weren’t any pictures. Judging by the descriptions, the Kyattese sea-vent plants weren’t anything like the ones Yanko had found.

      I see, Tynlee thought, even though Yanko had been busy reading and hadn’t answered her question. If you found a new plant, they might name it after you.

      The White Foxes have enough trouble with dishonor without having a man-slaying plant named after us. Yanko looked up from the book, gazing thoughtfully at the canvas ceiling of the tent.

      Were the plants more than man-slaying? When he’d first investigated the lake, he hadn’t been that surprised at the lack of other plants or sea life, assuming the huge upheaval had been responsible, but what if the plant’s toxins killed other sea life too? Maybe nothing grew in places where it grew, and no creatures swam past because they knew the plants were deadly. It could be a natural defense mechanism to keep competition away from the tiny areas by heated vents where the plant could grow.

      Yanko noticed Dak watching him, and he looked back to the book. It would be difficult to keep any secrets from Dak, even if they weren’t speaking aloud.

      Yanko returned to the index to see if there was an entry on the algae Dak had mentioned, algae that was poisonous when ingested. Maybe it shared some commonality with this plant. Maybe if there was a cure for that stuff, there would be a cure for this. But he paused. If he found a cure, would he be able to give it to the Turgonians without letting out his secret? Without letting them know a plant was responsible rather than a plague?

      He looked at Tynlee, expecting her to be reading his thoughts and to offer an opinion. Her lips pursed as she gazed back at him. What did that mean? That she wasn’t reading his thoughts? Or that she was and would leave the decision to him?

      Tynlee, if the plant is emitting a gas that’s toxic to us… does this all make sense? That people would gradually get sicker? That there would be coughing, such as with a virus, and then a somewhat sudden death? It’s odd, isn’t it, that these people all died while they were walking around and not lying in their cots and succumbing after two days of being horribly ill?

      The sudden deaths are odd, yes. If you’re right about the plant, it’s possible that a person’s response is dose dependent. Someone who spends time near the water and inhales a lot of the toxin might die abruptly, whereas those who had a smaller dose because they’re over here, farther from the lake, are only getting sick. Some of these people might recover if their livers and other excretory organs are able to clear the toxins. I visited some of the sick men, and they were coughing and sweating and urinating frequently. The cough is likely due to lung inflammation and irritation, though I suppose there might be an attempt to forcefully exhale the toxin, but the sweat and urination would definitely represent the body’s attempts to excrete foreign substances.

      Dose dependent. Yanko grimaced. How long had he and Dak stood by the water that morning? Ten minutes? Fifteen? Were they lucky that they hadn’t both pitched over as they walked away?

      It’s possible your body is superior at clearing toxins, Tynlee said.

      Oh good. I’ve always wanted a superhuman ability. Yanko found the entry on the blue-green algae he’d been looking for, complete with diagrams of the organism at the microscopic level. Here we go.

      Tynlee didn’t lean over his shoulder to read, but he thought he sensed her observing through his eyes. As always, her mental touch was so light that he could have easily missed it.

      Cyanotoxins, Yanko read to himself, are produced by cyanobacteria found particularly in lakes and ocean areas with a high concentration of phosphorus. Under certain conditions, they reproduce exponentially to form blooms that can poison and kill animals and humans when ingested. They can accumulate in fish and shellfish and cause death in animals and humans that eat them.

      He skimmed ahead, knowing he was dealing with a different organism, so little would be the same. Mostly, he wanted to know how one treated the poisoning, because he thought that might be similar. There had to be a treatment, right? A cure?

      There, the last paragraph mentioned livestock drinking from tainted water and being afflicted. The treatment…

      He slumped. Unfortunately, there is currently no antidote for the toxins produced by blue-green algae.

      That tickle he’d felt in his chest earlier returned. Psychosomatic? Or… not?

      He swallowed.

      “At some point,” Dak said, “are you two going to share the details of your telepathic conversation? Or would it be easier on you if I left the tent?”

      “Uh.” Yanko wasn’t surprised that he’d picked up on their long silence and book scrutiny as unlikely, but he didn’t know what to say to it.

      “It would, yes.” Tynlee smiled at him, not looking the least abashed at getting caught.

      Dak lifted an eyebrow, but he didn’t lift the rest of himself. No, he looked quite comfortable. “You’re back to thinking the plant is responsible, Yanko?”

      “Uh.” Yanko glanced at Tynlee.

      “Such eloquence,” Dak murmured. “This must be what prompted your mother to think you’d be a good candidate for the dais.”

      “No,” Yanko said. “That’s more about some kind of legacy for herself.”

      But if he’d been afflicted with a deadly dose of this stuff, it wouldn’t matter what his mother’s dreams for his future were.

      “Was there some standing water in the mountains with that plant in it?” Dak waved to the marine textbook. “Because I find it unlikely that Tynlee would tell you it’s a poison and you would start looking up sea plants. Admittedly, poisons are often derived from plants or fungi, but you don’t look like you think an outside force is responsible. If that’s the case, I’m relieved. Depending on how widespread it is. Is it going to be in all the standing water across the continent? Can we destroy it?”

      Yanko rolled his eyes, wondering why he’d even bothered to speak telepathically. “Honored Consul, when you dealt with Intelligence Colonel Starcrest when he was previously stationed near your consulate, did you ever come out on top in your dealings with him?”

      She smiled. “Occasionally, but as you can imagine, my ability to read minds wasn’t much of an advantage against him. I had only my wiles to rely upon in our dealings.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Dak’s dogged expression suggested he wouldn’t be distracted. “Because you want to lie to my people?”

      Yanko sighed and gazed down at the algae entry, but he didn’t see the words.

      “I’ve been considering that letting your people believe there’s a plague might be a good way to convince them to leave the continent without bloodshed,” Yanko said.

      Dak folded his arms over his chest.

      “But I’d still want to cure them,” Yanko said. “I don’t want any more people to die, Nurian or Turgonian.”

      “Good,” Dak said.

      Yanko wondered why Dak was so loyal to Turgonia when so few of his people treated him well. Was that the norm? Or was that only what Yanko had seen because Dak kept showing up with him in tow?

      If the Turgonians did believe a plague was responsible, Tynlee mused telepathically, they might leave, especially if they thought only magic could cure it.

      But can magic cure it? If it’s similar to the algae and there’s no known cure…

      I’ll look up some general information on clearing toxins from the body. Tynlee hefted one of the medical tomes. Perhaps there’s something that could be done to boost the effectiveness of the liver and other detoxification organs.

      “Yanko?” Dak rose to his feet and tilted his head toward the exit. “A word?”

      It took Yanko a few seconds to realize he wanted to speak in private. That surprised him, that Dak would keep anything from Tynlee. But she didn’t appear offended. She tugged off her shoes, repositioned herself on the cot, and pulled one of the books into her lap.

      Yanko followed Dak outside and away from the tent.

      “You know I came along to keep you from doing exactly what you’re contemplating, I presume,” Dak said.

      “Tricking your people, yes. You said as much.”

      “I didn’t know that people were sick and dying at the time. If you and Tynlee find a cure and heal everyone here—” Dak stretched an arm to take in the base camp and the camp in the mountains, “—I’ll help you negotiate with Rias. I think you could finagle a deal where Turgonia and Nuria share the continent, especially if you were willing to give my people the mineral rights.”

      Yanko frowned. Even if it wasn’t his passion, he knew his people would want the ore as much as the Turgonians.

      “You care about the land and raising crops, right?” Dak asked.

      “That’s what I care about, yes. But if I were to return to Nuria and announce that tremendous amounts of gold and iron ore were in the mountains here, it would do a lot more to sway my people to want to claim this land. And hopefully realize they should stop fighting amongst themselves to do so.”

      Dak’s lips thinned.

      “But look, you don’t have to barter with me for people’s lives,” Yanko said. “We’ll find a cure—if we don’t, you and I and Tynlee and Lakeo and Jhali are all in trouble too—and share it.”

      “If the plants are the reason people are getting sick, I need to convince the general to move the camp, to get away from the lake—from all pools of any kind. At which point, he’s going to figure out it’s not a plague, that it’s something in the water.”

      And Yanko’s ruse would be up then. “Maybe. But mining definitely won’t be healthy for your people as long as the plants are there.”

      “I assume they can be destroyed with some poison or another if they can’t be dug up and burned.”

      “Burning them may release all the toxins at once, if it’s something stored in their cells.”

      Dak squinted at him, as if wondering if Yanko was lying to him. Maybe Yanko had finally found an area in which Dak had little knowledge. Unless he’d read Kyattese technical manuals with cursory mentions of the topic.

      “I really don’t know if that would be the case or not,” Yanko said, “but the fact that they’re putting out some substance that’s so potent it can make its way up through the water and affect the air around it in such a deadly manner… I don’t think we even want to pull them out of the lakes.”

      “If we leave them there, nobody gets to use the continent.”

      Yanko remembered how the ones in the lake exposed to sunlight had been weakened, maybe even dying, especially in comparison to the plants in the cave. It was possible that time would solve their problem, that the plants would eventually die in most places. They might not even be all over the continent. Maybe they were only in isolated pools around these mountains where vents had existed on the ocean floor.

      “Not near the lakes, anyway,” Yanko said.

      “Which are all around down here and in the mountains.”

      Yanko raised his eyebrows.

      “The general showed me a map of the area they’ve explored.”

      “All right,” Yanko said slowly, “here’s the deal I propose. We all work together on finding a cure and keeping everybody alive. I will then go off on my own and attempt to use my magic to remove or destroy—” he grimaced at the idea of wantonly destroying life, even the life of poisonous plants, “—the toxic vegetation while you convince the general to stop mining, break camp, and return to Turgonia until such time as Prince Zirabo or myself has had a chance to negotiate in person with your president over it.”

      “Yourself?” Damn Dak, his lip quirked in amusement.

      Yanko drew himself up to his full height, which was still substantially below Dak’s height. “Only if Zirabo is busy with the fighting and isn’t available. And if he gives me permission to speak on his behalf. If he has a more experienced diplomat in mind—oh!” Yanko brightened as an idea struck him. “Tynlee could do it.”

      “You and she together, perhaps, since you’re the one with the vision for this land. Does that mean you’ll travel straight to Turgonia from here?”

      Dak sounded like he approved of the idea, which made Yanko wonder if he should be wary. As long as he was heading to the Turgonian capital to talk to their president, he wouldn’t be able to go back to Nuria and tell Zirabo all about the presence of the soldiers—and copious amounts of ore. He also wouldn’t be there to help Zirabo with the fighting.

      “I’d have to ask Zirabo’s permission first,” Yanko said. And tell him everything that had happened. “The communications orb on the yacht may allow me to get in touch with him from here. Then he can advise me on what to do.”

      Maybe Zirabo would point out that the plant was a blessing, in a way, and that if they simply walked away and did nothing, the Turgonians might leave of their own accord, deciding that dealing with it wasn’t worth having so many men die. But they had so much technology, Yanko could envision them coming back with giant steam-powered pumps to empty the lakes. They might risk some of their people’s lives in order to complete a mission for the greater good of their nation.

      “My word, Yanko,” Dak said quietly. “If you help the general here, let him know what we’re dealing with, and keep more people from dying, I’ll do my best to help you get at least part of the continent for Nuria. Without a war.”

      “Warring together for this continent might be the only thing that can stop my people from warring with each other.”

      “I trust you don’t want to start a years-long conflict between our two peoples just to solve your problems at home.”

      Yanko sighed. “No. I accept your offer if you accept mine. Whether or not I can deal with the plant, your people need to break camp and stay away from the lakes.”

      “I’ll give your terms to Aldercrest.”

      Yanko nodded. “I’ll go back up to the lake in the mountains since that one is more isolated and see if I can figure things out with the plant.”

      “Thank you, Yanko.” Dak rested a hand on his shoulder before walking away.

      Yanko looked at the mountaintops and the sun shining down on them through the clouds, again wondering if he would have been better off leaving the Turgonians to deal with their own problem. He trusted Dak not to betray him, but Dak wasn’t representative of all his people.
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      Yanko’s legs were tired by the time he made his second trek up to the mountain camp. Jhali walked at his side, watching their surroundings for enemies, as always, and did not complain, so he didn’t complain either. One couldn’t appear wimpy in front of a woman.

      Once again, the soldiers came out to greet him with their demands that he halt and identify his reason for returning. Yanko handed them a note from the general. Yanko had expected the general to fight him about leaving the camp, but he’d been coughing and almost eager to say yes to everything. Yanko had a feeling he would have ordered everyone to return to the bay, if not to Turgonia, already if he hadn’t feared exposing the crews to some plague. He’d been delighted to hear a plant was responsible, since that was less inimical than a virus. Yanko feared Aldercrest might want to come back and deal with it once his men recovered.

      If they recovered. Yanko had left Tynlee studying the medical books. She hadn’t been certain that simply leaving the area would be enough, especially for those who’d been here longer and received larger doses.

      The soldiers in the mining camp did not question the authenticity of the note, nor did they object to its instructions. They rushed to break down the tents and pack their gear. By the time Yanko and Jhali made it to the cave opening, the soldiers were striding down the mountain.

      Yanko noted a couple of boxes of blasting sticks left behind. He hoped that represented forgetfulness and not the soldiers’ belief that they would soon return.

      Jhali coughed a few times, and Yanko gave her a concerned look. She was always so silent, moving about in such a way that she wouldn’t give away her location to enemies, that the noise was particularly jarring coming from her.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      “Of course,” he murmured.

      Tynlee? Yanko reached out telepathically as they stepped into the entrance of the large cave. Any new thoughts on the toxins?

      I have been reading about treatments for removing organic toxins from the body, which would be what we’re dealing with.

      Yanko created a globe of light to guide them as they walked deeper into the cave. Anything promising?

      The toxins tend to be too microscopic and too numerous for even a gifted healer to individually destroy them. The Kyattese have a drug that you ingest that binds bile salts and bio toxins in the small intestine, keeping the toxins from being reabsorbed. They’re then dumped out in the stool.

      Yanko grimaced at the talk of stools. And what, by the ferret god, were bile salts?

      So we’d need to sail to Kyatt for treatment? Or is this something that would be found in a medical kit?

      I’m not sure. I gave General Aldercrest the name and a list of compounds in the drug to send to his scientists on the research vessels. It’s possible they have the ability and raw materials to create it, but the Turgonians aren’t known for their medical expertise. I’d much rather have a professional Kyattese healer treating me.

      Yanko remembered that the Turgonians called their doctors “sawbones.” Yes.

      Regardless, the drug wouldn’t be an instant fix. We would likely have to take the drug for weeks or months. All of us, whether we’re showing symptoms now or not. This is something that could linger in the body and have long-acting health repercussions.

      Understood.

      I am reading about something else that might help that we could implement sooner. Activated charcoal. It’s often used when people ingest poison, because it’s highly adsorbent and has millions of microscopic pores that attract, bind, and help the body remove undesirable materials. Nobody ingested the lake water, as far as I know, but I may be able to tinker with the molecules so that they’ll pass into the bloodstream where they may encounter the toxins lurking there.

      Yanko imagined the little bricks of charcoal he’d seen the soldiers using for their funeral pyre. Were they activated?

      No, those are likely filled with flammable chemicals. We need something that would be harmless for people to ingest. It’s possible you could make some activated charcoal out of the raw ingredients here. Coconut shells are typically used, but there is all manner of edible seaweed lying around out here. In theory, any vegetable matter should be useable.

      You’ll have to—

      Coach you through it when you get back. Yes, of course. Fortunately, there are instructions in the medical text, for practitioners.

      Kyattese practitioners.

      It’s dealing with plants, so it’s like earth magic. You’ll be fine.

      It sounded like it was dealing with torching plants, but Yanko didn’t object further. He and Jhali had reached the opening with the numerous passages branching off from it. Someone had removed the soldier’s body. Yanko was glad.

      “This should be far enough,” Yanko said and settled down cross-legged next to a wall.

      “Do you know what you’re going to do?” Jhali asked. “Or are you going to meditate on it first?”

      “I have some ideas. I’ll let you know when you need to stay close to me so I can make a bubble around us. I’m not sure yet if I’m going to burn the plants or try to remove them. Either way, we’ll need the air around us to stay clean.”

      She stepped close to him, though she didn’t sit down. She drew a dagger and faced the exit, prepared for trouble.

      Yanko doubted trouble wanted to be anywhere near this place, but he smiled to himself, glad to have someone watching over him. Lakeo had objected to them going off without her until he’d said where they were going. Then she’d decided Yanko was in good hands. He was sure she would be in the first group heading back to the bay.

      Yanko knew it would take him some time to work, so he first swept out with his senses to search for signs of soldiers or other people in the area. To his surprise, he glimpsed men on the other side of the mountain. Turgonians? It was hard to tell from several miles away, but he guessed they were men from an outlying camp that Aldercrest had called back.

      But how could the general have gotten word to them that quickly?

      Tynlee? Yanko called out telepathically again.

      Yes?

      There are some men on the far side of the mountain. Will you check to make sure they’re the general’s people and are supposed to be there?

      I will check.

      Thank you.

      “Here goes,” Yanko murmured, closing his eyes and stretching his senses down the tunnel and toward the underground lake.

      Maybe he’d sounded daunted for Jhali quietly said, “You can do it.”

      This time, he let himself more thoroughly examine the vegetation growing around the vent. It was healthy and vibrant in there with absolutely no sunlight reaching it.

      He considered the rock and nutrient-rich silt that gave the plant its foundation. The entire patch was about twenty yards wide and long, stretching out from that vent. He could destroy the plant and then perhaps collapse the cave to lock in any toxic gas caused by its death.

      But that probably wouldn’t be an option at the other lake where there was no stone ceiling to collapse.

      Did it matter out there? If the sunlight eventually killed the plants? Maybe he just needed to tell his people that they should wait a year before exploring here. But would the Turgonians abide by that?

      Yanko wondered if he could move the plants. Back out to the deep sea where they belonged and where the water pressure presumably kept their toxins from going far.

      “They would need a vent,” he mused.

      Jhali glanced at him but didn’t say anything.

      Not certain his senses would reach far enough, Yanko let his mind soar out over the mountains and to the coastline and beyond. He was vaguely aware of the ships and the bay at the periphery of his mental vision, but he ignored them and dove down, deeper and deeper. The mountain range continued out under the surface, stretching farther to the north. At the far edge of his range, he detected a couple of vents. One of them already had some of the plants around it. That ought to mean the climate and conditions were amenable for the species.

      But could he levitate something that far? A few months ago, he hadn’t even been able to lift himself.

      Maybe if he walked along with the plants, at least part of the way…

      “I’m going to try something crazy.” Yanko rose to his feet.

      “Are we in danger?”

      “Mm, probably not. Currently.”

      “Comforting.”

      As soon as Yanko returned to contemplating the rock under the plants, he realized there was no way he could move it. He couldn’t float a twenty-by-twenty yard chunk of rock through the tunnel, nor could he imagine opening a giant hole in the mountain through which he could lift it. But he’d transplanted plants in the garden before and even moved young trees from one part of the property to another. Maybe he could use similar methods here.

      As he worked, slowly loosening the roots plant by plant, he also formed an airtight barrier around himself and Jhali. He was pleased he’d gotten to the point where he could keep that up while concentrating on something else. But it was a lot of work. Sweat soon dribbled down the sides of his face.

      “I’ve never seen someone sweat so much while standing still,” Jhali murmured, no doubt wondering what he was doing.

      Yanko smiled but couldn’t spare the concentration to offer a return quip.

      After he’d loosened the plants, he levitated them into the air. Jhali gaped down the tunnel as the first of them appeared, the pink spikes alien to anything Yanko had seen before but with roots that he understood, roots similar to land vegetation. Another time, he would debate whether that was logical or fascinatingly interesting.

      “Walk,” he murmured, and they headed for the exit with pounds and pounds of vegetation floating along behind them, dripping water from their roots.

      Yanko hoped that water wouldn’t prove toxic, that it would simply evaporate, along with the gases the plants emitted. In case it didn’t, he would warn the Turgonians not to return to this cave to mine, that it wouldn’t be safe. Just in case they didn’t intend to hold true to their agreement.

      Salty sea air licked at Yanko’s sweat-moistened cheeks, and sunlight warmed his face as they stepped out into the canyon. Jhali paused, but Yanko kept walking. The coastline was miles away. He hoped Jhali didn’t mind a stroll.

      “I’m taking them to the ocean,” he said.

      “Ah.”

      That must have been enough for her to get the gist, for she walked beside him without questioning him further. That was good because he wasn’t sure he could have spoken. Keeping his barrier up and levitating the plants at the same time was a lot of work, and his head was starting to pound. It would have been a lot less work to incinerate the vegetation. A depressing statement about existence there, that it was much easier to destroy things than to keep them alive.

      Now and then, Jhali coughed, and that distracted him. A couple of times, the barrier lapsed, and he hurried to reconstruct it. Maybe it didn’t matter. They’d already been exposed numerous times. But… if it was dose-dependent, more could make a difference. And Tynlee’s solutions had sounded dubious. A drug they would have to take for months, if they could even make it. And some charred vegetation floating around in his bloodstream. Would that truly do anything?

      Best to limit exposure.

      “I see the ocean,” Jhali said.

      Yanko had been walking with his eyes closed, his senses telling him about the dips and rises and obstacles in the terrain. He opened them to a vibrant sunset turning the water red far below.

      “I think I can guide them the rest of the way from here.” Yanko gazed toward the underwater mountains and located his chosen vent again.

      “Them? The, uh, plants?”

      “Yes.”

      He wondered if she thought he was insane for going through this much effort to transplant them. He thought about explaining how he didn’t like destroying things and also that he felt responsible—and guilty—for all the underwater vegetation and animals that had died when the lodestone activated and raised the continent. Even though he hoped that animals and lush surface vegetation would one day cover the land again, it didn’t make him feel like less of a murderer of those dead whales dotting the terrain.

      But it was too much effort to explain all that. He concentrated on completing his self-appointed mission and floated the plants past them and toward the sea and the vent far below. He sensed they were stressed from the transplant and hoped he could settle them sufficiently from afar with his magic.

      “I have something to tell you when you’re done,” Jhali said.

      Yanko nodded. He’d closed his eyes again and was concentrating on sinking the plants through the hundreds and hundreds of meters of water, pushing them down against the increasing pressure while also protecting them from that pressure. By the pantheon, why had he thought this was a good idea? His knees wobbled, weak from the effort this took, but he locked them, refusing to collapse in front of Jhali.

      Once he had the plants down there, stirring up the silt and sinking their roots gently into it was almost easy in comparison. But the required effort pushed him over the edge, and his knees gave out. He pitched toward the ground, unable to do anything to stop himself.

      Jhali caught him before he fell completely, a startled expression on her face.

      He smiled weakly at her. “Please don’t tell Tynlee about this,” he rasped, realizing he was panting.

      “That you put more effort into saving some plants than most mages do to sink enemy ships in a battle?” she asked.

      “Uh, no, I don’t think that would surprise her. I meant the part about me collapsing and being caught by a woman. That’s not something I’d like to read in her spy novels.”

      Jhali snorted and let him settle down to his butt so that he sat, looking out over the ocean. Sitting was good, though he also wouldn’t mind collapsing onto his back and dying.

      “I don’t think you need to worry about it,” Jhali said. “My understanding is that she’s far more interested in writing about a Dak character than a Yanko character.”

      “That’s distressing. I have two eyes. You’d think that would make me more alluring than him.”

      “You’re not bad.” She patted his chest.

      He noticed she still had an arm around his back and would have liked to return the embrace or kiss her or do something romantic that would make her remember this moment with him, the burnished sea stretching out below them. Instead, he collapsed against her and concentrated on not throwing up.

      Fortunately, she let him. He considered whether he wanted to try to replicate this feat with the plants in the other lake or if he would let the sun and nature take them over time.

      “What was it you wanted to tell me?” he asked as the sun dipped lower on the horizon.

      She gazed at his face, not answering right away. Some deep and profoundly emotional thing that would make her feel vulnerable to share? He waited patiently.

      Jhali lifted gentle fingers to touch his cheek, and a little zing went through his weary body. She opened her mouth, but her eyes shifted to something past his shoulder. “Uh oh.”

      Yanko made his beleaguered muscles turn his head to look. Three ships had sailed into view. They weren’t Turgonian steamers nor Nurian sailing vessels.

      He fought his pounding headache to reach out and see if there was a chance they were his mother’s ships and that he would sense her presence. No. He only sensed one familiar presence, the mage from the pirate ship.

      “It’s those privateers,” Yanko said. “We better get back to the camp.”

      A rifle shot rang out in the distance.

      Yanko? Tynlee spoke into his mind.

      Yes? Dread trickled into his gut.

      We have a problem back here.

      Pirates?

      Yes, the people you warned me about and a lot more that came in from the south. There are more of them than there are Turgonians. Usually, I wouldn’t think that would matter and that the trained Turgonian soldiers would easily defeat them… but half of the camp is sick.

      Jhali shifted away from him to cough.

      Yanko slumped with bleakness. Not only was he too exhausted to fight pirates, but he feared he wasn’t going to get time to make the special charcoal Tynlee had mentioned.
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      Yanko stumbled for the tenth time, too tired to feel embarrassed at his inability to easily move through the terrain now. Jhali walked ahead of him, but she paused to look back and offer a hand if needed. He shook his head and waved for her to continue.

      Even though he couldn’t read her thoughts, he could tell she was impatient. Full darkness had fallen as they hurried back, but gunshots roared, and now they were close enough to hear shouts. The battle was definitely engaged, the pirates attempting to storm the Turgonian camp. Yanko’s weary senses told him that the camp was mostly empty, with the soldiers firing from the rocky foothills where they had better cover than the tents provided, but a squad of men was shooting from behind the sturdy steam vehicles. They kept driving back attempts by pirate scouts to sneak into the tents.

      Yanko had a feeling they knew of that big chest of gold ore in there. Maybe that was what had prompted the attack, or maybe the pirates simply wanted to drive away the Turgonians, since they had delusions of claiming this land for their fleet.

      “Not going to happen,” Yanko growled through gritted teeth, forcing one tired leg ahead of the other. He had no idea how he would stop the battle, but he would. In addition to not wanting the pirates to have the continent, he knew Lakeo, Dak, and Tynlee were with the soldiers, and he couldn’t let them be hurt. Or worse.

      A fireball lit up the night as it roared across the rocky terrain. One of the soldiers near the vehicles screamed in agony.

      Jhali lunged forward a few steps, weapons in hand, but she made herself slow down and looked back at Yanko again. He didn’t know why she was so eager to join in a battle that wasn’t hers, unless she also wanted to make sure Lakeo—or maybe Tynlee—stayed alive, but he hated to hold her back.

      “Go ahead if you want to help.” Yanko waved for her to leave him as he tried to get his legs moving faster. “I’ll be fine.”

      Jhali shook her head and waited for him to catch up. “No. I’ll stay with you. There could be pirates in the foothills in this direction, too, and mages who collapse frequently need bodyguards.”

      “I only collapsed once.”

      “So far.”

      He glowered at her, but her words made him realize he should be checking around them for possible ambushes. Fortunately, the area was clear. One group of pirates had come over a pass between two mountains and the others had come around them from the south. Their main group was near that lake. He supposed they wouldn’t be kind enough to inhale deeply and succumb promptly to the plants’ toxins.

      When he and Jhali were a quarter mile from the camp, he sank down behind a boulder covered with the skeletal remains of some growth that reminded him of barnacles. He gripped it for support as he gazed out from his knees.

      Rifles fired from numerous locations in the foothills and from the steam vehicles. The pirates also had firearms, though some sent arrows zipping into the camp, silent and deadly in the dark. Yanko sensed rather than saw the ends quivering as they thumped into the ground or into tent poles. More fireballs streaked over the alien terrain, brightening the carpet of dead seaweed and kelp as they passed. One slammed into one of the tents, and it caught fire, illuminating the camp all around. A couple of Turgonians that had been crouching behind crates ran for better cover.

      Yanko’s head throbbed as he searched for his friends with his senses. Usually, so little of his power was required for such a task that he didn’t notice the effort, but now, it was as if he were doing squats with boulders on his back.

      “Lakeo and Tynlee are with the general behind a ridge in the foothills,” Yanko reported out loud for Jhali’s sake. “There’s a squad of soldiers with them, and they’re picking off pirates that come close. There are even more pirates out there than I realized. Is this their whole fleet?”

      Jhali didn’t respond. She was gazing toward the camp, perhaps picking out spots where she might be useful. Yanko was tempted to ask her to go again, since, with her assassin’s skills, she could likely sneak around and take out some pirates near the lake. But he also didn’t want to send her anywhere near that lake until he knew they could neutralize the toxins.

      “Dak is with…” Yanko groaned, finally picking up his aura. “A small party of soldiers that are trying to sneak around to the back of the main pirate group, it looks like. Maybe to take out their leaders?”

      “What will we do?”

      Yanko kept from groaning again. Barely. He leaned his head against the boulder. As much as he hated to admit it, he didn’t know if he could do anything at all until he’d had a good night’s sleep. Or ten. Why had he expended so much energy to transplant poisonous vegetation?

      “Idiot,” he grumbled.

      “Seek out the idiots and slay them? I concur.”

      “Jhali, if you want to do that, I won’t stop you. I hate to say it, but I need to rest before I can use my power. It’s my hope that the Turgonians can prevail without me.”

      Another fireball burned across the battlefield, this time slamming into the rocks near Lakeo and Tynlee’s group. Yanko cursed. If the pirates had mages, and fewer sick people, they had the advantage. And it looked like they might have figured out where General Aldercrest was. Did they think it would be easier to get the gold once he was dead? Why had Yanko’s friends chosen to stay close to the highest-ranking officer?

      “There aren’t any pirates in the foothills on this side of the camp.” Yanko waved at the rocks around them. “I’ll be fine.”

      “You will not leave this place?”

      Yanko had been thinking of making his way to Lakeo and Tynlee so he could protect them with shields of air if needed. That much, he thought he could manage, especially if he was motivated by a fireball hurtling in his direction. But he worried Jhali would insist on staying with him if he said he would move again. He didn’t want to keep her from joining in the battle if she wished. Right now, she had the power to be a lot more effective than he.

      “I’ll rest up until I think I can make a difference.” Yanko smiled and patted the boulder, hoping to imply he would stay without having to say it. He didn’t want to lie to her.

      “Very well. Do not move.” She pointed a finger at his nose, then disappeared into the night.

      Yanko closed his eyes, leaning his head against the poky dead growth on the boulder, and thought about complying. But screams of pain occasionally accompanied the cracks of firearms and the sizzling conflagrations of fireballs. As tired as he was, he couldn’t stay out of the fight and do nothing.

      He marshaled what energy he could and picked his way through the foothills toward Lakeo and Tynlee’s position.

      Yanko? Tynlee asked into his mind, perhaps sensing his approach.

      Yes. I’m coming to help, but I expended a lot of energy getting rid of the plants, so I fear I won’t be much help.

      After a brief pause, she replied with, I see.

      And she probably did. He wasn’t expending any energy to protect his mind, so she probably read his every thought. He hoped she didn’t think him a fool for working so hard to move the plants. It wasn’t as if he’d known a pirate attack was coming.

      Not a fool, she thought gently. You’re just an idealistic young man.

      Uh huh. Watch out. You’ve got a party of six pirates angling for your position from higher up in the foothills.

      Yes, I see them. I was trying to convince them that turning around and shooting their own people would be an excellent way to advance their careers.

      It doesn’t look like it’s working.

      No, I may be losing my touch.

      “Idealistic Nurian mage approaching,” Yanko called, sensing that one of the soldiers in the hollow with Lakeo and Tynlee was looking in his direction, a rifle in hand.

      “Is that supposed to keep them from shooting?” Lakeo called back. “Or cause them to shoot?”

      Aldercrest growled something in Turgonian. Maybe he hadn’t decided either.

      Assuming they had enough problems without turning on him, Yanko slipped into the hollow to join the party. On one side, a waist-high nodule of rock rose up like a stalagmite, and he sat on its rounded tip.

      Aldercrest said something that sounded sarcastic. Yanko didn’t care. He closed his eyes and used his senses to examine the area and check on Dak. He trusted that Tynlee had been keeping the Turgonians apprised.

      Yes, she said into his mind. I’m quite put out with these pirates, so I must assist the Turgonians however I can.

      Put out with them?

      That one we faced on the ship is here, and she hurled a fireball into the tent where I was working earlier. She burned all of the books I brought. Tynlee’s indignation came through in full force with the telepathic words. In a more subdued tone, she added, They’ve killed several of the soldiers, including some of the sick who were in their cots, too ill to get out of their tents in time.

      Yanko closed his eyes, regretting that he had played games with the pirate ship. Would any of this be happening now if he’d killed them outright instead of leaving them to swim to shore?

      Since he could do little else, he sent his senses out toward the main group of pirates again, examining them more closely. Maybe they had some weakness he could exploit. What if he brought up some of those plants and dropped them in the middle of the pirate formation? Unfortunately, he doubted that would do anything quickly enough. He gathered that it was relatively rare for people to die immediately from this exposure. It might take days for the pirates to fall.

      Although…

      He chewed on his lip as he focused in on one pirate at the back who was oddly bent over. And coughing.

      A few others here and there were moving slowly and coughing periodically. So, the pirates had encountered the plant-filled lakes too. Maybe they’d also camped near one, never expecting danger from the presence of salt water.

      “Some of the pirates are also sick.” Yanko wondered if they had lost any of their people. Was it desperation that had prompted this attack? Maybe they had decided that, for the health of their fleet, they had to leave the continent, but they didn’t want to go empty-handed. That could explain this abrupt attempt to get the gold.

      Tynlee translated, and Aldercrest said something gruff.

      He doesn’t think enough of them are sick to matter, Tynlee told Yanko. But he’s confident that his people will win in the end, that the pirates won’t want to risk their lives for this, that they’ll give in soon. His people are used to risking their lives in battle, and they’ll stand their ground.

      Yanko let his senses trail through the camp and took note of the dead soldiers in the burned tents and more that had been caught by fireballs. Maybe the Turgonians would win, but the toll would be high.

      Yanko spotted Dak’s strike team angling away from the foothills for their attempt at ambushing the pirates from behind. But would that truly happen? The pirates had mages, and they would sense people even in the dark, just as Yanko did. He saw one of the mages facing in Dak’s direction and feared the pirates were luring in the Turgonians, and that the ambush would fail.

      “No,” Yanko murmured, going over Tynlee’s words again. “I think he’s wrong. It does matter that they have people sick. That they’ve probably lost people to this poison, the same as the Turgonians have.”

      “Are you talking to yourself for a reason?” Lakeo asked.

      “I’m strategizing.”

      “Most people do that in their own heads.”

      “The pirates have lost people,” Tynlee said, speaking aloud. “The leaders are mages, and I haven’t had any luck convincing them to abandon their mission, but I could read some of their thoughts. They’ve lost a number of people these last couple of days and now believe this land is cursed. Their mages figured out that the Turgonians were here mining ore, and they intend to take it for themselves.”

      Yanko nodded, glad to have his suspicions confirmed by someone who was a far better mind reader than he.

      “In that case,” he said slowly, “I have an idea.”

      “Should we be worried?” Lakeo asked.

      Soldiers in the hollow with them leaned around boulders and fired at pirates trying to get close. Yanko prepared to create a shield—he could have knocked the enemy party down the hillside, but he feared he would need every ounce of energy he had for his burgeoning plan.

      “Tynlee, I’m going to walk out there.” Yanko waved to the rise between the lake and the camp, then pulled his warrior-mage robe out of his pack, the magical garment thankfully free of wrinkles. “If there’s anything you can do to make me look extra radiant and powerful, I would appreciate it.”

      “Walk out there?” Lakeo asked. “Why?”

      “To talk to people.” Yanko rose to his feet, willing his legs to support him for another hour. “Where everybody can see me.”

      “See you and shoot at you?” Lakeo asked. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Yanko, but you look like something a barn owl vomited up. Can you even make a shield right now?”

      “We’ll find out.”

      “Illusions aren’t my specialty, Yanko,” Tynlee said dubiously. “I have identified the pirate leaders though. I’ve had no luck swaying them from their mission, but perhaps I could help convince them of… whatever it is you plan to convince them of.” She must not have been poking into his mind in the last few minutes.

      Yanko smiled and waved. “I’ll take it.”

      He created a barrier around himself, wincing at the stabbing pain behind his eyes, and strode out of the hiding spot.

      Aldercrest noticed and barked an order. One of the soldiers lunged for Yanko, as if to pull him back behind cover. His knuckles bounced off the barrier. Yanko appreciated the sentiment, but he didn’t slow down to explain himself. All would be apparent soon enough, and he needed this all to unroll quickly if he was to have the strength to protect himself.

      As he strode out of the foothills, the first fireball spun through the air toward him. He reinforced his barrier. The flames splashed off, but the effort required to keep his barrier from crumbling under the assault was far greater than usual. Even sharper pain jabbed at the backs of his eyeballs.

      Yanko gritted his teeth and kept walking. If he collapsed out here, he would feel stupid. And he would soon be dead.

      When he reached the highest point between the camp and the pirates, he raised his hands and created a hint of light to illuminate his face. A barrage of bullets, arrows, and fireballs came his way. Yanko used the remains of his power to incinerate as many as he could in the air before they reached him, doing it with fiery aplomb and hoping people noticed and assumed he was extremely powerful and dangerous.

      “Listen to me, everyone!” Yanko cried, using magic to amplify his voice so that it rang in his own ears and carried to the camp and the lake and the foothills. He did his best to send images and ideas along with his words so that even those who didn’t understand Nurian would get the gist. He also attempted to magically lend credence to his words so that all who heard him would be more likely to believe him. Alas, he doubted he had the ability to affect anywhere near this many minds. “I am the only one here who knows how to cure the illness that has afflicted all of us. If you shoot me, there’ll be no one to help you. Do not believe that simply leaving this land will cure you. We are all afflicted with this poison. All of us.”

      He paused to let the words sink in, relieved that the weapons and mage fire had stopped. People were listening.

      He licked his lips, his mouth gone dry with stage fright coming over him as he grew aware of how many eyes were turned in his direction.

      Not now, he told himself. Do this before you collapse.

      Everything he was trying to do continued to drain him. His knees wobbled, threatening to give way, and Jhali wasn’t around to catch him. She was probably staring at him in horror since he’d implied he would stay out of trouble.

      “I am willing to tell you how to cure the illness and help you with the creation of the drug that will drive the poison from your system,” Yanko went on.

      Activated charcoal isn’t a drug, Tynlee told him.

      Close enough.

      I’m making sure the leaders are particularly rapt and amenable to your words.

      Good, thank you.

      “And more than that, I’m willing to give to anyone who lays down their weapons tonight a piece of this land to legally own and farm or mine or whatever you wish. I have already started getting rid of the contamination that has made us all sick, and within a few years, this land will be lush and vibrant and worth a great deal of money. You already know about the bounteous ore in the mountains, but know also that this will be fertile farmland on which you could grow any crop. For anyone willing to give up their pirate ways or—” Yanko shifted toward the camp to include the soldiers, “—retire from the Turgonian military, I will grant a large piece of land, no less than one hundred acres, to you and your descendants for all eternity or until you sell to another.”

      Someone finally shouted, “Who, by all your dead ancestors, are you to pretend you can give away this land?”

      It was one of the Turgonians instead of the pirates, speaking Nurian, if with a heavy accent.

      You didn’t tell me I had to make the soldiers amenable to your words too, Tynlee said dryly.

      “I am Yanko White Fox, son of an honored family that has stood at the Nurian Great Chiefs’ sides for generations—” no need to mention that the family was currently disgraced and the current Great Chief dead, “—and I am the right-hand man of Prince Zirabo, who is even now marching on the Nurian capital to take the dais.” Maybe not for himself but for somebody… somebody who would, Yanko hoped, agree to his ludicrousness. “I am also the son of the pirate Pey Lu—Snake Heart—so I assure you that I have the power to stop this battle one way or another.” Now, he was bluffing. No, all of it was a bluff. He didn’t even know if he could cure anyone. “If you agree to my proposition, in addition to land and healing, I will see to it that you are forgiven for your crimes. Exoneration!”

      He was too far away to hear people murmuring to each other, but he sensed surprise, disbelief, and contemplation. He had no idea if any of those pirates were tired of being chased by the law, but he had to imagine that being offered land would appeal to almost any man. Even if they didn’t want to farm, to simply own that much acreage on a new continent would be a draw for anyone. He just had to convince them of the value. And that he could deliver on the promise.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he called, even though he didn’t, “but this land will be beautiful, as it once was when people walked on it hundreds of years ago, before magic sent it below the surface. It will be a paradise for farmers, explorers, and those who simply seek to own a piece of the future. Who else will give you this deal? Exoneration and land. And all you have to do is lay down your arms and promise to be good shepherds of this new colony.”

      “Whose colony?” someone yelled.

      “It is Prince Zirabo’s wish that this land be jointly governed by Nuria and Turgonia.” Well, it was now. There was no way he’d convince all those Turgonian soldiers that he wasn’t trying to recruit people to fight them if he claimed it would be only a Nurian colony. “I am on my way to Turgonia to negotiate on his behalf. But I was the one to raise it up from the ocean floor—” he raised his arms overhead, putting the rest of his strength into swaying them, “—and it is mine to grant the use of, at least until I formally gift it to the Nurian Great Chief and the Turgonian president. You have my word that if you join me now, I’ll do as I’ve promised. Cure you of this illness, see to it that you’re not considered criminals in Nuria or here on this new continent, and grant you land on which you can retire from your pirate ways.”

      Yanko spotted Dak walking toward him with a couple of soldiers, who glanced around nervously, their backs uncomfortably exposed. The pirates were staring at Yanko, and he gave his red warrior-mage robe a theatrical stirring in the non-existent breeze to help remind them that he was a powerful mage, the son of Snake Heart. Her name ought to sway a bunch of pirates more than Zirabo’s would.

      That final draw of power was the last that his body could handle. Blackness crept into his vision, and his knees gave way. The last thing he saw was Dak jogging up the hillock toward him.

      No, Yanko cried to his body, trying to claw his way back to consciousness, if only for long enough to get off the hill so people wouldn’t see his weakness. But it was too late.

      Someone—Dak?—caught him as he collapsed, but he feared the charade was up.
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      When Yanko woke up, the pounding in his head made him wish he hadn’t. He coughed, and from the rawness of his throat, he suspected he had been coughing for a long time. His face was flushed and hot.

      Sunlight streamed in through a tent flap, but he was too disoriented to tell if it was morning light or afternoon light. Had he slept through one night or many? His mouth was so dry that he feared he’d been without a drink for a week. What if all the people he’d promised to help had died while he lay here?

      Another cough wracked his body. By the vulture god, what if he was about to die?

      “About time you woke up,” Lakeo said from beside the cot. “A lot of people are waiting for you to fix them.” She bent down and peered into his eyes. “And parcel out land for them. You weirdo, how did you get anyone to fall for that?”

      “It worked?” he rasped, then coughed again. He stretched out a weak hand. “Water?”

      Lakeo left the tent in search of it, and Yanko lifted his head. He did not have any guards, but he spotted Jhali standing quietly in the corner and promptly remembered that she had reason to be irked with him. Even if she was standing watch over him, with all her weapons on display.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      The tent wall behind her was charred black, and the scent of soot and decay filled Yanko’s nostrils. Was it horrible that he wanted to be far, far away from his beloved new project? At least for a while? The Kyatt Islands sounded appealing. And a room full of experienced healers.

      “For using so much power you nearly died, for cooking up an insane set of promises you can’t possibly keep, or for not staying put when you promised me that you would?” Yes, she sounded irked, but she came to the side of his cot and rested a hand on his shoulder, the gesture at odds with her stern expression.

      “I believe I was vague on that last point.”

      “Because you planned to break your word even as you made it?”

      “I just didn’t want to hold you back. Did you find vile enemies to slay?” He smiled at the words, though it made him uneasy that she was an assassin and probably had cut throats that night.

      “Yes,” she said simply. “Next time, do not tell me to go if you intend to risk yourself by running out in front of the enemy army like a drunken quail.”

      “I didn’t have that plan at the time you left.”

      “Do you not think you would have looked more intimidating if you’d had a mage hunter at your back? You are fortunate that your light disappeared just before you collapsed so all those pirates didn’t see Dak carry you off the battlefield.”

      The tent flap stirred, and Lakeo returned. She shot Jhali an irked expression of her own, but she didn’t comment on her proximity to Yanko.

      “You’re lucky you know important people.” Lakeo shook a canteen, and water sloshed inside. “The pirates shot up the Turgonians’ potable water tank.”

      “That’s not out of the lake, is it?” He eyed the canteen, terrified of what would happen if one drank from the water that held those plants. But maybe it didn’t matter if hordes of the microscopic toxins were already swimming around in his body.

      “Nah, backup supply, but the Turgonians are breaking camp as we speak to head back to their ships.” She handed him the canteen.

      “What are the pirates doing?” By habit, Yanko started to reach out with his senses to check the surrounding area, but pain stabbed him behind the eyes, encouraging him to stop. It wasn’t as bad as the previous night, but he felt like an athlete who’d spent too many hours lifting sand bags the day before.

      “Sitting on the ridge and waiting for you to cure them and dole out land for them,” Lakeo said.

      “Er, really? It worked?”

      “To some extent.”

      “Others simply left, probably because they believed your words about Snake Heart—” Jhali sneered as she said the name, “—and that you were too formidable to face for gold.”

      “Tynlee said they’d already realized they were having to fight too hard and had too many losses to justify their mission to steal the Turgonians’ gold,” Lakeo said. “They’d expected the soldiers to be a lot weaker and to catch them completely by surprise. The Turgonians didn’t have time to set up the ambush they wanted, but Tynlee did give them some warning. I gather the general was happy about that.”

      Yanko wondered if that was a result of the warning he had given Tynlee to check on the men he’d sensed. He wished now that he’d put off his transplant project and gone to investigate those people more thoroughly.

      Yanko? Tynlee spoke into his mind, as if she knew they’d been talking about her. Maybe she did. How well rested are you?

      Not at all. He didn’t want to complain about the illness, but it worried him far more than his inability to draw upon his power. The latter would return in time. If he lived through the former.

      I’m not trained in fire magic. I need your help for this final step.

      Final step?

      She shared an image with him of dead kelp and seaweed raked together and tossed into the bullet-perforated water tank on top of a steam lorry with flat tires.

      It has to burn in there? Or does it burn? Yanko hadn’t gotten much of an explanation yet on how to make the special charcoal. Or charred vegetable matter, as he understood it.

      The books were destroyed, but I read the entries first. I believe I can instruct you. We need to expose the raw material over time to an oxidizing atmosphere by applying oxygen or steam at a high temperature. The goal is to create a form of carbon with tiny, low-volume pores that increase the surface area for the purpose of adsorption—things, such as our toxins, will then stick to it.

      Yanko pushed himself into a sitting position, wincing as the pounding in his head returned. He had basic knowledge of the building blocks of life, as an old tutor had called them, at the molecular level, since that was required for manipulating matter, which was at the foundation of all magic, but a “high temperature” was vague, as was his understanding of how this would work.

      There’s a lot more vegetation around if we need to experiment, Tynlee added. I’ve got the soldiers bringing in anything that’s edible to humans, though I had to lecture them on what’s edible. Turgonians, despite having a lot of coastline on the west side of the continent, don’t eat the variety of sea vegetables that we do.

      Yanko questioned how edible any of the vegetation was after weeks of baking in the sun, but maybe it didn’t matter if they were going to incinerate it—or mostly incinerate it.

      I’ll be there soon. Yanko tried to stand up, but his knees remained as weak as they had been the night before.

      Lakeo grabbed his arm, and Jhali hurried around the cot to grasp him from the other side.

      “Thank you,” he mumbled, too tired and sick to worry about his pride. “Can you help me outside to the steam vehicles? I need to help Tynlee with our, uhm, project.”

      “Yes, we know about it,” Lakeo said. “I tried to volunteer myself to go back to the yacht and update everyone this morning, and she sent me off to gather disgusting dead kelp.”

      “Wait until you get to eat it,” Yanko muttered, stumbling for the tent flap with their support.

      “What?” Lakeo’s brow furrowed.

      Tynlee must not have shared the finer details yet.

      Yanko shook his head. The explanation could wait until they knew if he could make what the book had described.

      You can do it, Tynlee told him firmly. You must.

      Because I’m sick now too?

      Because Dak is. He collapsed after carrying you to safety last night.

      Oh. Yanko swallowed, his throat thick, his mouth dry.

      I also hope this will help for your sake, Tynlee added. Then her tone turned lighter, or maybe drier, when she added, Hundreds of pirates are waiting for you to assign them land and make their pardons official.

      So I’ve heard. We’ll need a map of the continent, a deal with Turgonia, and to know who the next Great Chief is before any of that can happen. Yanko squinted as Lakeo and Jhali led him into the sunlight.

      His nose wrinkled at the scent of burning matter. He wasn’t sure if it represented the torched tents—only one other tent remained standing—or if the soldiers were burning more dead in funeral pyres nearby. He didn’t use his senses to check, instead going straight toward the vehicles.

      But he paused when he saw several soldiers laid out on blankets while the rest packed the camp supplies up on their lorries. Dak lay among them, his face beaded with sweat, his eye closed.

      Yanko veered to his side. Seeing him like that made him want to hurry to help Tynlee, but he remembered how quickly the other men had died, and he wanted to thank Dak for the rescue the night before. Just in case.

      A round of coughs took Yanko, and he ended up gripping his chest and bending over at Dak’s side.

      “Are you coughing on me, Yanko?” Dak opened his eye.

      “Sorry. I just wanted to let you know…” Yanko recovered enough to straighten. He decided he had better not crouch down, or he might not be able to rise again. Lakeo and Jhali had stopped a few paces back. “Thanks for coming to get me last night.”

      Dak flicked a finger. “Of course. I had little else to do. It seemed unsporting to complete our mission of slaying the pirate leaders when they were staring in rapt fascination at you.”

      “I’m a fascinating person.”

      “Uh huh. You’re lucky General Aldercrest didn’t shoot you for that stunt.”

      “Do Turgonians often shoot their allies?”

      “If they run off against orders and do foolish things.”

      “I don’t think he’d ordered me to do anything.”

      “Ah.” Dak closed his eye again, as if the simple conversation was exhausting. “That must be why he didn’t shoot you.”

      “Don’t get any worse, Dak,” Yanko murmured. “Someone has to negotiate with your president on my behalf.”

      Dak snorted without opening his eye. “If we live long enough.”

      “We will.” Yanko bent down to pat his shoulder before heading over to join Tynlee. “We will,” he added to himself.

      [image: ]

      Steam escaped from leaks in the tank, despite Tynlee’s efforts to keep the bullet holes patched while Yanko worked. He sat cross-legged in front of the vehicle, monitoring the charred organic matter inside as he applied heat. A few times, they had stopped, and Tynlee had opened the hatch at the top to stick in a tent pole and stir the burned vegetation, breaking it up further. The end result wasn’t quite ash now but a fine black powder that people would supposedly ingest. Yanko supposed he would have to try it first to see if anything happened.

      You’ll need numerous doses a day for some time, Tynlee informed him telepathically. Similar to the Kyattese drug. None of this is a cure, just a slow way to flush out our systems.

      I understand. I think I’ve done what you described now. There’s not much left to burn.

      Tynlee scrambled to the top of the cylindrical tank again, surprisingly spry for a forty-something diplomat and professor. She opened the hatch again and stirred the matter inside with the tent pole as she considered it.

      Yanko leaned forward and slowly pushed himself into a standing position. The movement prompted a fresh round of coughs.

      A hand gripped his arm, offering support. Jhali.

      “Thank you,” he whispered. “I’m sorry for being so needy of late.”

      “Mages are always needy.”

      “Is that why you became a mage hunter rather than a professional bodyguard?”

      “You know why I became one,” she said without humor, then eyed his forehead, and produced a clean white cloth from some inside pocket in her wrap. She wiped his brow and face.

      It was strange to have an assassin caring for him but somehow appealing. Her touch was gentle, her eyes concerned.

      “Could you do that again?” Yanko asked as she started to fold the handkerchief to return it to her pocket.

      “Did I miss a spot?” She scrutinized his face.

      “No, I just liked being mothered. I never really had anyone do that to me, except maybe my grandmother when I was sick as a little boy.”

      “Mothered? That doesn’t seem like the correct term when a woman who’s kissed you is doing it.”

      “I’m open to other suggestions.”

      She must not have had any, but she smoothed the cloth over his face again. It was a little damp, and he leaned forward, appreciating the coolness against his fevered skin. She released his arm and stroked the side of his head. His hair was damp with sweat, so he couldn’t imagine it was appealing to touch. But he appreciated that she did, stroking it gently.

      “Your concoction better work,” Jhali said. “You look like bat droppings.”

      “Then I feel very special that you’re rubbing my head.”

      She snorted. “You should.”

      “Yanko?” Tynlee asked from a few feet away.

      Yanko lifted his head. “Yes?”

      Two soldiers stood at her side. A twinge of embarrassment went through him. It was one thing to be seen getting a head rub in front of Tynlee, but two hulking Turgonian corporals? They stared at him with blank expressions, their hair glistening with moisture. Only then did Yanko realize clouds had come in, and a drizzle misted the air.

      He cleared his throat and straightened as Tynlee stepped forward with a homemade pestle and one of the collapsible tin bowls from a soldier’s mess kit. It was full of fine black powder. She waved over one of the soldiers with a canteen and little tin cup. Tynlee measured a heaping spoonful into the water, stirred it, and handed it to Yanko.

      “It will probably work best on an empty stomach,” she said.

      “I haven’t eaten since… yesterday sometime.” He hadn’t felt up to it since waking. Looking down at the tar-colored water didn’t inspire his appetite to make an appearance. “I just chug it?”

      “Yes. Four times a day. On an empty stomach.”

      “It can’t kill me, right? If I, uh, messed up something?” Yanko nodded toward the repurposed water tank.

      “It’s just burnt kelp, essentially. Activated charcoal is used for water filtration. It’ll be fine.”

      “Right.” He thought about asking if she’d tried it, but he was the one coughing, and he was the one who’d made the concoction.

      “I’ll drink with you,” she said, perhaps reading his thoughts again, and waved for a second tin. “Everyone who was exposed to the lake air around here should take it until we can get access to the other drug.”

      The soldier eyed the mound of black powder as he poured a second cup of water for her. He said something gravely to her in Turgonian.

      “Do I want to know what he said?” Yanko asked.

      “He said I’m very brave.” Her eyes crinkled, but the humor didn’t last. She looked toward the men lying on blankets nearby. The tents had been broken down, leaving little else in the camp area. Dak was still there, not moving much.

      She mixed herself a cup and drank deeply and with determination.

      Yanko sighed and did the same. It didn’t taste as badly as he feared, but he noticed a gritty texture to the water, some of the tiny pieces not ground as finely as others.

      When the tin was empty, he lowered it and waited. Nothing happened. He neither felt better nor bent forward and heaved it all up.

      “I’m going to make use of the two assistants the general gave me—” Tynlee waved to the soldiers, who were watching them intently, as if they suspected it was only a matter of time before Tynlee and Yanko keeled over or vomited, “—and turn the rest of it into a fine powder. We’ll see if we can find some bags to pour portions into to deliver to the soldiers—and your new pirate friends.”

      Yanko shook his head at the joke. He hadn’t even seen the pirates, so he was surprised everyone kept mentioning them. He would be surprised if they didn’t slink away into the ether after receiving their bags of powder.

      “Will you tell them that they need to go to Kyatt to find a real drug?” he asked, feeling chagrined that he’d promised them a cure, and all he had was burned kelp.

      “I’ll tell them. I don’t know how many of them will be welcome there.”

      “Kyatt let Lakeo in,” Jhali stated.

      Tynlee blinked. “Was that a joke?”

      “Why does nobody ever recognize my jokes, Yanko?” Jhali asked.

      “Your delivery is a touch deadpan.” He patted her on the back. “Honored Consul, what do you want me to do to help?” He would feel guilty doing nothing while she and the soldiers ground everything in the tank with that makeshift mortar and pestle.

      “Take a nap, Yanko. You look like—”

      “Bat droppings, I know. Or, according to Lakeo, owl pellets.”

      “I was going to say a wad of grass the dog vomited onto the floor. Your face has a greenish tint.”

      “The similes grow more and more appealing,” Yanko murmured.

      Though Yanko felt he should do more to help, his body agreed with Tynlee’s suggestion of rest. He wandered toward Dak and the other supine soldiers, figuring he might as well lie down among the sick.

      “Make sure he takes another dose in a couple of hours, Jhali,” Tynlee called after them. “I’ll send over a sack.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You don’t need to stand guard while I sleep,” Yanko said to Jhali, smiling wanly. “I promise not to go anywhere this time. No, wait.” He stopped as a realization struck him. “There’s not much point in trying to rid our systems of the toxins if we’re all still exposed to the plant, is there?”

      Jhali’s eyes narrowed. “If you mean to move another colony of that stuff, you had better rest first. Otherwise, I’ll have to push you along in a wheelbarrow as you levitate it out to sea.”

      “I doubt the Turgonians brought a wheelbarrow along.”

      “Then I would have to carry you.” She frowned as he veered away from the assemblage of sick people and toward the rise that overlooked the lake. “You don’t look light.”

      “I’ll just take a look and consider my options.”

      Her frown deepened. “You should rest first.”

      “Probably, but unless the charcoal does a lot more than we think it will, I could end up waking weaker rather than stronger, especially if the plant is still in the area.”

      She didn’t look happy about the words, but she didn’t deny the truth to them. She clenched her jaw as she walked at his side, and she glared at the terrain ahead, her hand on the hilt of her dagger, as if daring any pirates to ambush them.

      “Thanks for sticking with me,” he said.

      She grunted by way of acknowledgment. Nurian mage hunters had a lot in common with dour Turgonian intelligence colonels.

      “Later,” he said, “when I’m feeling better, I’ll rub your head, if you want.”

      “Let’s see if you make it through the day without puking on yourself.”

      “I suppose vomit would dampen the head-rubbing mood.”

      Yanko trudged up to the top of the rise, his pace painfully slow. He wouldn’t have been surprised if Jhali grew impatient and slung him over her shoulder. Normally, he wouldn’t think a woman could do that, but she probably could.

      When they reached the top, Yanko groaned.

      Jhali eyed him. “I thought I was joking about the vomit.”

      “I’m not going to throw up. They might.” He pointed at the pirates camped around the far side of the lake.

      Oh, they were back a few hundred yards from the shoreline, perhaps due to the stench that had grown stronger as soon as Yanko crested the rise, but far closer than was healthy. He wished he’d told them about the plant.

      One unwise man stood right at the water’s edge with a homemade fishing pole in hand. Yanko slapped his palm to his face.

      “Are there any fish in there?” Jhali asked.

      “No.”

      Yanko lowered his hand and reached toward the lake with his senses. A few of the pirates had noticed him and were pointing. The would-be fisherman jogged back to his camp. Yanko hoped he wasn’t about to be stampeded by men and women demanding a cure.

      “I’ll keep an eye on them.” Jhali nodded for him to use his magic for whatever he needed.

      “Thank you,” he murmured, letting his eyelids droop.

      The colony of plants was still down there, nestled up to a steam vent he hadn’t noticed during his first visit. This time, he knew what to look for. He also knew, now that he had seen a more robust version of the plant in the cave lake, that this colony was dying. Irreversibly? He didn’t know, but he doubted anything but healthy vegetation would survive a transplant. His gardening experience told him that.

      He gripped his chin as he contemplated the water. A pair of pirates headed around the lake’s edge and toward the rise.

      “Will you deliver a message for me?” Yanko asked.

      Jhali’s eyebrows twitched.

      He would’ve gone to the pirates’ camp himself, but he was so tired, and the sooner he dealt with the plants, the better for everyone here.

      “I don’t think they would survive being transplanted,” Yanko said, “so—”

      “I don’t think you would survive another transplant,” Jhali interrupted.

      “Possibly so.” Especially in his current state. “I’m going to kill them.” He felt like some evil plant-slaying overlord as he said the words, but he suspected that would be their fate, regardless, now that their environment had changed.

      “Good,” Jhali said with feeling that promised she didn’t share any of his guilt.

      “Please tell the pirates to move away from the lake. It’s very possible that, as we talked about earlier, killing the plants will cause more toxins to be released.” He wondered if the fact that the plants were dying was causing more toxins than normal to be released already.

      “All right, but keep in mind that mage hunters don’t usually act as messengers for mages.”

      “Does that mean I need to promise two head rubs?” he asked as she headed down to meet the pirates.

      “And a foot rub,” she called over her shoulder.

      Yanko smiled, then sank to his knees. Since they kept trying to buckle on him, he would save them the trouble. He didn’t think this would take nearly as much effort as transplanting the other colony had, but he also wasn’t sure how much power he could call upon with his body so weak.

      Tynlee? he reached out telepathically before he started. The plants in the lake are weak and dying. I’m going to hasten them along in the hope that it’ll put an end to the release of toxins, but in case it gets worse before it gets better, you may want to warn the Turgonians.

      You want to do that now? Before they finish moving the camp? They should be done by nightfall.

      I might not be sensate by nightfall. Dak and I arrived at the same time, you know.

      Dak is sensate. He’s just…

      Weak. I need to do this while I have the power.

      She sighed into his mind. Very well. I’ll tell Aldercrest.

      Yanko considered the vegetation carefully, wondering if he should wait for Jhali to return and create a barrier around them while he worked? But what of all those pirates? Maybe he could create a barrier around the plants. Something that would keep whatever they released from escaping, at least until he let the barrier go.

      He experimented with that before touching them, creating a dome like the one that had held in the prisoners on that island. Next, he debated how to burn something that was underwater. Or could he simply will his magic to damage the cells, so they would die?

      He remembered once doing something similar to weeds growing along the walkway between the kennel and the greenhouse when his grandmother had asked him to pull them by hand. He had only been six or seven. It had worked, though he hadn’t understood the science behind it at the time. He’d felt bad as the weeds withered and died, and he’d run off to gather sunflower seeds to plant in the cracks so something else would grow in the void. Grandmother hadn’t been amused when the six-foot-tall sunflowers sprouted all along the walkway. He smiled faintly in memory, though he wondered what it would have been like to have a family that supported his interest in earth magic. If he ever had children, he would let them study whatever they wished.

      “Yanko?” Jhali asked softly, not touching him. “They’re moving their camp.”

      He nodded, and sweat dripped off his chin. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the fever or because of the effort creating the barrier required when he was so weak.

      “Time to get this over with.” He willed the plants to die, partially by attacking their cells and partially by uprooting them.

      They soon withered into lumps on the bottom. His senses told him that he’d succeeded, that they were dead.

      He wiped the sweat from his cheeks. No, the tears. He blamed the illness for making him emotional about killing some plants. Deadly plants.

      Tynlee? he asked again.

      It’s done?

      Yes, but I was wondering… You said something about the activated charcoal being used to purify water. Would there be any point in dumping some into the lake? Would it help clean the water?

      It might bind the toxins and other organic matter to it, but all of it would still be sitting in the lake. And that’s all salt water, regardless. It’s not like we’ll ever be able to drink from there.

      Raindrops fell onto Yanko’s head, and he looked up. The clouds had grown thicker and grayer. Maybe the rain would help clear some of the toxins from the air. And dilute the lake.

      One day, unless there’s a lot of salt in the bedrock under the water, the lake should be filled with fresh water, Yanko replied. There’ll be fresh water all over, and people will be able to enjoy living here.

      If you say so. You had better be prepared to trek all over the continent, dealing with those plants.

      Maybe only the ones in mountain caves. I think if the Turgonians had waited a couple more months to explore, the ones in this lake, and any others exposed to the sunlight, would have died on their own.

      Mm. Finish up and come drink some more of my black tea.

      You should add some sugar to make it taste better.

      Honey, dear. Everybody knows that honey is the preferred sweetener for tea. Perhaps the cook has some lemons too.

      Yanko grimaced as he thought of lemon slices bobbing in the black liquid he’d consumed.

      Jhali shifted her weight, reminding Yanko that he wasn’t quite done. He still held a barrier over the plant matter, and he was hesitant to release it, just in case. Maybe if he buried the plants under rubble? Would that lock in any potential for future danger?

      Using the last of his energy, he cracked into the bedrock outside the magical dome he’d created, then levitated chunks of it over to cover the uprooted plants.

      “What are you doing now?” Jhali stared at the surface of the lake, waves churning as the rocks shifted below.

      His head started pounding again, so he didn’t waste his energy responding. He kept tearing stones away from the ancient earth, shifting them through his barrier one at a time, and dropping them over the plant matter until every bit of vegetation was buried under feet of silt and rock.

      The effort was greater than he anticipated, and when he finished and tried to rise, all the blood rushed away from his head, replaced by blackness. He pitched over, his last thought that it hadn’t been his knees that betrayed him.
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      Yanko was drowning. Deep in the ocean, too far from the surface to swim up, he was drowning.

      He lurched upright, choking as liquid poured down his throat. He thrashed and tried to spit it out as hands gripped his shoulders, holding him in place.

      “Yanko.” Dak’s stern voice penetrated his nightmares.

      “Are you awake in there?” Tynlee asked.

      A parrot squawked. Kei. Yanko felt a surge of warmth since he hadn’t seen his feathered friend in days. Kei had stayed on the yacht and far away from the stench of the continent. Birds were wiser than humans.

      Someone pried his eyelids open, and Yanko found himself looking at Tynlee and Dak, both hovering over him and wearing concerned expressions.

      “Others who have faithfully been taking the charcoal four times a day are feeling better,” Tynlee said, “but you haven’t kept up with the regimen.”

      Yanko rubbed his head. The last thing he remembered was collapsing on the rise above the lake. “Haven’t I been unconscious?”

      “Yes,” Tynlee said with exasperation that he didn’t understand.

      He peered around and recognized the wooden walls of his cabin on her yacht. Someone had carried him back from the camp? How long had he been out?

      “Three days,” she said tartly, as if this was his fault. Granted, he had chosen to draw upon more magic than was wise—and more than once—but the situations had demanded it. “Do you know how hard it is to pour a liquid down the throat of an unconscious person?”

      Kei cocked an eye toward Yanko from the back of the chair and squawked in apparent agreement.

      “Perhaps you should have tried the honey,” Dak said.

      His usually bronze skin had a pale cast to it, but he looked haler than the last time Yanko had seen him.

      “Who knew he had such powerful gag reflexes?” Tynlee muttered. “Here, drink this. And that.”

      She pointed to the cup that Dak held and to a second one sitting on a shelf. The first had the familiar black tint. The second was a sickly pink-orange.

      “What’s that?” Yanko’s head wasn’t pounding like it had been the last day he’d been awake and trying to use his magic, but his body ached and he felt tremendously weak. He swallowed the charcoal concoction.

      “The Kyattese drug,” Tynlee said.

      “We found some?” At first, Yanko thought they’d somehow sailed to the Kyatt Islands in the three days he had been unconscious, but that wasn’t possible. “Or made some?”

      “The latter. The Turgonian research ships had some medical books along, including a Kyattese text similar to the one we were studying. It had the ingredients list of the drug, and they had a better-stocked laboratory than I expected. They were able to create and compound the medicine.” She sounded surprised.

      “Rias has been encouraging our people to catch up with technological advancements in fields outside of engineering and metallurgy,” Dak said.

      “He’s good for your nation,” Tynlee said. “Though the rest of the world preferred it when Turgonia was backward in a lot of ways.”

      “I can imagine.”

      Tynlee pushed the second cup into Yanko’s hands. After three days, he needed to attend to biological needs and worried that his bladder would explode if he drank more before doing so, but Tynlee’s face was as stern as Dak’s at the moment, and he feared she would follow him to the head if he didn’t drink first.

      “Zirabo wants to talk to you,” she told Yanko as he chugged the new beverage. It was chalky and far more disgusting than the charcoal. “He’s pinged us twice on the communications orb, and I updated him with everything you’ve been doing.”

      Yanko grimaced, “Just me?”

      Kei let out a questioning chirp, and Yanko reached over and stroked his feathers.

      “The rest of us haven’t done anything that significant.” Tynlee’s nose wrinkled. “Fifteen pirate ships arrived in the bay yesterday waving a truce flag. The beleaguered Turgonian medical researcher is struggling to find ingredients to make enough of the drug for everyone. We’ve already given them charcoal, and it, in addition to staying away from the plants, is helping. Aldercrest is only grudgingly sharing some of the more potent drug with the pirates because Dak pressured him to.” She nodded toward him, as if passing the rest of the story to him to tell.

      “I told him Prince Zirabo wished it, and that we’re allies with him currently.” Dak’s eyebrows drew down. “Even though I know that’s only your story and that Zirabo didn’t give you permission to make any of those promises, nor is he currently in a position to grant them, even if he agreed wholeheartedly. Unless something has changed?” He looked at Tynlee.

      “Zirabo told me he’s managed to gather some high-ranking military officers to help lead his troops but that he wants Yanko there before he marches on the capital.”

      “Me? What can I do?”

      “Maybe he needs some plants moved,” Dak said blandly.

      Yanko groaned, not that pleased to find out that someone had updated Dak on all of his adventures. Or misadventures.

      “You’re his right-hand man now,” Tynlee said, “as you claimed. You better go talk to him. Here, take your drink.”

      Yanko glowered at the pink concoction. “I was just trying to talk everybody into laying down their weapons. You two know that. I don’t truly believe—”

      “Well, go update him and see what he says. He wants to talk to you, not me. He made that clear.”

      “But why?” Yanko asked again, though he slung his legs over the side of the bunk.

      “You’re his new hero,” Dak said dryly.

      Yanko snorted, knowing it was a joke, but then he remembered the conversation he’d had with Zirabo. Zirabo had seemed impressed with what he’d done. Yanko feared he wouldn’t be this time.

      It was with great trepidation that he finished the drink, took care of his body’s needs, and shambled to the captain’s cabin. Maybe if he walked slowly enough, someone would step into the passageway and interrupt him. Perhaps Jhali would want her head rub, and he would feel honor bound to do that before reaching out to Zirabo.

      Although… He sniffed his armpit, aware of an aroma following him down the passageway. Drat, it was him. He would have to bathe himself before he rubbed anything for anyone.

      The captain let him into his cabin right away, waved to the communications orb, and stepped out. It seemed that the world wasn’t going to conspire to keep him from Zirabo.

      Yanko settled on the bunk and laid a hand on the orb. Maybe Zirabo would be sleeping. Or busy leading troops.

      No such luck. Wherever he was staying currently, it had a communications orb, for his face popped up right away. His hair was down, so maybe he had been sleeping. Was it nightfall in Nuria? Yanko didn’t even know what time of day it was here.

      He took a deep breath. “Honored Prince. I apologize for being, uhm, unconscious and not available to report to you the events on the new continent right away. Er, how much do you know already?”

      “Good evening, Yanko.” Zirabo didn’t sound irked. That was promising. “I’ve spoken twice to Consul Tynlee, and she told me much.”

      “Ah. Then you know that I made some… promises to some pirates. And technically to some Turgonian soldiers, though the odds of them retiring and leaving their nation to take me up on that are rather low. The pirates, however, number more than I imagined, and honestly, I was just trying to buy time and figure out a way to stop a battle. I know I didn’t have the right to promise them anything, but I was hoping that…” Inspiration splashed him in the face, and before he had time to decide if it was wise or not, he shared it. “You mentioned wanting more troops. With the proper finessing, they might be willing to join our cause and even come to Nuria and fight with the troops you’ve already acquired. Or perhaps they could act as our naval force. Even if they would only be willing to show themselves as part of a bluff. Though who knows what they might be willing to do for pardons and land? They might feel especially loyal to you.”

      Realizing he was speaking rather rapidly, Yanko stopped, though as long as he’d been speaking, Zirabo hadn’t been able to reply…

      “Proper finessing?” Zirabo asked dryly. “Are you trying to do that now to me?”

      “Uh, no, Honored Prince. I don’t think that’s possible through a communications orb. I was just trying to explain myself.”

      “I see. I understand the Turgonians found gold on the new continent?”

      “Oh. Yes.” Yanko had almost forgotten about that. “We acquired some bars that we can bring back in case you need funds.”

      Zirabo shifted his eyebrows upward.

      “I mean, we didn’t steal it from them. I melted some ore from one of the veins in the mountain caves and made a few bars. Assuming Jhali still has them in her pack. I’ve been inconveniently unconscious, so I’m not up on current events.”

      “A sample would be useful in case we need to sway people,” Zirabo said. “Please bring it and yourself to the mainland as quickly as possible. And whatever troops, real or temporary, that you can add.”

      “To the—to Nuria? I promised Dak… well, if we’re going to get all or part of the continent, we’ll need to go to Turgonia—you can send me, but you’d have to give me some kind of diplomatic authority, I guess—to negotiate with their president.”

      “That can wait. I need you here as soon as possible. Things are about to boil over. We may only have a week until the matter is decided one way or another.”

      “Oh,” Yanko mouthed. He didn’t know what else to say. The continent was important, and he didn’t know how long the Turgonians would avoid it, but what was he supposed to do? Argue with a prince? A prince he’d promised to help.

      “I’ll meet you back in Yellow Delta,” Zirabo said, “and we’ll march from there. Bring everyone who will help.”

      “Yes, Honored Prince.”

      The communications orb went dark.

      Yanko pushed himself to his feet and wobbled to the door.

      “Honored Consul?” he called into the passageway.

      Tynlee poked her head out. “Yes?”

      “I’m going to need more of those pink drinks. A lot of them. I think I have to go fight a war now.”

      Tynlee looked past him toward the steps leading to the deck. “So we need to go back to Nuria instead of to Kyatt or Turgonia?”

      “For now. He asked us—me—to return to Yellow Delta. Do you mind taking me? I don’t want to presume…” Yanko extended his hand toward her.

      He was relieved she’d been willing to ferry him and Dak around but assumed she had work back at the consulate and that she couldn’t sail the seas forever. A part of him wished he had been able to talk his mother into the job. She likely would have handled the pirates more professionally and without making promises that he doubted he could keep.

      She would have killed them all, Tynlee thought into his mind.

      Well, it would have been professionally done.

      Of that I have no doubt. Tynlee smiled at him. You have a conscience, Yanko. Don’t regret that. You’ll just have to find a way to make good on your promises.

      He blew out a slow breath, then nodded to himself. Yes. If he could help the prince acquire the dais and rule over the country, then Zirabo might be thankful and help him by granting these requests. When he returned, he would do his best to make himself indispensable and to make sure Zirabo’s return to the Great City was triumphant.

      Belatedly, Yanko realized he should have asked Zirabo who he’d decided to back. If he planned to march on the Great City, he had to know by now.

      I’ve informed the captain of our new route. We’ll depart in the morning. Tynlee tilted her head. You may want to inform your new pirate friends so they’re not alarmed when we disappear on them.

      A good idea. Thank you.

      Friends. Hah. He didn’t know any of their names or even their faces. He’d been talking to them in the middle of the night.

      Yanko did his best to wash himself with the yacht’s limited facilities, then headed up to the deck to find that night approached once again. The sun hung low over the horizon, casting its orange light across the water.

      The yacht had moved to the same bay that the Turgonian ships occupied along with the fifteen pirate ships Tynlee had promised. It was crowded. And amazing that all the vessels were sharing the same area without shooting at each other.

      Was he delusional to believe that Nuria, Turgonia, and a bunch of pirates could found this new continent together and live in peace? He was fairly certain Zirabo had wanted it for Nuria, not as part of some joint colonization by numerous nations, but maybe it could present a place where people from different cultures and countries could come together and learn to live in peace.

      “You are naive, Yanko,” he muttered, laughing at himself as he walked to the railing.

      To his surprise, the mage in the orange robe, the only pirate he recognized, stood at the railing of one of their ships and gazed in the yacht’s direction. It wasn’t her previous vessel—the kraken had destroyed that—but a larger craft.

      She seemed as startled to see him as he was to see her. Had she been present that night he’d addressed everybody? Or was she simply there because the rest of her fleet was?

      Greetings, Yanko told her telepathically. Have you received some of our activated charcoal and the drug the Turgonians made? Best to get to business and not ask her if she was bitter that he’d caused her ship to be destroyed.

      She squinted at him, her lips pinched.

      We received them, she replied tersely.

      Good. I’ve been called back to Nuria by Prince Zirabo, but I won’t forget what I promised. In fact, if your people want to come along, we can finalize the divvying up of the land in the new continent as soon as the dais is secured.

      I thought Nuria was still being contested.

      Not for long, Yanko said firmly, hoping he wasn’t lying and hoping Zirabo could somehow come out on top. Once it belongs to our faction, it will be my priority to speak with the Turgonians and create a favorable arrangement for both parties.

      Do you fancy yourself a diplomat now, boy who failed the Stargrind entrance exam? She gazed blandly at him.

      He lifted his chin and kept himself from grimacing, though it was a pain speaking with someone who’d seen him at his worst, when he’d let his pride keep him from succeeding. Why couldn’t she have been one of the prisoners on Seventh Skull Island who considered him heroic simply for killing that soul construct?

      I have grown in power, and I hope maturity, in the last few months. By the way, you never gave me your name.

      I am known only as Xara now. There is little left for me back in Nuria, so my surname no longer matters.

      You could have a new life here. Yanko doubted a trained mage would be susceptible to his feeble mind-manipulation abilities, but he tried to share his idea of what he envisioned the continent would one day be and how he would, if it was at all possible, bring in other earth mages and biologists to help make it a reality.

      She gazed toward the rocky terrain, and he hoped she wasn’t thinking of the lake and the deadly plant. The setting sun warmed the cool gray of the rock and silt, making it seem exotic rather than foreign and hostile. At least to his eyes. And maybe Xara’s? She did seem to be contemplating it with speculation.

      But then she asked in a tone that came across the mental link as acerbic, And all we have to do first is sail to Nuria and help you fight your war?

      She hadn’t missed that. Maybe she was reading his mind, but he didn’t think so. He was more careful to keep his mental barriers up when dealing with enemies and strangers than around Tynlee. Not that it seemed to matter with Tynlee. She was a very subtle and gifted mind mage. She should be the one out here trying to sway pirates.

      It would be useful to have your fleet in the harbor when we march on the Great City, but I already promised your people the land simply for laying down their weapons. I can’t ask for more from you now.

      Except that the odds are poor of us getting that land if you get killed or disappear.

      I won’t disappear. I will do my best to get your people what I promised. Yanko nodded, willing her to believe him.

      It’s a lot for the little that we’ve done.

      This is a new land. There are naturally going to be opportunities for those who come here early.

      And don’t get killed off by plants.

      Yes.

      You could have killed us when you sent the kraken, and you didn’t, Xara said. I will speak with the captains. I am new in the fleet, but as a mage, I have power and some sway.

      Yanko nodded. Thank you.

      He didn’t expect much to come of her conversation with her commanders, but he’d done as Tynlee suggested and let the pirates know he was leaving. If they were willing to follow him to Nuria and pretend to be willing to fight for Zirabo, excellent. If not, he couldn’t pretend to be surprised.

      Yanko sensed a familiar presence approaching and turned as Jhali walked up.

      She nodded to him and picked a spot at the railing. “I am pleased to see you conscious again. And standing.”

      “I’m also pleased by those things.” He smiled at her. “How are you? Did the sickness ever get to you?”

      “Not as severely. Consul Tynlee convinced me to drink her foul beverages, nonetheless.”

      “She’s good at convincing people of things. Though I suppose you can avoid being manipulated by magic.”

      “Usually, yes, but she’s very good. During her casual interrogation back at the consulate, she extracted a few memories I didn’t mean for her to have. And I’ve caught myself agreeing readily with her a number of times when I don’t usually agree with anyone.”

      “Hidden memories, hm? Does that mean she knows more about you than I do?”

      “Probably not. I’ve told you more than I tell most people.”

      “Really? You haven’t told me much. When you do share secrets, you’re very succinct.”

      “I told you about my parents.” Jhali leaned her elbows on the railing and gazed toward the mountains. The rocks were damp from a recent rain, and they gleamed red in the setting sun.

      “You told me their careers and how they died. I don’t know anything about them.”

      “It’s not a subject I like to dwell on.”

      “Something lighter then? What’s your favorite food? Color? Animal? Hobby?”

      She snorted, and he decided to drop it if she didn’t answer. He didn’t want to come across as prying. He was just curious about his new traveling companion, especially since she was the only traveling companion who had kissed him.

      “Blue,” she said.

      “Hm?”

      “My favorite color. Turquoise, actually. There was a shop in Duvorlee, the town nearest where our sect was housed, that sold little bracelets and anklets and necklaces made from silver and turquoise that I always liked. I remember the first time I did a job and was paid. I went and bought one. It was expensive, but it wasn’t like I needed the money for clothing.” She waved at her mage-hunter garb, the only thing he’d ever seen her in.

      “Do you still have it? Is it—or was it—allowed to wear jewelry when you’re working?”

      “It wasn’t allowed, no.” Jhali hesitated, then lifted her shoe to the railing and pushed up her pant leg to reveal a band of turquoise squares chained together with silver.

      “So you’re rebelling?” Yanko grinned at the idea and also found himself noticing the curve of her calf before she lowered her leg and the anklet—and calf—disappeared.

      “Just a little. As for the rest, I never had time for hobbies. We trained or did chores for most of the day when we weren’t on assignments, and when you’re on an assignment, you have to focus all the time.”

      Remembering that he’d been her last assignment made him uncomfortable. “Yes, killing people is time-consuming, I hear.”

      She frowned at him, and he wished he could retract the words. He didn’t want to make her believe that he would always hold that against her or that it had to be a wall between them.

      “You should take up gardening,” he blurted, the first thing that came to mind that might move them on to another topic. “It’s relaxing and you get to see things turn from seeds into big beautiful plants. Have you ever grown sunflowers? They’re taller than your head and magnificent. Just the other day, I was remembering how I planted some in our walkway when I was a boy. At the time, I didn’t quite realize how large they grew. Once they matured, we couldn’t use that walkway until after the seeds were harvested and they died for the year. I was glad Grandmother didn’t make me cut them down prematurely. There was an argument, as I recall, but tears won out.” Er, maybe he shouldn’t admit that he’d wept over plants as a boy. “Gardening lets you create life instead of destroying it.”

      “Gardening is women’s work.”

      He refused to be offended by the statement he’d heard hundreds of times in his life. “You’re a woman, I believe. It should be perfect.”

      Despite his effort not to sound offended, his tone must have been stiff.

      After scrutinizing him for a few seconds, she said, “I’m sorry, Yanko.”

      “It’s all right.” He waved in dismissal, though he was pleased she cared enough to make the effort. Maybe he should have apologized for offending her.

      “Do you use magic in your gardening?”

      Nobody had ever asked him about his hobby so he almost swooned. “I sometimes do, yes. That’s actually how my family first learned that I had an aptitude for it. Without quite realizing what I was doing, I made a pumpkin grow extremely large. I was only six, you see. We entered it into the valley’s biggest-pumpkin contest in the fall, but one of the judges was a retired earth mage, and she recognized that it had been magically enhanced. My grandmother almost got in trouble until everyone realized I had been in charge of the family pumpkin patch that year.”

      Jhali gazed at him. The sun was sinking lower on the horizon, bathing her face with reddish-gold light. Yanko had the urge to ask her to show him her anklet—and calf—again, but he couldn’t tell from her scrutiny if she thought he was delightfully quirky after hearing that story or unpleasantly strange for using magic on pumpkins.

      He shrugged. “I know. I’m odd.”

      “You are odd,” she said, as if just coming to the realization. “I’m beginning to grasp that it’s who you really are. You aren’t pretending to be wholesome. You just are.”

      “Wholesome? I feel like I should be insulted.”

      “It’s just surprising that someone with your power cares about plants.”

      “What, mages can’t have hobbies?”

      “Hobbies that trample on the poor and mundane and show the world how superior they are, certainly. That town I mentioned? There was a wizard that ruled over it, and while everyone else lived in little huts and cabins and nobody had great wealth, he forced people to build him a hundred-foot-tall tower, so he could look down at his minions from up high.”

      “Well…” Yanko didn’t quite know what to say to that. There hadn’t been anyone like that in his village. “My father wouldn’t even let me build a tree fort, much less a tower. Not unless I used carpentry tools instead of magic. He said it was unseemly for mages to use their power to bend branches. But if I used tools, I would have had to nail holes in the tree and saw off limbs. With magic, I could have done it without impeding its growth in any way.”

      Jhali gazed at him as the sun finished slipping below the horizon, dimming the deck of the yacht a few shades. She lifted her hands to either side of his face, fingers gently brushing his cheeks, then rose onto her tiptoes to kiss him.

      He wasn’t completely startled this time, and he rested his hands on her waist and returned the kiss eagerly, wanting her to know that he appreciated it. He felt the hilts of knives and the bumps of throwing stars through the fabric of her wrap, but that only made him grin against her lips, reminded that she’d been walking at his side all week, willing to protect him if someone attacked while he focused on his magic.

      Jhali seemed surprised by his response. Because she hadn’t expected him to want to kiss her back? Or because he’d stood like a stupid post the last time she’d kissed him? Probably that. He thought about reminding her that he’d offered her a head and foot rub, but that would have required telepathy, and he wasn’t sure she would appreciate that now. And he definitely wasn’t taking his mouth away from hers to talk. Her lips were so—

      “Yanko!”

      Yanko jerked away from Jhali at Lakeo’s startled cry, afraid some pirate with a dagger was about to spring at his back.

      “What are you doing?” Lakeo stomped up to them and thrust an accusing finger at Jhali’s chest. “She could stick a dagger between your ribs at any time while you’re standing there all slack and stupid.”

      “Oh.” At first, Yanko was relieved there wasn’t a true threat, but then he was annoyed that Lakeo had interrupted them. Granted the deck of the yacht wasn’t the most private place for a moment alone, but—

      “Oh?” Lakeo threw up her hands. “Do what you want, Yanko. Just don’t expect me to stick around and march in Zirabo’s army if you’re floating on the waves with a dagger thrust into your heart.” She strode away, shaking her head and heading down the steps.

      Jhali stepped back from Yanko.

      “Wait,” he blurted, not wanting her to leave. He’d been enjoying her liking his oddness. “I’m sorry. She doesn’t know—”

      “No,” Jhali said. “She’s right. I’ve tried to kill you. You would be unwise to trust me. Besides, you’re destined for a great station in life. I’m just a mage hunter. And now, with my sect gone, I’m not even that anymore.” She dropped her chin to her chest and walked away.

      “You can be whatever you want,” Yanko called after her. “It’s never too late to try gardening.”

      She disappeared down the steps without looking back.

      Yanko frowned and thumped his hand on the railing. What had that even meant?

      “Idiot.”
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      Yanko felt a little better by the time the Nurian coastline came into sight. Better and bemused. The fifteen-ship fleet of Kendorian privateers—or pirates, as everyone insisted on calling them—sailed behind Tynlee’s yacht. He didn’t know what Xara had said to the pirate captains, but they had all trailed his group out of the bay and crossed the ocean with them.

      They were still a day or two from Yellow Delta, and Yanko watched for signs of battle inland as they sailed north, a couple of miles off the coast. Kei perched on his shoulder, occasionally plucking strands of hair out of his topknot. The parrot thought that a delightful hobby.

      Yanko swished the orangish-pink concoction in his cup, willing himself to finish the rest of it. His brain was clearer, and he’d stopped coughing, but he wasn’t back to full strength. He tired easily, and the day before, he and Dak had both broken out in a sweat after two minutes of sparring. Neither had said how much trouble they would be in if they were expected to do a lot of fighting during this march to take the capital, but they both must have been thinking it.

      Not that anybody would expect Dak to march into a battle in Nuria. His superiors would likely think him daft if he did. Yanko on the other hand…

      His guts twisted as he tried to guess what Zirabo would expect him to do to help turn the tide. Destroy more soul constructs? He hoped his magical stamina wasn’t as quick to fatigue as his physical stamina. He hadn’t yet tested it and was worried about what he would find when he did.

      Yanko drank deeply from the cup.

      “Tastes like piss,” Kei announced.

      Yanko sputtered. “Who said that?”

      “Everyone,” Lakeo said, walking up to stand beside him. “Speaking of that, is your pee pink?”

      “No, is yours?”

      She hesitated. “Of course not. But I wouldn’t be surprised if it was. I guess I’m feeling better though.”

      “That’s good.”

      Yanko didn’t know what else to say to her. They hadn’t spoken much since she’d interrupted his first real kiss with Jhali, at least the first one where he’d realized he could kiss her back. Yanko hadn’t seen Jhali since then. He’d stood outside her door and almost knocked a few times, but her parting words had him worried that she would build a wall between them now.

      As if he was truly destined for some great station. If things somehow all turned out the way he hoped they would, he might be able to ask for and be granted the governorship of that continent, at least whatever portion of it the Nurians managed to negotiate for. Then he could guide its development. In a few centuries, that might be a prestigious position, but now, he doubted anyone would want to settle there aside from the handful of pirates he’d bribed. It would be full of criminals and Turgonians. Governing that would hardly qualify as a great station.

      “It looks more peaceful than I expected.” Lakeo waved at the coastline.

      “We’re between cities. I doubt anyone’s warring for trees and beaches.”

      “You would. If the land was fertile.”

      He smiled. “Maybe.”

      “We’re meeting Zirabo at Yellow Delta?”

      “That’s the plan, yes.”

      “I’m sick of that city.”

      “We won’t stay long. He’s collected some military leaders and is ready to march on the capital. I’ll ask the pirates to sail their ships into the harbor of the Great City to support him, or pretend to support him.”

      “I know this is your thing that you feel honor bound to do, but I don’t want to fight in this war, Yanko. And die because of some civil war that I don’t care anything about.” Lakeo looked warily at him.

      Did she fear he would judge her for that? He knew she didn’t feel much loyalty to Nuria, and he’d known that for a long time. Sometimes, he was surprised she’d stuck with him this long.

      “You could stay on the yacht and wait until the land battles are resolved. I doubt Tynlee will order the captain to take her diplomatic vessel with its one ancient cannon to war.”

      She chewed thoughtfully on her lip. “I’d feel guilty leaving you to get yourself killed.”

      “I’m sure I can find someone to act as a bodyguard for me if I need to use my magic in a fight.” Yanko didn’t know if Dak was coming, and he kept himself from mentioning Jhali.

      Lakeo squinted at him.

      “You know that gold we got?” Yanko asked to change the subject. “I want to give most of it to Zirabo, so he can use it to sway people, but I could give you one of the bars for tuition. It should be enough even for the high-priced Kyattese Polytechnic. And maybe you could convince Tynlee to drop you off there on her way back to Turgonia.”

      “You never did say where you got that gold.” Lakeo arched her eyebrows. “From the Turgonian mining camp?”

      “In the tunnels up there.”

      She spat over the railing. “I tried to sneak into the command tent in the base camp and take some of the ore the Turgonians had dug up, but the soldiers spotted me and emptied my pockets. But I guess mages just find gold lying around.”

      “Technically, it was in stone walls.” He didn’t mention the pile of ore the lieutenant had been gathering by the lake, since they had left that all there. “We—uhm, I used magic to melt it from its vein and form it into bars.”

      She caught that slip and made a sour face.

      Yanko took a deep breath, afraid he would have to address his relationship with Jhali and clear things up with Lakeo.

      “I still don’t want to take your money, Yanko.”

      “What?”

      “It’s the same as that day back on Minark’s ship. It wouldn’t feel right to accept charity.”

      He scratched his head, almost jostling Kei before he remembered the parrot was there. “But stealing gold from the Turgonians would have been fine?”

      She shrugged. “I’d be getting it on my own, not having someone hand it to me. And it’s not like they have any right to that continent and its gold. They’re not the ones who raised it off the bottom of the ocean.”

      Yanko didn’t know what to say. She didn’t find anything faulty with her logic. How could he debate her?

      The captain stopped a few paces away and cleared his throat. “Honored Mage?”

      If the man hadn’t been looking straight at him, Yanko might have pointed at his chest and asked if that was him.

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “Someone wishes to speak with you on my communications orb.”

      “Oh, thank you.”

      Yanko patted Lakeo—they would have to finish their conversation later—and took a last swig from his cup, with Kei once again opining that it, “Tastes like piss.”

      He convinced the bird to find another perch and headed for the steps. He assumed that Zirabo was the one waiting to speak with him, and he didn’t want Kei’s comments in the background.

      In the captain’s cabin, when Yanko slid onto the bunk in front of the orb, he almost fell right off again. It wasn’t Zirabo.

      “Good afternoon, Honored Mother,” he said when he recovered from his surprise.

      Her eyebrows arched. “That’s the first time you’ve called me that.”

      It was, he realized. He had thought of her by name in their previous interactions. This had slipped out. She was still a notorious criminal, so he shouldn’t refer to her as honored anything. Oh, well. It was too late to rescind it.

      “It’s been a rough couple of weeks,” he said. “I forgot to be chary with you.”

      She snorted.

      “Is Arayevo doing all right?” It suddenly occurred to Yanko that his mother might be calling him to report the death of his friend.

      Pey Lu flicked her fingers in dismissal. “She’s fine. She’s taken to the job—and one of my officers. Hopefully, that doesn’t bother you.”

      Yanko didn’t like the idea of Arayevo with some pirate—or being a pirate herself—but he shook his head and found it was an honest head shake. He’d come to accept that her choices were hers and that he didn’t have the power to sway her.

      “I thought not. You seemed interested in her once, but now you have that viper at your side.”

      Viper? “Jhali?”

      “Is that her name?” Pey Lu asked. “Just hope she’s loyal. Mage hunters are trained from birth to loathe anyone with the ability to cast magic.”

      “I know.” Yanko did not want to discuss his love life, if he could call it such at this incipient stage, with his long-estranged mother.

      “They’re all bitter, brainwashed badgers,” Pey Lu added and touched her neck, the gesture just visible at the edge of the orb’s display.

      Yanko reminded himself that his mother had a very good reason not to like Jhali, but that couldn’t be why she had contacted him.

      “What is it that you wish, Honored Mother?” He’d used the title once before. He might as well go on doing so. Maybe she appreciated the show of respect.

      Pey Lu lowered her hand. “You have a fleet of Kendorian pirate ships following you.”

      “Yes, I do.” Yanko expected her to say that she considered them mortal enemies and insist that he part ways with them, else she would swoop in and attack.

      “Because you promised them land on your new continent.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Has something happened that would give you the ability to fulfill that promise?”

      He couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or was genuinely curious. Probably sarcastic. She knew where he’d been lately, and unless something had happened in the last few days, such as Zirabo claiming the dais, she knew he didn’t have any right to divvy up land on the continent.

      “I made the promise based on a few assumptions of how future events will go,” he said.

      “Then you are planning on capturing the dais for yourself.”

      “What? No!” What had he said that would make her think that?

      “I know about the gold and how you ousted the Turgonians with talk of plague,” she said dryly.

      “Not plague.” He grimaced and ran his tongue over his lips, tasting the lingering remains of the chalky pink stuff.

      “Yes, yes, a deadly plant that only you can eradicate. Close enough. Maybe that’s what caused the so-called plague all those centuries ago.”

      Yanko didn’t want to go into what had truly happened out there with the plant, especially since his mother didn’t sound that interested.

      “Pirates are a gossipy bunch,” Pey Lu said. “I’ve heard much, as have some of my crew. You offered large chunks of land and a pardon to those agreeing to sail into battle at your back.”

      “Something like that,” he murmured.

      Pirates might like to gossip, but it seemed they didn’t care much about getting the facts right. He wondered how many people’s lips the words had passed through before they found their way to his mother.

      “Why does it matter to you?” Yanko couldn’t imagine her wanting to settle down on some remote continent—or anywhere.

      She rolled her eyes and made a scoffing noise. No, she wasn’t interested, but maybe some of her people were? They might be sick of perennially roaming the seas and want a safe place to come home to.

      “Some of your people are interested?” he guessed.

      “Gramon,” she said dryly. “And others, yes. For the others, I would tell them to simply leave and find their own way into your entourage if that’s what they wish. But Gramon has served me well over the years. We’ve had a few altercations, but I’ve recently come to realize…” She shrugged. “He means something to me. If he wants to retire on an ugly lump of land and open up a smithy, then I won’t stop him.”

      A smithy? Yanko had no trouble imagining the muscled Turgonian wielding a huge metalworking hammer, but it was strange to think that a pirate might have such simple dreams for retirement. He’d always assumed they all wanted great wealth so they could buy their own private islands. Maybe they did when they got started, but time tempered expectations, and in the end, they realized they would have been better off if they’d never become pirates. Was that why his offer had proved more effective than he’d expected?

      “And—” Pey Lu leaned closer to the orb, “—if you intend to take the dais, I already told you that I would help.”

      Yanko glanced toward the door, afraid his comrades would overhear her words. She was going to get him in trouble if she kept bringing this up and they started to believe he truly wished the position. But the door was shut. Whatever he said ought to stay between them.

      “Why?” he asked, playing along to give himself time to think. “What would you want if I did?”

      A part of him wondered if he should let her believe that he planned to use Zirabo and his resources to his own ends, but his honor shrank into a tiny wilted ball at the idea of lying about something so big. And who knew if she—or Gramon, who might be standing just out of view of the communications orb—would gossip and the word would reach Zirabo? The last thing Yanko wanted was for the prince to stop trusting him.

      Pey Lu chuckled. “Only the delicious irony of having one of my sons, those who were deemed dishonored by the old Great Chief because of my actions, take the dais for himself.” Her mirth turned to a sneer. “I would love to stab a dagger into the jugular of the old system and all those pompous asses who trained me to be their little killer, then cast me aside when they no longer had a use for me.” She gazed straight into the orb, but she didn’t seem to be seeing Yanko.

      When her eyes refocused, he opened his mouth to admit that he planned nothing more than to help Zirabo acquire the dais for whoever his candidate was, and hope they would help Yanko deliver on the promises he’d made. But she spoke first.

      “We will join you, Yanko. For the same deal you gave the others. Not all of my people want to become smiths and farmers—” she sneered again, “—but they would all take land that might grow in value and that they could one day sell. And I will assist you if you promise to grant me, not a pardon, but a temporary abeyance so that I can walk into the Great City and see you on the dais on the day the priest puts the wreath on your head.”

      “Mother, I am not going to betray Zirabo. I would love your help, but I’m only going to assist him.”

      “Of course, Yanko.” Her eyes glinted, as if they shared some unspoken understanding. “Of course.”

      The communications orb went dark as she cut the link.

      Yanko stared at the gray sphere and mumbled, “What just happened?”

      [image: ]

      Steel clashed as scimitar met cutlass on the deck of the yacht, the noise of the sparring match drowning out the roar of the sea. It almost drowned out the sound of heavy breaths rasping in Yanko’s throat. He couldn’t keep going for much longer. How was he going to help Zirabo and his army fight in huge battles? If he had to use the blade, he would be in trouble.

      Kei squawked from a nearby perch. It wasn’t clear if he was complaining about the noise or enjoying the sun on his feathers. His sounds of contentment weren’t a lot different from his squawks of complaint.

      “Need… break,” Yanko panted, stepping back and trying to disengage from Dak.

      Dak lowered his cutlass without any comments about how they’d barely warmed up. His face gleamed with sweat, and he was breathing hard too.

      “Did we make it more than two minutes this time?” Dak asked Tynlee, who was pretending not to watch from the railing.

      “Nearly three, I believe,” she said, her dimples appearing as she smiled.

      Dak made a disgusted noise and wiped his brow. He had been sicker than Yanko when they’d been at their worst, so Yanko would expect him to take longer to recover. Dak should be patient with himself, but he mostly appeared annoyed at not being superhuman.

      “We’ll go again in five minutes,” Dak said. “I don’t see how I’m going to avoid being embroiled in some conflict or another if I step foot on Nurian soil and go with you to join Zirabo.”

      “Is that still your mission?” Yanko knew he had orders to support Zirabo, but he didn’t think those orders extended to Dak marching into battle.

      Before Dak could answer, Tynlee called, “Yanko?” and waved for him to come over.

      Secretly relieved for a chance to extend his break, Yanko joined her at the railing.

      “Is it my imagination, or are there more pirate ships following us than before?” she asked.

      “There probably are.” Yanko hadn’t shared the details of his chat with his mother the day before, partially because it had unnerved him, and partially because he hadn’t wanted to explain why she might show up.

      “If this many pirate ships were sailing this close to the Turgonian coast,” Dak said, joining them, “it would be seen as an act of war, and warships would be deployed to deal with them.”

      Yanko grimaced. “I suspect Nuria’s warships are too busy battling each other to notice.”

      “That’s Pey Lu’s flagship,” Dak noted after a minute.

      “Nothing wrong with your remaining eye,” Yanko murmured.

      He could barely pick out her black vessel in the distance. It and her fleet’s other vessels were sailing farther out than the privateers. Yanko hoped Pey Lu or her mages were communicating with the other fleet’s mages and that they knew they were on the same side right now.

      Tynlee and Dak regarded Yanko with raised eyebrows.

      “She said her fleet might join us, at least insofar as sailing into the harbor in the Great City and looking intimidating. I’m skeptical that any of the pirates will actually fight for Zirabo.”

      “And she’s doing this in exchange for what?” Dak asked suspiciously.

      “She heard someone is offering land and pardons,” Yanko said.

      Dak’s eye narrowed.

      Yanko shrugged. “Apparently, Gramon and some of her people are interested.”

      “Gramon?” Tynlee asked.

      “Her Turgonian lover.”

      “Ah yes,” Tynlee said, “everyone should have one of those.”

      Yanko couldn’t keep from choking a little.

      Tynlee smiled serenely. Dak turned his squinty eye on her. It didn’t faze her in the least.

      “She has to want something else,” Dak said. “I don’t believe she wants a pardon or cares about land.”

      Yanko wished Dak weren’t quite so perceptive.

      “Yellow Delta ahead,” called the first mate from the wheel.

      Yanko pretended great interest in their destination, so he wouldn’t have to address Dak’s speculation. He was aware, however, of Dak watching him.

      “It’s quiet,” Tynlee murmured, her eyes glazed.

      “The city?” Yanko reached out with his senses.

      He hadn’t been delighted when Zirabo named this as their meeting spot and would have preferred sailing straight to the Great City, but he assumed Zirabo wanted his arrival to be a surprise and en masse, not for his allies to straggle onto the battlefield piece by piece

      “Yes,” Tynlee said. “There should be fishermen out, activity at the docks. I assume Zirabo wouldn’t have had any reason to curtail the daily civilian activities once he had the city.”

      Now that she mentioned it, Yanko could tell how devoid of life the beaches and docks were. He sensed people in the buildings and homes farther back from the waterfront. Many of them were armed and watching out their windows. Expecting trouble? The streets were empty, other than a few patrols here and there.

      People that Zirabo had appointed to keep the peace? Or watchmen with magic detectors? No, the freed moksu prisoners had taken the city only a couple of weeks earlier. How much could have changed since then?

      “That flag is back up,” Dak said as soon as their yacht sailed around a point, and the river and the docks came into view.

      Yanko’s stomach sank. It was the red flag of the Swift Wolves. He’d witnessed Zirabo’s people tearing that down.

      “Do we sail in?” Tynlee asked with uncertainty.

      A handful of ships were docked in the harbor, but less than half the number that had been there on Yanko’s previous visits. He glanced toward the pirate ships sailing right behind them. He’d told them they wouldn’t need to do more than loom, and not even that until they reached the capital. Would they be willing to help here?

      “Yes,” Yanko said. “If something has happened, we’ll deal with it.”

      Dak arched his eyebrows. “Deal with it? Retake the city?”

      “If need be. Zirabo is coming back here to meet us. I’m surprised he’s not here already. If that faction regained the city while he was off collecting more troops and military officers, he could walk his people into a trap.”

      “When was the last time you spoke with him, Yanko?” Tynlee asked. “Is it possible that’s already happened?”

      “No,” Yanko said firmly, though he didn’t know, not truly. But Zirabo couldn’t have fallen. Yanko wouldn’t know how to go forward if he had. “No,” he repeated more softly.

      Dak and Tynlee exchanged long looks.

      The yacht sailed toward the dock. Yanko sensed people watching from the alleys between buildings, but no watchmen rushed out to confront them. Still, that ominous red flag flapped in the sea breeze.

      The crew waited a few moments before securing the yacht. When nobody rushed out to confront them, and when numerous cannon-bearing pirate ships sailed into the harbor behind them, they grew more confident. Soon, the gangplank was lowered, leaving Yanko and friends the option of heading into the city if they wished.

      Yanko scratched his jaw. Did he wish? Zirabo had said to meet in the city, but he hadn’t specified any particular part.

      Yanko closed his eyes and tried to sense farther into Yellow Delta, seeking Zirabo’s familiar aura. It was difficult to pick out a single person in such a populous area, but after several minutes, he didn’t find Zirabo. He tried to stretch farther, to the highway leading out of town on the far side, a cobblestone route that followed the river inland before turning north toward the Great City. But nobody was traveling on the highway or the waterway this day.

      A woman’s scream came from a building near the waterfront, and Yanko jerked his eyes open. He couldn’t see her, but he found her quickly with his senses. The woman ran through an abandoned street with two men chasing her, men armed with swords and bows.

      “It’s a trap!” she screamed, the words barely reaching them.

      The men gained on her, raising their weapons.

      She had to be nearly a half a mile away, but Yanko did his best to channel the wind over there, to knock the men back. They stumbled, pitching against the walls. She glanced back and kept running.

      Out here, Yanko spoke into her mind. On the dock. We’ll protect you.

      He sensed her alarm at the telepathic communication, but she sprinted toward the waterfront street.

      One of the guards recovered and lifted his bow, aiming between her shoulder blades. Yanko created a barrier around her. It was more difficult to work his magic from afar, but he managed. An arrow bounced off the shield and clattered to the cobblestones. Whoever she was, those men were genuinely trying to kill her.

      More arrows zipped toward her, the two men giving chase and firing as they ran. Yanko gritted his teeth and knocked them on their butts with raw power. One struck the side of an adobe building hard enough to break his bow. Good. Yanko was tempted to break their skulls, but he didn’t know yet if the woman was a friend or an enemy. Whatever she was, it irked him that they were ganging up and trying to kill her.

      When she raced into sight, Dak jumped onto the gangplank with his cutlass, looking like he might sprint into the city to deal with whoever wanted to hurt her.

      “I’m protecting her,” Yanko called to him.

      If there truly was a trap, the last thing Yanko wanted was for Dak to rush into the middle of it.

      “I recognize her from the island,” Dak called to him. “She’s one of your rescued people.”

      Yanko clenched his fist, relieved that he’d helped.

      The woman ran toward them, sandals slapping on the dock boards. By the time she reached the yacht, sweat drenched her face, and she was panting. Her eyes widened when she spotted Dak, and she lurched to a stop.

      Yanko ran onto the gangplank beside him and pushed Dak’s sword arm down. He still gripped his cutlass and appeared ready to lop off heads.

      “You’re supposed to save that look for our enemies, not our allies,” Yanko said, then waved for the woman to approach.

      She edged around Dak, who complied by lowering his sword and saving his glower for anyone looking his way from the waterfront buildings, and lunged into Yanko’s arms.

      He was so surprised when she gripped him and bawled against his shoulder that he almost fell off the gangplank. She started speaking with her face buried in his robe, and he barely understood half of it. He used his mental senses to augment his understanding—and determine if she was telling the truth or if this was part of some ruse. What if someone had forced her to rush out here and deliver false information?

      But no, he sensed genuine terror and that her last week had been horrible, tied up in a basement with a number of the other people that Zirabo had left to guard the city after the main force moved out. Unfortunately, the Swift Wolves had learned that they’d lost the city quickly and had returned with greater numbers to retake it. And they’d guessed that Zirabo might send people to try to take it back and had been lying in wait near the waterfront and also near the highway on the far side, ready to attack whoever approached. They’d heard of Yanko and actually hoped he would come so that they could capture him and drop his head on their leader General Tang Chu’s camp desk.

      “Uh,” Yanko said, alarmed at the vision—and that Tang Chu knew who he was.

      “Can you understand her better than I can?” Dak gazed down at the woman with a furrowed brow. “My Nurian isn’t up to the task of deciphering that.”

      “Only with help,” Yanko admitted and gently gripped the woman’s arms, trying to ease her back a few inches, if only so they had a better chance of understanding her. “It’ll be all right.” He smiled and tried to sound soothing, though he wasn’t used to anyone turning to him for comfort. “What’s your name? I’m Yanko.”

      “Ayta.” She wiped her eyes. “And I know. I saw you on the island. We all did.” She glanced uncertainly at Dak.

      Maybe that meant she remembered seeing him too. She just wasn’t convinced that he was on her side.

      Dak looked back toward the waterfront, as if he expected her pursuers at any second. Yanko could sense men hiding in an alley and peering out. They pointed at the yacht and then, with more frantic gestures, pointed at the pirate ships. None of them had come in to dock yet, but more than two dozen were in view, anchored beyond the breaking waves.

      “Am I right in guessing that someone would already be attacking us if we hadn’t shown up with reinforcements?” Yanko asked.

      “Those are pirate ships, aren’t they?” Ayta whispered.

      “Yes, but they’re working for me currently.” Sort of, Yanko amended silently.

      She turned round, impressed eyes on him.

      “It’s a long story. We’re here to reinforce Zirabo.”

      “He’s been gone for two weeks. We failed him.” Her face was in danger of crumpling, and she eyed his shoulder again. “Jai Gook said he should have left more people, but we are moksu. We should have been able to handle them. But they had two mages, and all we had was—”

      “Down,” Dak barked and grabbed their shoulders, pushing them to their knees.

      A thin metal canister blurred through the air toward the yacht. Yanko erected a hasty barrier a split second before it would have landed on the deck. It bounced off and exploded with a boom and a blast of orange flames.

      “If we were in Turgonia, I’d say that was sent by a grenade launcher,” Dak said. “Here, I suppose it was some magical artillery weapon.”

      “I didn’t sense magic,” Yanko said.

      “The Swift Wolves have some Turgonian weapons,” Ayta said. “That’s one of the reasons they outmaneuvered us so easily.”

      It seems you’re not welcome, a voice spoke into Yanko’s mind. Pey Lu. Do you want some assistance?

      Yanko frowned. Did he? If the entire city had been taken, he and Dak and Jhali wouldn’t be enough of a force to retake it.

      Yes, he replied, though he worried what the price might be. What would happen when his mother realized he’d never had any intention of trying to take the dais for himself? He was still flabbergasted that she even thought that was a possibility.

      I will send some of my people who are eager to prove themselves worthy of free land. Her voice was as dry as ever.

      Yanko didn’t care. Thank you.

      “Thank you for the warning, Ayta,” Yanko said aloud. “We will retake the city, and once it’s ours again, we’ll make sure to leave a sufficient force to guard it.”

      “We’re going to retake it?” Dak looked at Yanko for a long moment and then shifted his gaze toward the fleet. The first couple of ships were veering toward the dock. “You told the pirates to come?”

      “We can’t do it with just the two of us,” Yanko said quietly. “We barely made it to three minutes, remember?”

      Dak grunted. “You better make sure they know not to loot and pillage.”

      The words sent a chill of dread down Yanko’s spine. He hadn’t considered that. But he should have. These were the people who had killed all those innocent villagers on that island. Killed and tortured them. And they were people who preyed on the weak and murdered and maimed others for a living.

      What had he just unleashed?
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      As Yanko strode into the city with Dak and Jhali at his side, he formed a protective barrier around them. Lakeo had offered to come, but given her earlier words about not caring to risk her life for Nuria, Yanko had asked if she would prefer to stay and help protect Tynlee. She’d agreed to that, appearing far more concerned about the welfare of someone she knew than that of a city in a nation she cared so little about. Yanko was surprised—and appreciative—that Dak was helping. He had even less reason to care about Nuria.

      More pirates than Yanko had ever seen in one place fanned out in all directions from the waterfront.

      “Capture people instead of killing them,” Yanko called as the well-armed men and women headed off toward a dozen different streets. He used magic to ensure his voice rang out and was heard by them all. “We only want the Swift Wolves people. Do not loot the city. You will be rewarded when this is through. Well rewarded!”

      A barrage of arrows came from a nearby rooftop, all of them angling toward Yanko.

      Dak cursed, grabbing him and yanking him toward a building. Yanko reinforced his barrier, and the arrows bounced off, clattering into the nearest wall.

      Dak grunted and released him. “There’s nothing like walking into a hostile city next to someone who’s shouting his location.”

      “Would silence matter when he’s wearing that robe?” Jhali waved to the crimson garment as she eyed the rooftop of the building, though the archers had disappeared as soon as they fired. “Nobody is going to fail to see him.”

      “True,” Dak said.

      Yanko sensed the archers, six of them. They ran from the rooftop they’d fired from and sprang over a narrow alley toward another building. Yanko channeled a blast of wind into them as they flew through the air.

      It hammered them from the side and knocked them from their trajectory. Flailing and cursing, they sailed into view and landed in the street ahead of Yanko’s group.

      Dak and Jhali surged toward them.

      “Prisoners,” Yanko blurted. “Don’t kill them.”

      His companions seemed just as bloodthirsty as the pirates as they plowed into the Swift Wolves, tearing their bows away and slamming punches into their faces. One whipped out a pistol, one of the promised Turgonian weapons, and Dak’s willingness to take prisoners disappeared. He slammed his elbow into the man’s face with a savage crunch even as he tore the pistol away before his enemy could fire. The man was dead, bone crunched into his brain, before he hit the ground.

      Yanko rushed forward to help, even as he wrapped his barrier around his comrades to ensure that other archers wouldn’t get them, but Dak and Jhali didn’t need his help. They were as effective as a Turgonian infantry platoon, and the skirmish lasted only seconds. Yanko looked away from the battle lust in Dak’s eye as his big friend whirled around, his fist and sword raised, as he searched for more foes.

      Gunshots rang out one street over, and he crouched, as if to spring off.

      “What do we do with these, Yanko?” Jhali nudged one of the men writhing on the ground. Four of the six had survived the fall and the encounter, though they were all injured. Jhali was cooler and more detached than Dak. If battles got her blood surging, she didn’t show it. “You wanted prisoners?”

      “I just don’t want to kill more of our own people than necessary,” Yanko said. “They picked a different side, but they’re still Nurians, and we’ll all have to live with each other again in the end.”

      “Not if they’re dead,” Jhali said darkly.

      “Let’s tie them up and put them in that mercantile. Dak?”

      Dak had been peering around the corner toward the next street over, but he heard and wordlessly came forward, gripping two men by the scruffs of their necks and dragging them toward the indicated building. He kicked the door open with a shattering of boards.

      “Effective,” Jhali said.

      Yanko used his magic to levitate the rest of the injured people inside after Dak.

      A group of pirates raced down the street past them, their faces spattered with blood, their equally bloody weapons held aloft. Yanko’s forces were only five minutes into storming the city, and he already doubted himself and what he had unleashed.

      He found twine and pulled off enough to help his friends tie the men. They returned to the street in time to see a fireball roar over their heads and into a building at the far end. By the badger goddess, had his mother come into the city? And if so, would she kill and maim as gleefully as her people?

      “We should find the faction leaders,” Dak said, practical despite his Turgonian blood lust. “The rest should surrender if we have them.”

      Yanko nodded. “Do you know where to look? You questioned the leaders the first time we were here, didn’t you?”

      “The leaders that were here then, yes. Some of General Tang Chu’s underlings. We can try checking where they were housed before.”

      “Lead the way.”

      More gunshots fired, and shrieks and screams came from the neighboring streets. Yanko wished he’d sneaked in with Dak and Jhali alone and searched for those leaders from the beginning. Could they have re-taken the city without bloodshed then? What would Zirabo think if he returned to find half of Yellow Delta burned to the ground and the other half filled with bodies?

      They had to fight three more groups of Wolves before reaching a bell tower on a hill overlooking much of the city. Dak and Jhali shifted impatiently as Yanko insisted they drag their captured prisoners into buildings and tie them up, but Yanko wouldn’t kill his own countrymen if there was another option. Besides, maybe Zirabo would return with great numbers, and the Wolves would come to believe their faction would lose and could be talked into switching sides.

      Two archers stood guard in a deep alcove at the entrance to the bell tower, a cobblestone square out front leaving a lot of open ground to cover. Yanko swept his senses through the eight-story structure behind them. It was mostly open inside with stairs winding up the walls, the bell chain dangling down in the middle. The massive bronze bell occupied the top level. A group of men and women also occupied that space, watching the harbor and the city from great open windows at the top.

      “We’ll be targets while we run across the square to get to them,” Dak said, nodding toward the alcove, “unless someone magically convinces them to take a nap.”

      “Someone?” Yanko asked. “Not me? A random mage passing through would do?”

      “It would do for me.” Dak squinted at the windows at the top of the tower. “I saw movement up there. That’s where the local leader was camped out the last time I was here.”

      Yanko nodded. “There are people there, and they’ll see us approach.” He pointed at the alcove. “That’s the only door.”

      Yanko didn’t know how to make people take naps but doubted it was possible when they were alert and knew a battle raged around them. Gunshots fired farther down the street, and the archers peered out of their alcove.

      “Now,” Yanko urged his friends as he channeled the air to form hammers, hammers that he brought down on the backs of the archers’ hands.

      They dropped their bows and leaped back into the alcove with startled yelps.

      Dak and Jhali sprinted across the square toward them. Yanko started to form a bubble over their heads, to protect them from possible fire from above, but he spotted an archer leaning out of one of those great windows at the top, and the man targeted him instead of them.

      “That’s what you get for wearing a crimson robe,” Yanko muttered to himself as he compacted a wall of air overhead.

      The archer fired, but his arrow bounced off. Dak and Jhali reached the alcove, and thuds and shouts announced their skirmish engaged.

      As Yanko jogged across the square to join them, a white-robed figure stepped into the window beside the archer. Mind mage.

      Aware of the archer raising his bow to fire again, Yanko knew he had to protect both his mind and his body. He reinforced the barrier above his head, prioritizing that and only putting some concentration toward erecting a mental barrier. Even though he’d had more luck doing two things at once lately, he hadn’t tried to do this particular combination, and he feared he would struggle to do both well.

      He was still ten steps from the alcove when a dagger of sheer pain stabbed into his mind. More than that, it felt like a serrated blade piercing his skull and tearing through brain matter as it sawed back and forth.

      Panting, he tried to block out the pain, but his concentration lapsed, and he lost both barriers. He squinted his eyes shut and kept running—he was vulnerable to the archer out in the open—but he stumbled and went down. As he rolled across the cobblestones, he opened his eyes in time to see the archer leaning out to take a shot.

      A pistol roared nearby, and a bullet slammed into the archer’s chest. The white-robed mage lunged for his ally, trying to catch him in time, but the archer was already leaning too far out. He fell and landed with a sickening thud scant feet from Yanko.

      Dak hoisted Yanko to his feet and leaned him against a wall in the alcove. It was deep enough to protect them from more overhead attacks—physical attacks.

      Yanko gritted his teeth and put all of his energy into defending his mind. The mage’s attack had broken off when he’d been trying to save his comrade, but Yanko expected another attempt any second.

      “They have a mind mage,” Yanko said.

      “Stronger than you?” Dak asked in surprise.

      Both Jhali and Dak faced him, Dak with a hand planted on Yanko’s chest to keep him upright. Yanko patted his arm and nodded to let him know he could stand on his own now.

      “I’m not sure. I was trying to do two things at once. I—”

      Another attack came. This time, Yanko sensed it an instant before the mage attempted to drive another serrated dagger of pain into his skull. He gritted his teeth and walled off his mind, focusing on nothing else and not letting himself rue that he’d not asked Tynlee for more lessons during their travels.

      Jhali and Dak exchanged looks. Worried looks? Yanko couldn’t tell. They both did stony facades well.

      The attack faded, and Yanko exhaled slowly. He’d fought it off.

      “Do you want us to charge up there and kill the mage?” Dak sounded delighted at the prospect, or as close to it as he ever came.

      Yanko gazed upward, seeing with his mind through the levels of stone and stairs to the top floor. The Wolves were staying put. Did they believe having greater numbers and a mind mage would be enough to keep them safe?

      “Let’s go at a slightly more cautious pace than a charge,” Yanko said. “If they’ve been here a while, they may have booby traps. Guard your minds. He may try to get at you two if he realizes he can’t get me.”

      Dak tried the stout teak door and found it locked. He leveraged his Turgonian size and weight as he turned and drove a boot into it. Wood snapped and hinges broke. He casually pushed the door open.

      The interior of the tower was dark, the thick stone walls insulating it from the battle sounds ringing through the streets. Yanko peered up into the shadows. As he’d sensed, wooden stairs headed upward with periodic landings along the way. He didn’t see any rooms, just the large bell and platform at the top.

      Dak led the way up the stairs, but he paused right away, growling and shaking his head.

      “Attack?” Yanko whispered.

      “Attack.” Dak ground his teeth and continued up. Judging by the pained twist to his face, the mage hadn’t stopped yet.

      Yanko paused as Dak and Jhali, who didn’t seem to have been attacked yet, climbed ahead of him. His senses told him that the bell tower platform had windows on all sides, all open to the elements. He stirred up a fierce wind outside, and channeled it toward the bell, hoping to hurl the men and women down the stairs. At the least, he wanted to distract the mage.

      But his wind struck a barrier and was rebuffed. There was either a second mage up there or the mind mage was very good.

      “Thanks,” Dak said, quickening his pace to a jog.

      “I didn’t stop him. Probably just distracted him for a minute.”

      “Good. Keep doing that.”

      Yanko focused above them again, this time thrusting wind against the floorboards and trying to rip them from the support beams. A couple of creaks and snaps drifted down as he loosened nails, but the mage again created a barrier to stop him.

      A clatter came from above as someone dropped hundreds of metal objects through the hole with the bell chain dangling through it. Nails. They fell downward like arrows, and Yanko created a barrier over their heads as Dak and Jhali pressed themselves against the outer wall. An entire bucket of nails landed on his barrier and the steps above. He nudged them aside before letting them fall.

      “Do they have an attack plan?” Jhali whispered as they resumed climbing. “Or are they simply throwing their garbage at us?”

      “Trying to distract me, I’d guess,” Yanko said. “The same as I’m doing to their mage.”

      He threw another attack, his mental blast of imaginary flames, but he sensed that the image didn’t take root in the mage’s mind. He had strong defenses, so it was like trying his tricks on a mage hunter.

      Before attempting something else, Yanko checked the route ahead. They were more than halfway up the stairs. If there was going to be a booby trap of some kind…

      He spotted it. On the last steps before the trapdoor leading into the platform. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he sensed magic embedded in the boards.

      “We’re going to levitate up the last flight of stairs,” Yanko whispered.

      “We?” Dak glanced back.

      “Yes, I understand Turgonians like flying.”

      “That’s a lie.”

      “You have airships.”

      “I’ve never been in one.”

      The trapdoor creaked open, and a shadow stirred above it. The mage? No, someone with a Turgonian rifle.

      Yanko threw a blast of air and knocked the weapon aside. Dak roared and charged as more figures with firearms came into view.

      Yanko manipulated the air again, this time levering a wedge under Dak so that he wouldn’t come down on those stairs. Dak cursed vehemently in Turgonian and fired through the trapdoor opening. Yanko thrust him through it, since he had intended to do the same thing on his own, before shifting his focus to himself and Jhali. As he levitated them after Dak, clangs sounded as swords—or maybe heads—struck the massive bell.

      Thuds followed, boots on the floorboards, then a gunshot, and the smacking of fists against flesh.

      Yanko let himself down just inside the trapdoor, and the white-robed mage loomed right in front of him. While he was still working on getting Jhali over the trap, the mage attacked.

      Once again, daggers slammed into his mind, and Yanko cried out in pain, but he didn’t let himself lose his grip on Jhali. Only when she was safely through did Yanko turn his focus on his mental defenses.

      Jhali sprang past him and toward the mage. The man calmly lifted a hand, and Yanko sensed him launching an attack at her. But it was a mental attack, and she merely growled and kept going. The mage’s eyes bulged as he seemed to take in her telltale mage-hunter wrap for the first time.

      At the last second, he raised a shield around himself. Jhali, dagger in hand, stabbed down a split second too late. Her steel glanced off, and she stumbled back.

      While the mage was focused on defense, Yanko tried to turn his own attack on him. He formed a dagger of air to plunge down into the man’s head. Even as he did it, he realized he was creating a physical attack rather than a mental one. His would do permanent damage if it worked.

      Bone crunched. The mage screamed, jerking his hands to his head and stumbling back. He tripped over the stone sill of the window behind him and fell out.

      Startled, Yanko lunged around Jhali to the window, thinking he could stop the man’s fall. But the mage landed as hard as the archer had, flat on his back, his lifeless eyes staring up from the cobblestones below.

      Yanko stared in horror. He hadn’t meant to kill the man.

      Clangs sounded behind him, reminding Yanko that there were more enemies on the platform. But the others were simple fighters, not mages, and Dak and Jhali had already taken them down. Dak strode around the bell, making sure none of them had any fight left and looking at the faces. He lifted the head of one man who had half-fallen through the trapdoor as he died. There was no life left in his eyes.

      “This was one of their leaders.” Dak lowered the man’s head. “He’s the one I dealt with before.”

      “Was?” Yanko slumped. He feared that few of the Wolves had survived the battle.

      Dak twitched a shoulder. “It’s hard to worry about taking prisoners when you’re surrounded. Sometimes, you just have to take care of the enemy as quickly and efficiently as possible. Also, Turgonians do not like to fly.” Dak glowered at Yanko.

      A battered board creaked and gave way, and the body of the leader shifted, gravity taking him through the trapdoor. He rolled down a few steps until an explosion roared, and flames shot in all directions.

      Jhali and Dak leaped back from fire roaring through the open trapdoor as Yanko created a barrier to protect them. He felt the blast of heat just before he erected it. Fortunately, the flames died quickly. They left a gap in the stairs and a charred, ragged edge where the tidy trapdoor opening had been.

      “On second thought,” Dak said, staring at the dwindling flames, “flying isn’t that bad.”

      “You just have to learn to appreciate it,” Jhali said.

      Yanko couldn’t find his humor. He merely lowered his barrier and rubbed the back of his neck. Shouts and gunshots continued to float up from the city.

      “Uh, Yanko?” Jhali leaned out one of the windows. “Some of your pirates are looting.”

      Yanko clenched his fist in frustration. Dak had foreseen that well.

      Yanko stepped into one of the large bell tower windows, and he could see the entire city and the harbor. He had no trouble seeing the fires from the various magical attacks his mother or some other mage had thrown. No, it hadn’t been she, he realized as he scraped his senses over the docked ships. She was still on the deck of hers, her hip against the wheel as she waited for her people to finish up. Her stance and her aura announced that this was their fight—their attempt to gain Yanko’s favor and earn some land—not hers.

      It seemed aloof, but he was pleased she hadn’t joined in. She could have annihilated the entire city with the power of her fireballs. As it was, he needed to do something to stop this before the city turned into the ashy remains of a funeral pyre.

      “My friends and allies!” Yanko yelled, amplifying his voice so everyone in the city would hear him. “We have succeeded. We’ve captured the Swift Wolves’ leaders, and the city is ours. If anyone puts up a fight, bring them to me. Do not loot the city.” He tried not to look at the already broken windows of storefronts in the block below. “As I promised, you will be rewarded for your work today, but not by stealing from others. Soon, there will be plenty, and you will be pardoned for any past crimes that you may have been blamed for.” In addition to amplifying his voice, he did his best to add some mental persuasion to the words. “I will not forget the help you have given me this day. You will be rewarded.”

      Silence fell after he finished, only the snaps and cracks of a nearby fire reaching his ears. Did that mean they’d at least listened to him?

      Several people shouted. At first, he thought it an objection, a suggestion that he stuff his grandiose plans up his butt, but then the shouts broke into cheers.

      Yanko closed his eyes and leaned his head against the side of the window. He hoped that meant they agreed with him and were done looting.

      I see you’ve picked up a few tricks, Pey Lu spoke into his mind, sounding pleased. I told you that you’d be good at mind manipulation.

      Yes, he said simply and did his best not to let her sense that he wanted to throw up.

      [image: ]

      The moonlight gleamed on the ocean as Yanko leaned against the column in the Tortoise God’s shrine, looking at the water as he’d done from the same spot weeks ago. This time, he wasn’t seeking guidance, though maybe he should have been. Mostly, he wondered if he’d done the right thing. The last count he’d heard, delivered by Dak, over a hundred Swift Wolves men and women had been killed, a hundred had been captured and were tied up and under guard, and dozens of innocent people had been killed and injured, either because they’d gotten in the way or simply because the pirates hadn’t stopped to ask whose side they were on.

      Yanko had thrown up twice after delivering his speech from the bell tower. He’d managed to do it in private, though he thought Jhali might have been close enough to hear him once. At least the pirates didn’t know what a soft stomach their supposed war leader had.

      What would Zirabo think when he arrived?

      Yanko had reclaimed the city, but at what cost? The Swift Wolves fighters had chosen their battle, but what of those his unskilled and untrained army had killed by accident? Or not even by accident? He’d enabled murderers today, and he knew it.

      Barks drifted to his ears from the tall grass behind the beach, and he snorted, recognizing the auras of the abandoned dogs he’d fed weeks earlier. He was glad that some of them were still alive. They must have recognized his scent because a few had hopeful perks to their ears.

      He hadn’t used so much of his magic earlier in the day that he couldn’t muster more now, so he mentally hunted for fish in the surf. His physical stamina was still poor—he was impressed that Dak’s weakened constitution hadn’t affected him in any of the battles—but he could draw upon magic even if his body wasn’t at its peak.

      As fish flew over the beach and toward the dogs, all of whom barked excitedly when they realized what was happening, Yanko sensed someone walking up the beach. Jhali.

      Earlier, he’d intentionally slipped away without telling her that he was leaving, because he had felt the need to be alone and because he hadn’t believed he needed a bodyguard. Not now. His pirate troops had the city, and he doubted word could have traveled to wherever the Swift Wolves were headquartered yet, so they shouldn’t need to expect retaliation for a while. Yanko hoped Zirabo would return soon with some of the moksu so they could place more trustworthy troops in charge of the city.

      “I thought I might get to see you hurling fish at dogs again if I came out here,” Jhali said as she approached, picking his form out of the shadows.

      “To the dogs, not at them,” Yanko said, though he was still debating if he wanted to talk or brood in silence.

      Even if he didn’t want to talk, did he have the heart to send her away when she’d walked this far looking for him? No.

      Jhali stepped into the shadows of his pillar, slipped her arms around his waist, and leaned into him for a hug. He wrapped his arms around her, his brain for some reason bringing up the memory of the near hysterical woman Ayta who’d sobbed into his shoulder. He couldn’t imagine Jhali ever doing that, no matter how dreadful a time she’d had.

      She didn’t speak, merely resting her chest against his, and it slowly dawned on him that she hadn’t come out here to talk. Maybe she knew that wasn’t what he wanted. He laid his face against the side of her head, enjoying the feel of her soft hair against his cheek. And appreciating that she didn’t seem inclined to judge him. A part of him felt he should be judged, but Zirabo could do that when he arrived. Or Dak could do it later, if he was so inclined. Yanko wasn’t sure he would be. Dak never seemed to mind killing Nurians.

      Remembering that he’d promised Jhali a couple of head rubs and had never delivered on that, he lifted a hand to her hair. He slid his fingers through it and found her scalp. His experience rubbing women’s heads was limited, but he’d appreciated it when she’d massaged his scalp, so he hoped the same kneading would make her feel good. He was rewarded by her melting into him.

      “I know I can’t have you, Yanko,” she whispered after a time, “but I want you.”

      A titillating warmth rushed through his body. No woman had ever said she wanted him.

      “Why can’t you have me?” he asked in bewilderment.

      She leaned back enough to look into his eyes and offer a lopsided smile. “Even if you weren’t moksu, it’s clear your path will make you a man of great importance. I’m common-born and don’t know how to do anything but fight and kill people.” Her smile turned to a grimace. “And I don’t even mind that much. It suits me. You need someone smart and educated, and your family, if not the world, will insist on someone with the appropriate bloodlines.”

      Yanko still felt bewildered. “It’s true I hope that if Zirabo’s people come out on top, I might be made governor or at least head gardener over the Nurian portion of the new continent, but that’s going to be a wild frontier for a long time. I can’t imagine anyone caring about bloodlines. My father might not approve, but he doesn’t approve of anything I do, so it would be a typical day. And maybe I should point out that right now, I’m a criminal, and if Zirabo doesn’t come out on top, we could both be running from the law together. Especially after I show up back in the Great Land with not one but two fleets of pirates in my wake.”

      She patted his chest. “I have faith that you’ll be able to find a more desirable end than that. I’ve watched you talk to people, use your magic to make your words more agreeable than they should be. Normally, I would hate that, since it’s part of what I hate about mages, but with you, once you have everyone agreeing that you’re delightful, you’ll probably sit down to tell them about your pumpkins.”

      Yanko laughed briefly, though he was still concerned. It sounded like she was pushing him away. He couldn’t let that happen. Not when he’d finally found a woman who wanted him.

      “I don’t have any pumpkins right now. Nor will I likely have any for a while in the new land. Once I figure out a solution for the salt problem, the first thing to do will be to plant tons of cover crops to improve the soil. Red clover, field peas, oh and comfrey. Definitely comfrey. Comfrey accumulates a lot of nutrients and spreads and creates an abundance of organic matter. My grandmother used to say that comfrey leaves were so fertile they’re as good as manure for the garden.”

      Jhali gazed at him without comment.

      “Uhm, possibly I shouldn’t have brought up manure while hugging a woman on a moonlit beach.”

      “Actually, it was the perfect thing to assuage my concerns about you manipulating people’s minds.” She smiled, then leaned in close and kissed him.

      He had no idea how manure-speak had won him a kiss, but he was delighted and returned it with great enthusiasm. Before he lost himself in the moment, he swept his senses along the beach to make sure neither enemies nor well-intentioned friends were around to interrupt. They weren’t. Perfect. A few of the dogs were nosing around in the grass, but he doubted they would bother them.

      Jhali? Yanko asked softly into Jhali’s mind, afraid she would remember her certainty that they couldn’t be together.

      Her lips paused in their exploration of his, and he worried she would object to the telepathic touch, especially after they’d been discussing mind manipulation. But telepathy was so much better than talking. Mostly because it could be done at the same time as kissing.

      Yes?

      In case it isn’t obvious, I want to say that if you want me, you can have me. Lots. Yanko had a feeling Falcon would have told him he should pretend to be aloof and unattainable to increase his desirability, but in his case, that would probably fail. He had no knack for games. He might as well admit to exactly what was on his mind. Also, in case this also isn’t obvious, I want you too.

      Yes, I can tell that.

      Oh, uhm, right. He blushed, wondering if she had figured out yet that he’d never had a romantic partner. Would she find that less charming than talk of gardens? Should he… warn her? She was older than he was. Who knew what kind of, er, competence and experience she expected from her partners.

      Jhali slid her hand around the back of his neck and pushed her fingers into his hair, then deepened their kiss. He wasn’t sure how it was possible, but he started to believe he’d said the right thing. Maybe he would keep further thoughts to himself and enjoy the soft warmth of her lips, the curve of her breasts pressed into his chest, the delightful sensation of her nails grazing his scalp.

      He pulled her tighter, wanting so much to—

      Yanko? Prince Zirabo asked into his mind, his telepathic voice sounding far off. Can you hear me?

      “Erkt,” he blurted in surprise—and displeasure—breaking their kiss.

      Jhali frowned at him in puzzlement. What would happen if Yanko didn’t answer? At least not for another hour. Would Zirabo believe they were too far apart and that he hadn’t heard?

      Yanko, I’m approaching the city with our new officers and troops, the prisoners from the islands, and other assorted reinforcements I’ve managed to gather. One of my people just caught up with me and reported that the city was captured last week—and that you just recaptured it. Is that right? Can you come out and meet us on the road? I’d hate to be shot at by friendly fire as we approach. By, ah, friendly pirate fire, as I understand it.

      Yanko took a shaky breath, willing his body to cool down a few degrees. Yes, Honored Prince. I can meet you in an hour—I’m a little ways up the beach now, at the shrine. He didn’t mention Jhali. He would prefer it that Zirabo thought him praying to the gods rather than smooching with a woman in a holy shrine.

      “Sorry,” Yanko said aloud. “Zirabo is contacting me.”

      “Now?” Her hand tightened on his shoulder.

      He allowed himself to feel pleased that she seemed as distressed by the interruption as he, but he wished it simply hadn’t happened. He wanted very much to know where that kiss might have led.

      “Sorry,” he repeated. “I have to go meet him. He’s concerned about my pirates.”

      She snorted. “Who wouldn’t be?”

      It might have been a joke, but it made him remember the looting the pirates had done and all the Wolves and innocent city dwellers who had died that afternoon. Maybe it wasn’t appropriate for him to be out here enjoying himself. And what would Zirabo say when Yanko reported everything? On top of his failures today, he hadn’t claimed the continent for Nuria, as the prince had hoped. He wasn’t even truly sure the plant would keep the Turgonians away for long.

      “Will you come with me?” Yanko shifted his arms so that one wrapped around her shoulders, then nodded up the beach.

      “Do you think you’ll need a bodyguard?”

      “I might,” he said grimly. “I might.”
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      Yanko was glad to have Jhali at his side when he walked toward the large tent erected near the highway a mile from the western gate of Yellow Delta. As night deepened, a fog rolled in, and he could hear but not see the river roaring alongside the road. Only a handful of lanterns were visible in the misty haze, but Yanko’s senses told him that thousands of men and women and hundreds of giant lizards and their carts occupied the valley.

      It daunted him. Being invited to what he thought of as the command tent also daunted him. Even though Yanko had done much these last few months, he was still an eighteen-year-old boy. No, a man, he corrected. Surely, he’d earned that label by now.

      Dak and Tynlee walked behind them, neither appearing daunted by their surroundings. Apparently, Zirabo had also reached out to Tynlee and requested her presence. Yanko was less certain that Dak had been requested. Even if he was there to offer his support to Zirabo, he was still a Turgonian, a Turgonian spy who would send reports back to his people.

      When Yanko ducked into the tent, he found a few lanterns illuminating a collapsible desk and camp stools, all occupied. Yanko wasn’t sure why, but he had only expected Zirabo, and perhaps some aide, to be waiting inside.

      Zirabo was there, but so were three generals and an admiral, with gray hair, white hair, or no hair. Yanko had no idea who any of them were and only knew their ranks from the colorful and elaborate patches sewn to their uniforms. He was embarrassed to admit that he wouldn’t even have known those if he hadn’t helped Falcon study for a quiz before he’d gone off to his army training camp.

      Yanko wished his brother was here with him now. Was he in the camp somewhere? He would look later. Maybe he would ask Kei to look. Since it was after dark, the parrot was snoozing back on the yacht.

      The officers stared at his group as they walked in, their faces either stern or disapproving. Yanko wasn’t sure if the disapproval was for him or for Dak. Or even Jhali. One scowled in recognition of her mage-hunter garb.

      Zirabo smiled from behind the desk, but dark bags lurked under his eyes. A bamboo flute case that Yanko hadn’t seen before lay on a stack of papers in front of him, and he sensed magic from the Made instrument inside.

      “Honored Prince and Officers.” Yanko offered a deep bow.

      He wasn’t sure if he should be the one to handle introductions—Tynlee was far more experienced at interacting with such high-ranking individuals—but when nobody else spoke up, he stepped to the side so his comrades could come the rest of the way in. As he opened his mouth to speak further, one of the generals interrupted.

      “What is he doing here?” the officer demanded.

      At first, Yanko thought the objection was to him, the general deeming him too young and from too unimportant a family to be invited to a meeting, but the glowering officer pointed at Dak.

      “Offering the support of Turgonia, I believe,” Zirabo said.

      “We don’t need the empire’s support,” the admiral said stiffly.

      “It’s a republic now, Oleen.” A bald general with squinty eyes and a white mustache smirked at his comrade. “Do keep up.”

      “Nobody here needs a tutor, Dom Joo,” the admiral—Oleen—growled.

      “This is Colonel Dak Starcrest,” Yanko said, not hiding his identity since Zirabo knew it. “This is Consul Tynlee Blue Heron from the Turgonian consulate in Port Morgrant. And lastly, this is Jhali, my…” He groped for an appropriate word that would explain the presence of a mage hunter and that would also convey that he trusted her. To simply call her a bodyguard didn’t seem to convey enough, certainly not kisses in shrines.

      “Bodyguard,” she said firmly and bowed to Zirabo and the officers while keeping her eyes locked on them. It was traditional in Nurian bows, but her gaze seemed more challenging than deferential.

      “Right,” Yanko said, glad to have someone along who wasn’t intimidated by senior officers.

      “It’s good that one of you knows,” the general who’d first objected to Dak said.

      “Don’t tease my mage, please, Kree Nu,” Zirabo said. “We’re going to need him.”

      Yanko did his best not to shrink at the appraising looks that fell upon him. Him and his red robe. Once again, it hadn’t occurred to him to remove it after the battle for the city, and here he stood, in front of the highest-ranking Nurian military commanders he’d ever encountered. He waited for one of them to demand what he was doing wearing it.

      “Yes, I understand he slays soul constructs,” Admiral Oleen said.

      Yanko’s cheeks warmed. He couldn’t tell if that had been a sarcastic comment or simply an observation. It hadn’t, he was positive, been reverence, not like he’d gotten from the prisoners. Admittedly, they’d been so pleased to be rescued that they would have been reverent if a rat accidentally bit through the cables to destroy that dome.

      “Just the one so far,” Yanko said. “Dak slew the other one. We would be wise to ask for his advice going forward. The power of Turgonian ingenuity cannot be underestimated.” Yanko stood sideways so he could nod at Dak while still keeping Zirabo and the officers in view.

      “Spoken like someone too young to have fought them in the war,” the dour general—Kree Nu—growled. “Their ingenuity isn’t anything we need to claim the dais.”

      “We, General?” Zirabo asked lightly, but there was a dangerous edge to his voice, one Yanko hadn’t heard before. He was glad to see Zirabo with these men around him, truly ready to march on the capital. Or what remained of it. “Are you going to stand upon it with the new Great Chief?”

      “Behind it, I should think. I have no desire for that position. If I did, I would have done what’s popular these days and started my own faction.” Kree Nu curled his lip and spat on the ground.

      “Good. Yanko, Dak, I will be pleased to hear what Turgonian ingenuity has to suggest.”

      “I have some explosives left.” Dak’s eye glinted.

      “Turg gorilla,” Kree Nu muttered under his breath.

      Dak ignored him. Yanko glared at him, losing some of his ingrained respect for his elder and having the urge to light his uniform on fire from the underwear out.

      Tynlee snorted—or was that a snicker? Yanko scowled, not annoyed with her, but irked that his mind remained an open book for her. He wondered if he would ever become good enough to keep his thoughts from talented mind mages.

      Kree Nu’s gaze shifted from Dak to Yanko, but he didn’t hold their gazes for long. He looked over at the tent wall and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Dak’s explosives are lovely,” Tynlee said. “I say this not just because I helped him acquire his current stash. I’m certain he could sneak in with a couple of men and place them in strategic locations near enemy strongholds and cause distractions during a critical moment.”

      Yanko nodded. “I could keep anyone from noticing him.”

      “I can remain unnoticed by myself when I wish,” Dak said.

      Yanko hadn’t meant to imply he couldn’t, only that he wanted to help. He opened his mouth to say as much, but Zirabo spoke first.

      “You’ll be walking with me at the front of our army, Yanko,” he said. “Noticeably.”

      “Ah.” Yanko was surprised Zirabo hadn’t found a more powerful and experienced mage among the prisoners. Maybe he simply wanted someone in a red robe next to him to make an appealing target for enemy archers. By now, Yanko had plenty of practice deflecting arrows. So long as mind mages weren’t simultaneously assaulting his brain. He grimaced because that seemed a very real possibility if some enemy spotted him early and had time to plan.

      “Your people would be disappointed by anything else,” Zirabo added, smiling as he looked into Yanko’s eyes.

      “My, uhm, people?”

      “The prisoners you freed—” Zirabo extended a hand toward Jhali, Dak, and Tynlee, thankfully acknowledging that they’d been integral in that mission, “—have been telling everyone about the powerful warrior-mage hero who obliterated an ancient evil artifact, utterly destroyed a towering soul construct, and suborned the infamous pirate Snake Heart and turned her to his will. The prisoners are sharing the news eagerly, and it’s spread across the Great Land like wildfire.”

      Yanko opened his mouth, but no words came out. What was he supposed to say to such ludicrousness? Nobody else was saying anything. The officers didn’t look surprised—maybe Zirabo had already mentioned all of this to them—but they did look skeptical.

      “You obliterated that artifact?” Dak asked into the silence, amusement in his voice.

      “I cut the cables.”

      “Impressive.”

      “They were magical cables.”

      Yanko didn’t mention how that particular act had been what brought a ceiling down on his head, nor did he bring up how Dak had rescued him from that rockfall and carried him over his shoulder to safety. He would have admitted those things to Zirabo, but he felt self-conscious under the weight of the officers’ gazes.

      “Honored Prince,” Yanko said slowly, since nobody else was speaking, “you of all people know I haven’t suborned Pey Lu.” He was about to add that she hadn’t even been willing to loom threateningly at the Turgonians for him, but Zirabo spoke first again.

      “Isn’t she in the harbor now with her fleet? And you clearly brought shiploads of other pirates over to your side as well, correct?” Zirabo waved toward the city.

      “Conditionally. I need to speak with you about what I promised them for their assistance.”

      “Thousands of ounces of gold from the palace’s coffers, no doubt,” General Kree Nu said.

      “No, I already have gold. I promised them pardons and land on the new continent.”

      The bald general with the sense of humor laughed. Yanko wasn’t sure if it was with him, at him, or just at the craziness of the whole situation.

      “You have gold?” the more belligerent Kree Nu demanded.

      “Yes, did I not mention that? We brought back some samples. The Turgonians were already on the continent mining it, but we convinced them to leave, at least for now. I’ve promised their General Aldercrest that we’ll be along to negotiate with their president for a long-term solution that will leave both of our nations with opportunities down there. Uhm, Jhali?” Yanko pointed to her pack, relieved he’d thought to return to the yacht to retrieve it before coming out. “Will you show them?”

      Jhali slid off the heavy pack and extracted one of the gold bars he’d made. She thunked it down on the desk, the tendons in her neck standing out as she maneuvered it, a testament to its weight.

      “We have a few more bars like that,” Yanko said, not able to read Zirabo’s expression as he gazed down at the gold. “It’s just hard to carry them all.”

      Zirabo leaned back as much as he could on a stool, then looked to his chosen officers, holding each of their gazes for a moment. “Well, gentlemen. What do you think?”

      “He’s a boy who’s wearing a robe he shouldn’t be and has stumbled into some luck,” Kree Nu snarled.

      Admiral Oleen, Dom Joo, and the general who hadn’t spoken yet, also bald with a wizened face that reminded Yanko of his great uncle, merely looked thoughtfully at Yanko.

      What were they deliberating? Whether he was worthy enough to join them on the march? If he should be held accountable for the crimes he’d inadvertently committed? If he should be tied to a lizard cart and dragged down a mountain for presuming to wear his robe? Clearly, Kree Nu knew he’d failed his Stargrind entrance exam.

      Yanko was tempted to poke into their minds, but he feared he would be caught. Just because they wore military uniforms didn’t mean that none of them had mage training. To have reached such lofty ranks, it was likely they all had mage training and came from honored families.

      General Dom Joo stroked his chin as he regarded Yanko. “I believe, Honored Prince, that it doesn’t matter what we think. The people are desperately in need of a hero, and they have decided, without any input from us or the other powers vying for the dais, that this is he.” He extended his hand toward Yanko.

      “He’s not even old enough to shave,” Kree Nu barked.

      Yanko spread his arms, not willing to argue, even if people across the nation seemed inordinately concerned with his chin hair. The idea of being anyone’s hero was bewildering, but he wasn’t sure why it mattered enough to mention. Unless Zirabo had a plan to use Yanko’s new fame—could he call it that?—to help his candidate.

      Yanko realized he still didn’t know who Zirabo’s candidate was.

      He almost asked right there, but what if the officers believed Zirabo intended to put himself forward? They may have joined him because they believed one of the Great Chief’s children had the most right to rule. Maybe Zirabo had changed his mind and actually did intend to put himself forward.

      That would be fine with Yanko. Zirabo had plenty of experience with government, and he had a good relationship with Turgonia. Few of the other prospects could say that. And selfishly, Yanko admitted it would be a lot easier for him to get himself assigned to overseeing the new continent, an opportunity that would allow him to make good on his word to all those pirates, if Zirabo was in charge.

      “Yanko is a good man,” Zirabo said. “Honest, earnest, self-effacing, and passionate about helping the nation. We are lucky to have him.”

      Yanko bowed his head, as was proper when an elder delivered a compliment, but he watched the others out of the tops of his eyes, still trying to figure out what exactly was going on and why they were discussing him.

      The generals and admiral continued to look at him with dubious expressions. Yanko caught Tynlee and Dak exchanging long looks and wondered what that meant.

      “Let’s secure the Great City first,” Admiral Oleen said, “and then worry about the rest of this.” He jerked a hand toward Yanko.

      Yanko was relieved when Zirabo nodded, set his flute case aside, and spread out a map of the city.

      “I’ve recruited scouts from among the moksu who were imprisoned, those with military experience.” Zirabo looked up at Yanko. “Falcon is one of them.”

      “Is his leg better?” Yanko asked.

      “I found him a healer. He may still have a limp for life, but it wasn’t impeding him the last I saw. The scouts have been checking the fifty miles in all directions around the capital.” Zirabo drew a circle around the city with his finger, including the water. “I wanted to make sure nobody had an army lying in wait before we committed to taking the Great City. Our people spotted other people’s scouts, perhaps checking for the same thing, but no companies of troops, not outside the walls.”

      “Most of the factions are spread thin, trying to hold the cities and resources they’ve claimed,” Kree Nu said.

      “There are two factions with large numbers of troops inside the city. They’ve been fighting each other. There are scouts from other factions who are watching them, likely thinking as we thought—” Zirabo nodded to Yanko, “—to let them wear themselves out on each other and deplete their men and resources, and then swoop in and take advantage.”

      Yanko didn’t feel qualified to speak in this meeting of high-ranking officers, but Zirabo kept including him, so he risked saying, “We sailed past the Great City about… four, five weeks ago, I guess it’s been now. There were huge fires burning all over, with ships aflame in the harbor. It looked like there wouldn’t be much left for long. I imagine it’s only gotten worse? Are we planning to take the capital for symbolic purposes? Would it make sense to leave it and focus on the other major port cities along the coast?”

      “We’ve considered that and discussed it,” Zirabo said, speaking over Kree Nu, who’d probably been about to tell Yanko to stay quiet because he was too young to talk. “The Great City isn’t in good shape, though it’s not much worse now than what you describe. You may have seen an initial burst of activity. My understanding is the factions entrenched themselves in different quarters and have largely been playing cat-and-mouse games of late rather than lighting fires.”

      “They shouldn’t be wantonly burning buildings,” Kree Nu said, “not if they want to claim the city for themselves and for it to be worth anything. Likely, some fire mages got out of control one night.” He gave Yanko a flat look.

      Yanko didn’t know if he was pleased or regretful that he hadn’t incinerated the general’s uniform earlier.

      “It’s worth taking the city,” Zirabo said. “There’s also the fact that we don’t have enough troops to split them between the other major cities. The capital is symbolic. If we have it and the palace and the public dais, then we have a lot.”

      “You’re set on marching in openly?” Dom Joo asked.

      Dak stirred. He hadn’t been invited to speak and hadn’t volunteered much, but Yanko was curious what he thought.

      “We have thousands of people out there.” Zirabo waved to the valley beyond the tent walls. “We can’t sneak them into the city, especially not now. According to our scouts, there aren’t any farm wagons or trade goods or much of anything going through the gates. Rather than trying, I say we gather our mages to create shields to protect our people and march them straight up the highway and to the main gate. I expect pushback as we enter and try to take the palace, but that would happen regardless. They’ll have it secured.”

      “Who?” Yanko asked. “The Swift Wolves?”

      He assumed that was one of the factions that had come out on top, but Zirabo had mentioned another.

      “Yes, and Sun Dragon’s people,” Zirabo said.

      Yanko rocked back, at first imagining Jaikon Sun Dragon, that he’d somehow faked his death and found a way back to Nuria to lay claim to the dais, but no, these would be his relatives. He remembered the mage admitting that another Sun Dragon was leading the faction and making a push for the dais. Yanko wouldn’t have guessed they had a large enough force to rival the Wolves. Dak hadn’t mentioned them when they had been discussing that map of flags in the tavern in Yellow Delta.

      “The Sun Dragons have come on strong in the last month,” Zirabo said. “They were originally focused on the western provinces far from the capital, but they may have simply been biding their time. They’ve come east and currently control the harbor and more than half of the Great City. With the legendary Akaron Sun Dragon as an ancestor, Luy Hano has quickly gained supporters out here. He’s a powerful mage in his own right.”

      Yanko hoped that wasn’t why Zirabo wanted him here so badly. To be the one to face off against this Luy Hano? Maybe Zirabo thought that since he’d defeated Jaikon Sun Dragon, he could defeat his relative. Except that a magma spout had been what truly defeated Jaikon.

      “Prince Zirabo,” Dak said. “It’s your prerogative if you want to walk openly into the city.” His tone made it sound like he didn’t approve—Yanko wasn’t surprised. “But I strongly suggest you send some people ahead to prepare a few diversions, to get your enemies looking the other way as you bring your main force in.”

      Yanko nodded. “And we can have the pirate fleet sail into the harbor up there, time it to arrive the same night we will. Even if they don’t engage, their presence will get everybody looking in that direction.”

      “Pirate fleet,” Admiral Oleen growled.

      Zirabo smiled faintly at him. “Yanko’s brought in more ships than we have.”

      “They won’t fight to the death for the good of the nation,” the admiral said, lifting his chin.

      “Likely not, but our enemies don’t need to know that.” Zirabo looked to Dak. “Do you have something specific to propose as far as diversions go?”

      Dak hesitated. Yanko imagined him thinking that this wasn’t his fight, and he wasn’t sure how much leeway his government would give him to help. He looked at Yanko. Yanko looked back, but he didn’t try to convey an opinion one way or another. He didn’t want to get Dak into trouble. More trouble.

      Tynlee patted his arm supportively, the gesture seeming to say it was his decision.

      “I’ll break away from the main group when we get close,” Dak said. “I’ll take some explosives and sneak into the city. If I can find a clockmaker’s shop, I can create detonators on time delays that will go off precisely at midnight or whatever time we decide. If they blow all together, that ought to give your enemies something else to worry about.”

      “Aren’t we trying not to do more damage to the city?” Kree Nu asked Zirabo. “If you let a Turgonian run around with bombs, he’ll blow up the museums and cultural centers.”

      “I’ve seen Nurian art,” Dak said. “You wouldn’t be losing much.”

      Kree Nu’s eyebrows flew up. “You dare say that? Turgonians don’t even bother with art. They can barely—”

      “Enough,” Yanko said, attempting to infuse his voice with the power to sway the general, even if he knew it wouldn’t work with Dak. “We shouldn’t snub our allies, General. Honored Prince, can you use Dak?”

      Zirabo smiled. “Yes, of course.”

      Is that meeting as tedious as I’m guessing? Pey Lu spoke into Yanko’s mind without preamble.

      Yanko didn’t want to speak poorly of his seniors, so all he said was, Do you want to join us? We’re planning a strategy to take the Great City.

      No, I suffered through enough meetings with pompous self-important senior officers when I served in the navy. Just tell me when we sail. I care little for the politics of Nuria, as you know, but I’m tired of watching the nation self-destruct from a distance. I will, with great glee, throw fireballs down the gullets of those idiots bumbling through this civil war.

      “Yanko?” Zirabo prompted.

      “Sorry,” Yanko said, hoping he hadn’t missed much. “Captain Pey Lu spoke to me. She reports she’s ready to sail anytime.”

      “I’ll bet,” Oleen said. “Are we truly going to rely on those pirates?”

      Zirabo shook his head. “As I said, we’ll assume they’ll only go as far as showing up. If our enemies can’t be sure if they’ll attack or not, they’ll have to divert resources to the waterfront in the event they do. And if Snake Heart were to jump into the fray…” Zirabo raised his eyebrows at Yanko, as if not certain if he should hope for that or not.

      Yanko wasn’t certain if they should hope for it. He could imagine his mother torching half the city as easily as he could imagine her striking in a pinpoint fashion to secure it for Zirabo and his team.

      “She said she was ready to hurl some fireballs at our enemies,” Yanko said neutrally.

      “Good,” Zirabo said. “Good. Let’s adjourn for now. Generals, get your troops ready to march in the morning. Admiral, you may want to get your ships there before the pirates arrive, so leave tonight.”

      Yanko hadn’t seen any military ships when they had sailed into the harbor. He wondered where Oleen’s vessels were and how many he had.

      Three, Pey Lu spoke dryly into Yanko’s mind. They’re hiding two miles up the river, before the water gets shallow.

      “It should take two days to reach the capital on foot,” Zirabo continued, “so we’ll plan to march into the city the night after tomorrow.”

      Nerves jittered in Yanko’s belly at this promise that he was about to go into war. He’d participated in numerous skirmishes of late, but that wasn’t the same as thousands or tens of thousands of people engaging in bloody battle with the intention of killing each other.

      “Dismissed,” Zirabo added, waving them all toward the exit.

      “May I speak with you in private, Honored Prince?” Yanko hoped he wasn’t being presumptuous, but he wanted to know if Zirabo had a candidate in mind or intended to claim the dais himself. He also felt compelled to inform him that Pey Lu believed he was after the position, if only so it didn’t come out later and give Zirabo a reason to doubt his trustworthiness.

      “Yes.” Zirabo nodded to him.

      Tynlee looked like she might say something—Yanko was surprised nobody had invited her into the discussion—but Dak caught her eye and nodded toward the exit. Maybe they also wanted to talk to Zirabo in private but would wait until after he did.

      The officers filed out, and Yanko sensed Dak and Tynlee stop outside the tent to discuss something with each other. Jhali clasped her hands behind her back and waited by the flap.

      “I wish to speak with you in private also, Yanko.” Zirabo glanced at her. “I would prefer it to be truly in private. Will your bodyguard trust that I’m not a threat and wait outside?” He smiled, but Yanko sensed that he didn’t trust Jhali.

      Yanko hesitated. While he understood Zirabo being wary around someone he’d barely met, Yanko didn’t want Jhali to think that he didn’t trust her.

      “I will watch the tent from outside and make sure others do not spy on you.” Jhali nodded to Yanko, then stepped out.

      “I imagine you can create a soundproof bubble around us to ensure that doesn’t happen, regardless,” Zirabo said when they were alone.

      Yanko didn’t know if he’d ever tried to do that, but in theory… He created something similar to one of his shields and thickened the air enough that sound would have trouble penetrating it. The soundproofing was a good idea, since several people remained close. In addition to Jhali, Dak and Tynlee were having their discussion, and the three generals hadn’t dispersed yet.

      “Yes,” Yanko said when it was complete. “You can speak freely.”

      It occurred to him that he could have simply suggested telepathy, but he didn’t mind the challenge of doing something new.

      “Or you can.” Zirabo tilted his head. “You have questions, I presume. The only thing I’m curious to learn from you is how a mage hunter became your bodyguard. That’s unusual if not unprecedented. It’s part of their training to be more or less brainwashed to detest all things magical—and all those who cast it.”

      “Well…” Yanko had what he considered more important questions and didn’t want to spend a lot of time explaining Jhali. “We met when she was sent to assassinate me.”

      “So it was a natural meshing of kindred spirits.”

      “Not exactly. Sun Dragon—Jaikon Sun Dragon—paid her sect to do the job, but then Jaikon was killed, as I explained, and she was left stranded. And her sect was destroyed. And I saved her life at one point. So our relationship has grown complicated.” Yanko kept himself from thinking of the kiss at the shrine. He didn’t want to talk about that with Zirabo. “But she’s promised that she no longer intends to kill me. And she’s been watching my back since the prisoner rescue. She saved my life there.”

      “Ah.” Zirabo scratched his clean-shaven jaw. “Can you read her mind?”

      “No.” Yanko hadn’t tried that hard, but he’d tried a few times with Dak and had always assumed that a true mage hunter would have had even more practice at creating mental walls.

      “So you don’t truly know if you can trust her.”

      “Only through her deeds, which have been impressive. She’s impressive.”

      Zirabo’s eyebrows twitched. “Just be careful. If her sect was hired to kill you—is that because I sent you that letter and put you on that mission?—well, the Sun Dragons are still around, as we discussed. Just because Jaikon’s gone doesn’t mean nobody else in his family will think to remind the mage hunters that they were paid.”

      “She’s warned me that others of her sect might feel compelled to try to kill me.” Yanko didn’t like hearing that the Sun Dragons occupied a portion of the city they meant to march on, but he’d always known it was possible that assassins were still out there. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “Good.” Zirabo tapped his fingertips on the flute case. “You have questions?”

      “One question and something I have to tell you before it comes out elsewhere.” Yanko grimaced. “Who are we marching to the capital to support? I know Dak will also want the answer to that question.” Yanko was surprised Dak hadn’t asked right away since he’d said earlier that Turgonia would only back Zirabo if they agreed with his choice. “Did you find a candidate to support? Someone who will be meeting us there? Or did you decide to try to take the dais yourself? I know, or Dak said, Turgonia would support that. And I would, of course. Partially selfishly,” he added, feeling compelled to admit to his hopes. “So you’ll assign me a position on the new continent, so I can oversee it being turned into an agricultural mecca for Nuria and also fulfill the promises I made.”

      Zirabo gazed at him thoughtfully.

      “Can you read my thoughts?” he asked curiously after a moment of silence. “I generally know enough to protect them from fellow mages, but I fully admit my passion is music and my gift is crafting Made objects related to that passion.” He tapped the flute case again before folding his hands on the desk.

      “I’ve gotten better at mind magic, but I don’t try to poke into people’s minds unless I feel they’re a threat to me or my friends. It seems… well, Tynlee does it easily enough, I suppose, but she’s a diplomat and diplomats always crave information, right? I’m just…” He shrugged. “Yanko.”

      “Just Yanko.” Zirabo smiled, then shook his head. “I do have a candidate in mind, yes. I will speak to Dak shortly. I believe he’s still standing outside.”

      “With Tynlee, yes. Did you know—I mean, she said she’s a relative to the Great Chief.”

      “A distant one, yes. We met in passing once long ago. I believe we share great, great, great grandmothers.”

      “I wondered if she might make sense as a leader, if you didn’t want the position for yourself.”

      Zirabo’s eyebrows flew up. “Did she mention an interest?”

      “No.” Yanko shrugged. “But she’s smart and well-liked, and she has a connection to Turgonia that might be useful for a future ruler.”

      “I think it would be difficult to get our people to accept someone they have no previous knowledge of,” Zirabo said, “and the fact that she’s lived abroad may make them skeptical of her. I wouldn’t rule her out if she was interested.” Zirabo placed a hand on his chest. “But she’s not who I have in mind.”

      “Who do you have in mind?” Yanko still hadn’t gotten his answer. “I know Pey Lu has said… I’m afraid she bluntly said she wasn’t interested in supporting you.”

      “I’m not surprised. But you talked her into coming anyway? That’s impressive. Or is there something that she wants?”

      Er. Yes, there was.

      “I’m not sure why,” Yanko said slowly, dreading Zirabo’s response, “but she thinks I am somehow angling for the dais for myself. I think she wants to believe it because it would be a way for her to snub Nuria or those who snubbed her. I’m not sure exactly. She’s a complicated woman.”

      “Yes,” Zirabo said neutrally.

      “The reason she’s here with her fleet is that she thinks she’s supporting my big push. I did try to disabuse her of the notion, but she didn’t believe me. She doesn’t even know me, so I don’t know what’s making her think—” He shrugged and shook his head. “Regardless, if she helps you by thinking she’s helping me, I will deal with the consequences of her wrath later. I don’t think she’ll kill me. She hasn’t yet.”

      “You genuinely have no interest in the position?” Zirabo asked.

      Yanko was shaking his head before the sentence ended. “I honestly don’t see why she thinks it’s a plausible option. The family is disgraced, thanks to her deeds, and I couldn’t even get into Stargrind. And I’m eighteen. There’s no way.”

      “Are you only eighteen?” Zirabo asked in amusement. “I told my officers you were twenty. I was guessing.”

      Yanko spread his hands. “Maybe I’ll have more chin hair by twenty.”

      “We all must aspire to lofty dreams, or humanity will never progress.”

      Yanko snorted, recognizing the quote, though he couldn’t remember who’d said it. His tutors would have been disappointed.

      Zirabo stood and walked Yanko to the tent flap, pausing to pat him on the shoulder. “Thank you for talking your mother into joining us, however dubious her intentions. We’ll win the city and make sure that continent is taken care of. I’m positive the average Nurian will be interested in it now that we know there’s gold.” His brows drew together. “I have my flute again, and it’s specifically designed to sway individuals in a gathering, especially if they don’t know I’m doing it. Though I understand you have a knack for swaying people yourself.” Zirabo smiled and lowered his hand.

      Yanko, thinking of the pirates who’d looted and killed so many before he’d convinced them to stop, wasn’t impressed by his abilities to sway anyone.

      He only bowed and walked out into the crisp dark night. Dak and Tynlee were holding hands and chatting quietly with their heads bowed. Yanko waved that he was done and they could go in.

      Only after Dak and Tynlee disappeared into the tent did he realize that he still didn’t know who Zirabo’s candidate was. It had to be Zirabo. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to say it bluntly out of fear that Yanko would judge him ambitious or power hungry. As if Yanko had the right to judge any of his elders. Not only that, he would happily help put someone he knew to be a good man on the dais.

      Yanko nodded to himself as Jhali appeared out of the darkness, and they walked back toward Yellow Delta together. He would do his best to secure the dais for Zirabo.
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      Their army walked ten abreast and stretched for a mile down the highway behind their leaders. Yanko didn’t truly consider himself one of those, but he was up front with Zirabo, Dak, Tynlee, Jhali, and the generals. Tynlee’s yacht had stayed back in Yellow Delta, with instructions to the captain to avoid the fighting. Yanko had suggested Lakeo stay on the yacht, since she hadn’t wanted to march, but she’d worn a conflicted expression when he left, and had mentioned something about joining Arayevo on Pey Lu’s ship in case Yanko needed help later.

      A part of Yanko wished he could have convinced more of his friends to stay out of the march and what might turn into an ugly confrontation between armies. He and Zirabo had to go, but Dak? Tynlee? Yanko had no idea why she’d come, unless she hoped to use her diplomacy—and mind-manipulation skills—to help convince the enemy to surrender before things got ugly.

      Yanko only assumed things would get ugly. So far, they hadn’t encountered anyone. The first day of marching had passed without incident, and they were halfway through the second, with a hazy rain falling onto their heads. Kei had abandoned his perch on Yanko’s shoulder to stay dry inside one of the two carriages that most of the leadership rode in. Yanko could have joined them, but he walked outside, uncomfortable with the idea of lounging in sheltered comfort while their force of volunteers trudged through the rain.

      Dak strode along at his side—it was probably against Turgonian ethics to ride on a padded seat when one could walk—and Jhali alternated between walking on Yanko’s other side and trotting ahead to peer into the misty fields alongside the highway. Fields, Yanko noted, that should have long since been planted and displaying the green rows of broccoli and cabbage that the area was known for. A few vineyards rose on hills in the distance, but they appeared as neglected as the fields. Now and then, the troops passed fresh graves with prayer charms or a hastily carved wooden statuette of one of the gods in animal form.

      “I assume there are scouts out there?” Dak looked at Yanko. “We’re less than ten miles from the walls of your Great City.”

      “Have I mentioned how charming it is that you know Nurian geography better than I do?” Yanko asked.

      “Charming isn’t the word you used.”

      “No? Odd.” Yanko nodded to the question. “I’ve sensed people in the foothills beyond the fields. Our scouts and some who are not our scouts.”

      “With an army this large, there’s no way to hide that we’re coming.” Dak lowered his voice. “I’ll slip away before dusk comes and find a way into the city where I can set my charges. I’m assuming the gates will be heavily guarded. Are they planning to attack tonight? Or before dawn?”

      Yanko looked toward the closest carriage window. Zirabo and General Dom Joo sat inside, facing the other two generals. Earlier, they hadn’t been speaking, but now, they leaned forward in earnest discussion. Yanko wasn’t surprised that neither he nor Dak had been invited to join in—he was still surprised Zirabo had bothered to introduce him to the officers.

      Since they were discussing the same thing as Dak, Yanko didn’t have any trouble plucking information from their surface thoughts.

      “Tonight, if we’re unopposed,” Yanko said. “But they want to stay flexible. It’s possible an army is waiting outside the main gate to force the issue before dark. We should arrive around the time you’re slithering away.”

      “I said I would slip away, not slither.”

      “Does it matter? Both verbs are unlikely for a six-and-a-half-foot Turgonian.”

      “You’ve seen me be stealthy.”

      “I’ve more often seen you pound fists into Nurian faces.”

      “Yes.” Dak smiled at some contented memory. “I may be disappointed if you succeed in making your nation less prone to start wars with mine.”

      “All I’m looking to do is grow food and fatten my people up.”

      “Mm,” Dak said neutrally.

      Two of Zirabo’s scouts came into view on the road ahead, both riding stout blue-gray lizards that covered ground faster than their squat bodies suggested they would. The sturdy eight-foot-long lizards were bred for pulling carts, though, and had massively powerful chests and legs.

      “That’s Falcon.” Yanko quickened his pace. “And a woman I don’t know.”

      As he jogged ahead of the carriages, Yanko hoped the officers wouldn’t be irked with him for running up to one of their “scouts” for information first. Yanko hadn’t seen his brother since the pirate ships let everyone off, so he wanted to talk to him and get an update on their family.

      Falcon slowed his lizard and waved for his companion to do the same. They guided the creatures around to walk in the same direction as the army, at a pace that would keep them a little ways ahead. At least, that was their intent. The lizards balked several times and tried to turn off into the fields.

      Yanko sensed alarm from the creatures, that they feared some predator they had left behind and had no interest in going back in that direction. What predator would scare lizards that weighed almost a thousand pounds?

      Once the riders had the creatures under control, Falcon said, “Greetings, Yanko. And Yanko’s scary-looking entourage.” He made a vague salute toward Dak and Jhali, who’d kept pace with him and stayed close. “In the stories of old, mages always looked more intimidating than their bodyguards,” Falcon added.

      Neither Jhali nor Dak responded beyond a slight narrowing of the eyes.

      “Would it help if I puffed out my chest and made a fireball?” Yanko asked.

      “Probably not.” Falcon tilted his head. “Are you better at them now? I saw you used earth magic on the soul construct.” He shrugged, as if to say it didn’t matter to him, but it might to some.

      “I’m decent. Pey Lu helped me improve during some brief time training with her.”

      Falcon’s eyebrows flew up. “Really? Is she… Was it…”

      “Uncomfortable? Yes. I was her prisoner at the time.” Yanko flicked a hand, wishing he hadn’t brought it up. He doubted his brother would be envious that Yanko had spent time with Pey Lu, since they both had more reasons to resent her than care for her, but he didn’t want to imply he had some greater relationship with her, just in case it would bother him.

      “Sounds about right,” Falcon said. “Oh, this is Veya, my partner. Scouting partner.”

      The woman—a beauty of perhaps twenty-five—smiled at Falcon, and Yanko wouldn’t be surprised if they’d done more than scouting together. But he wouldn’t begrudge Falcon his luck with women, not when he now had the warm regard of…

      Yanko glanced over at Jhali, who had a beauty of her own, even if she was glowering stonily at the scouts, the rain, and the route ahead.

      “We got close to the city and have some news to report.” Falcon pointed at the two lead carriages. “Is Prince Zirabo in one of those?”

      Yanko nodded and was about to point Falcon toward the right one when Zirabo spoke into his mind.

      Get his report and relay it, please, Yanko.

      “Ah,” Yanko said. “You can tell me, and they’ll know.” Yanko touched his temple.

      “You? I didn’t realize you were important enough to be—”

      “The message relay service? Yes, my status has risen immeasurably of late.”

      Falcon laughed. “You did slay that soul construct. That story has taken off, you know.”

      “I’ve heard.” Even though Yanko had volunteered to walk outside the carriages, he wondered if Zirabo and the others liked it that he was in plain sight for the enemy scouts to see. Perhaps they would report on him and fail to notice the high-ranking officers.

      “The good news,” Falcon said, “is that there aren’t many people guarding the main gate to the city.”

      Yanko considered the big lizards, their movements atypically nervous. “What is guarding it?”

      Falcon seemed surprised by the prescient question but recovered quickly. “That’s the bad news.”

      Yanko raised his eyebrows.

      “A dragon,” Falcon said.

      “A dragon?”

      Falcon spread his hands as his friend Veya nodded a confirmation. “It’s at least forty feet tall with a huge head, long fangs, yellow-green scales, and four legs. Oh, and wings. They were folded to its side when we were there, so I don’t know if it can fly or not. They didn’t seem big enough to lift something so large, but I’m not an expert on dragons.”

      “That’s because they don’t exist,” Yanko said. “There’s no trace of dragon bones in any of the museums. They’re a myth, nothing more.”

      “That’s what I thought, but the myth in front of the gates has very long fangs.”

      “It has to be an illusion.” Even as Yanko spoke, he looked at the lizards again and sensed their fear. That they had seen and smelled a mighty predator.

      Was this dragon what had alarmed them so much? Would an illusion fool lizards? Yanko had only ever made auditory and visual ones. Was it possible to add a convincing scent?

      “Any chance that Turgonian explosives work on dragons, Dak?” Yanko asked.

      Dak and Jhali were listening, but neither had spoken.

      “Turgonian explosives work on anything that’s real,” Dak said.

      “I don’t suppose you got close enough to touch it?” Yanko asked Falcon.

      “Uh, no. In the event that it’s real, running up and poking it seemed unwise.”

      “It has to be magical,” Yanko said. “Though that doesn’t necessarily make it unreal.”

      “That was my thought,” Falcon said. “I’m hoping it’s not a soul construct.”

      Since people died every time a soul construct was created, Yanko hoped the same thing.

      “Do you mind if I look in your thoughts to see what you saw?” Yanko asked.

      “You can do that now?”

      Yanko nodded.

      “Thanks to our pirate mother?”

      “No, thanks to a book a prison mage wrote and gave me to show the Great Chief. If I’d managed to keep it throughout my journey, I might have actually been able to fulfill that promise.” Yanko vowed to send a letter to Senshoth if he ended up with the Great Chief’s ear at the end of all this. Maybe he could still facilitate the delivery of a book.

      “Go ahead, Yanko. I’m thinking of it now.”

      Yanko brushed his brother’s thoughts and saw the massive dragon, just as Falcon had described, like some creature out of a children’s book. No doubt it would gnaw on Yanko’s bones if he didn’t do his chores tonight.

      The dragon sat on its haunches in front of the gate, its head well above the twenty-foot-tall stone wall behind it. A single guard looked out from one of the two stone towers rising adjacent to the gate. Numerous other guard towers dotted the wall, but Falcon and his partner hadn’t been able to get close before dawn came to check them all or the two other gates into the capital.

      Yanko hadn’t realized the wall around the Great City was so tall. He hoped Dak had rope and a grappling hook in his pack. A few hundred homes scattered the open fields around the city, but the university, palace, access to the harbor, and essentially everything of value lay behind the walls. And the dragon.

      In Falcon’s thoughts, a red-robed figure with long gray hair swept up in a topknot strode into view atop the wall. He was tall and lean and carried a staff with a golden claw on the top. It seemed to glow in the weak morning light as he gazed down at the dragon and smiled.

      His creation?

      “I think that’s Luy Hano Sun Dragon,” Falcon said.

      “If that’s true, and he doesn’t fear walking openly on the wall, the Sun Dragon faction must have come out on top of the Swift Wolves.”

      “From information I was able to gather from people living outside the city walls, both factions are still inside and vying for the key buildings. The Wolves have the palace and the university. The Sun Dragons have the harbor, smelters, warehouses, and other key industrial facilities near the waterfront. If they now guard the entrances, things may have changed. It’s also possible the two factions declared a temporary truce to deal with our group.”

      “A lovely thought,” Yanko said.

      News, Yanko? Zirabo leaned out the carriage window.

      I think we’re going to have to fight as soon as we get to the city. Can I have permission to round up all the mages in our army? You’re going to want us to go in first. To deal with the dragon.

      Yanko grimaced as he volunteered himself for that. He didn’t want to hide under a carriage, but there was a part of him that found the idea of battling a dragon, magical or not, terrifying, and he couldn’t help but feel a stab of homesickness for his mountain valley and his old life. But he’d battled soul constructs, and he would battle this. It was his duty, and his elders had taught him never to shirk his duty.

      I see, was all Zirabo said, the words grim.
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      The rain fell harder as Yanko and twenty other mages, most wearing regular silks instead of the robes that denoted their specialties, gazed down on the city, the main gate, and the dragon. A cloudy, misty twilight approached, but they had no trouble seeing its massive form, sitting on its haunches and regarding the fields and the highway. Did it know they were there? Sun Dragon surely did.

      The way the raindrops spattered on the dragon’s scaly hide was very realistic. As Yanko studied the creature with his senses, he detected a solid body, not an illusion. And that body radiated magical power with the same intensity that the sun radiated light. It almost hurt to look at it with his mind’s eye.

      Yanko knew the mages could help, but he wished Dak were still with him. He’d broken away from the army an hour earlier to cut across the fields, find an unguarded route, and slip into the city.

      Jhali stood a couple of paces back, regarding the dragon balefully. Yanko was glad to have her support, but he couldn’t imagine what throwing stars would do against this. They should have asked Dak to leave some of his explosives behind.

      “Shit,” someone said from Yanko’s side. A mind mage.

      What was a mind mage to do against a dragon? Yanko had already checked to see if the creature had an animal-like brain in its head, one they might be able to manipulate, but he didn’t get any sense of thoughts or intelligence. Like the soul constructs, it was a magical creation designed to do whatever duty it had been imbued with. Defending the gate and eating mages, most likely.

      “It’s not a soul construct,” someone else said. “I don’t sense any life, or former life, in it.”

      “No, it’s a sun dragon,” another mage said. “Right out of the legends. It seems the Sun Dragon line hasn’t forgotten how to conjure its namesake.”

      Yanko scratched his damp jaw and eyed the city wall, wondering if Luy Hano Sun Dragon was still out there.

      He also wondered if his mother’s fleet had arrived and if she had any thoughts on fighting dragons. He reached out with his senses but didn’t spot any of the pirate ships in the harbor yet. As odd as it seemed, the route had been faster across land, traveling on the well-built Great Highway, so it was possible Pey Lu’s fleet hadn’t yet arrived. It was also possible they were outside of his range, biding their time. Or they could have abandoned this mission.

      He grimaced at that thought.

      Pey Lu? he called out, throwing as much power as he knew how into his telepathic ability as he imagined her face in his mind.

      Yes, Yanko, came her dry response. I’m not far away. You needn’t shout.

      Sorry. I didn’t sense the ships.

      We’re ten miles from the city harbor, at Point Fallen Geese. Tell us when you’re ready for us to sail in, and we will. We didn’t want to tip off the enemy prematurely. There’s no way to hide your army, but they might not be expecting us.

      Good, thank you. In the meantime, do you have any tips on how to fight a dragon?

      A what?

      Yanko shared what he was looking at.

      “They say the sun dragons of old were impervious to fire,” one of the few mages who’d acquired a suitable robe—orange for fire—said. “They supposedly stomped armies into the dirt.”

      “Won’t it be fun to see if a new one can do that?” a weather mage asked.

      “Do we need to fight it?” Jhali asked. “The wall around the Great City has two other gates.”

      “I’m sure it can move to follow us,” someone said.

      General Kree Nu strode up with Zirabo.

      “We’ll try the south entrance with our main force.” The general pointed to the road leading around the city wall away from the highway. “While our mages distract the dragon.”

      The mages exchanged uneasy glances. Yanko nodded. He had expected no less. Kei had already abandoned the army, having sensed the dragon from miles away, and had flown toward the city to find some safe perch.

      “The south entrance will take us in closest to the palace,” Zirabo said. “We’ll make that our goal. Falcon said the Swift Wolves hold it—which happens to be the faction all of our troops have reason to loathe—so it makes an ideal starting point.”

      Huh, Pey Lu responded after a thoughtful moment. Did the Sun Dragons make it? They could never be bothered during the war. We all assumed they’d lost the knowledge.

      Apparently, they did not, Yanko replied. They’re impervious to fire?

      So the legends say. As far as I know, nobody has ever conjured one in my lifetime. I don’t know any more about how to fight it than you do. Though I’d love to try. I don’t suppose your forces want to wait for my fleet to arrive so I can come ashore and help battle it? I could be there by midnight.

      I’ll ask.

      Yanko imagined striding down to the gate and fighting side by side with his mother. Her power was likely greater than Sun Dragon’s, though Yanko didn’t know if it was greater than that of a dragon. He guessed Sun Dragon might have had the help of several allies or family members in creating it. Had they all channeled their energy into it to create something stronger than any single one of them?

      “Honored Prince?” Yanko asked. “General? Captain Pey Lu has volunteered to help with the dragon if we can wait until midnight. She—”

      “We can’t wait,” Jhali blurted, pointing.

      The dragon dropped to all fours and strode up the highway. It was coming to attack.

      “Mages,” Yanko said, “with me. General, we’ll do our best to distract it, but you had better hurry.”

      “Right.” Kree Nu hollered orders to the troops, telling the squad leaders to get their people to the south gate.

      Zirabo gave Yanko an encouraging pat before he joined the troops in veering off the highway.

      Yanko drew his scimitar and faced the approaching dragon. Jhali was the first one to step up to his side as the other mages hesitated uncertainly behind him.

      “You should stay with the main force,” Yanko whispered to her. “I’m positive your weapons won’t hurt it.”

      “I can still push you out of the way if need be,” she said.

      Yanko shook his head. He selfishly admitted he wanted her to stay, that he would always prefer to go into battle with her than without, but this wouldn’t be a fight she could participate in.

      Jhali looked at the other mages. A few of them also had bodyguards, bodyguards who were sticking with their mages. She firmed her chin and gazed determinedly into Yanko’s eyes.

      There wasn’t time to argue further. He touched her arm, then strode up the highway toward their scaled opponent.

      The other mages and their bodyguards hesitated, all exchanging nervous looks with each other. Yanko highly doubted he could do this alone.

      He put as much persuasion into his voice as he could and called over his shoulder, “Come with me. This is your chance to fight a legendary creature and be remembered forever for beating it. This is your chance to help an honorable man take the dais, not some power-hungry opportunist who cowardly imprisoned you because he was afraid of a fair fight.”

      The words worked better than he expected. All of the mages and their bodyguards shouted in agreement and strode after Yanko. The hundred closest troops did, too, parting from the rest of the formation as it marched off the highway.

      Yanko hadn’t meant to recruit them.

      He caught General Kree Nu giving him an exasperated glare. But Zirabo smiled and nodded at Yanko as they moved farther away.

      Then the dragon’s pace changed from an amble to a charge, and there was no more time to worry about divvying up the troops. They had to worry about surviving.

      Yanko tried using his strength first. He threw his energy into the highway in front of the dragon. He ripped open a huge fissure in the earth as their great enemy reached it. He shook the ground, thrusting portions upward, hoping the creature would stumble and fall in. Maybe if he made the hole deep enough, he could force boulders to break free and tumble in on top of their enemy. Could a dragon survive being buried alive?

      Cheers came from behind him as the earth ripped open. The dragon faltered as the ground fell away under its forelegs. Yanko tried to throw a gust of wind at it, but that didn’t affect it at all. He opened more of the earth, still hoping it would fall in and that he could bury it, but the dragon crouched low, and sprang. It unfurled its wings and flew into the sky.

      “Oh,” he mumbled, feeling stupid. “Wings, right.”

      An eerie screech echoed across the land as the dragon flew straight toward their group. The mages’ cheers fell silent.

      “Barriers!” Yanko called. “Combine forces to form one around all of us.”

      He had no idea what form of attack the dragon would use, but if they channeled their energy to create a single stronger shield, maybe physical and magical assaults would be deflected.

      He sensed the other mages adding their power to his, building a dome-shaped barrier between them and their approaching foe.

      Somewhere behind the clouds, the sun had fully set, leaving the land wreathed in its misty twilight, but a yellow glow emanated from the dragon. Its eyes lit with the same glow as it flew closer.

      Thick beams of light shot out of those eyes, startling Yanko. He almost dropped his barrier but managed to keep it up—thankfully. As soon as the twin beams struck, he felt the energy being drained from their collective shield. A nearby mage gasped and dropped to the ground as his knees buckled.

      Yanko gritted his teeth and reinforced the barrier. The beams raked jerkily over it as the dragon flew past, its flight more akin to that of a bumblebee than a bird.

      When it turned its head, the beams hit the highway at the edge of the barrier, and dirt and shattered cobblestone flew dozens of yards in all directions. Smoke wafted up, along with the scent of scorched earth.

      The dragon flew past the group of mages and troops. Yanko feared it would chase after the rest of the army, people less able to defend themselves from magical power, and he yelled into its mind.

      Back here, you cowardly beast!

      He didn’t think a magical creation would understand and answer him any more than a soul construct would have, but the dragon banked and headed back toward them. Good.

      But perhaps not according to his comrades. Several of them groaned. Others stepped forward and raised their arms to fling their own attacks.

      Lower the barrier and attack with whatever you have, Yanko ordered the group.

      Not surprisingly, fireballs were the favored attack. Five mages let them loose, and they lit the deepening twilight as they streaked toward the dragon.

      Only to dissipate before doing any damage. Yanko squinted, trying to tell if they had struck the creature’s scales and been absorbed or if some barrier protected it. If the latter, wouldn’t they have been deflected? That energy had to go somewhere….

      Yanko channeled one of his pinpoint gusts of wind at the creature, wondering if he could affect its flight. The creature’s wings didn’t so much as falter a single beat. As with the fireballs, the air—or the energy manipulating it—seemed to be absorbed.

      Do not tease my dragon, young mageling, an unfamiliar voice spoke into Yanko’s mind.

      Your dragon? Yanko replied, though he was careful not to let himself be distracted. Thinking of his luck with the soul construct, he scoured the area for some boulder or chunk of earth he could hurl at the dragon. You’re the one who made it?

      My kin and I. Did you not think a Sun Dragon could make a sun dragon? Laughter echoed in Yanko’s mind.

      Lovely. Yanko had no trouble believing this was some sibling or cousin of the pompous Jaikon Sun Dragon.

      The dragon screeched, and there was no time to answer his taunter—not that he cared to. The creature’s eyes glowed again.

      “Barrier!” Yanko cried.

      They got it up an instant before twin beams lanced out, striking it. Yanko gasped, almost overwhelmed himself this time. The beams were even stronger than before, and he felt their barrier wavering. Three more mages dropped to their hands and knees.

      Yanko rearranged the shield so that it was thicker and stronger overhead. They could conserve power by letting the sides go. Since the dragon’s beams had all lanced down from above so far, it seemed safe.

      Some of the power streaming down on them seemed oddly familiar, and Yanko tried to examine it on a microscopic level even as he poured more of his energy into the barrier. Energy eerily similar in signature to what the dragon was hurling at him. The realization struck him like a gong.

      “No more attacks!” Yanko yelled as the dragon’s path took it past them again and some of the mages took their energy from the barrier to ready more fireballs. “It’s taking in our energy and using it against us.”

      “Then how do we fight it?” someone shouted as the dragon banked to head toward them again.

      You do not, the smug voice of this new Sun Dragon spoke into Yanko’s mind. Luy Hano? It had to be.

      Yanko lashed out in annoyance, trying to throw a mental attack at the mage. He could tell from the telepathic contact that Sun Dragon was on the far side of the city from him and doubted he had the range to do anything, but he sensed a satisfying gasp of pain from the other man. Immediately, the mage raised his barriers, and Yanko couldn’t sense anything further from Sun Dragon. He doubted he would get through with a second attack, but he’d at least stung the cocky mage a little.

      The dragon’s eyes glowed, and Yanko shouted, “Barrier!” again.

      Once again, beams shot out of its eyes and gouged their shield with more intense power than any one man could have summoned. Still, Yanko was able to analyze it and determine that it wasn’t stronger on this pass than it had been on the last. If anything, it seemed a little weaker. Had the dragon used some of the energy it had absorbed from them? If they could force it to use all of its energy, would it have nothing left with which to attack?

      Yanko wasn’t quite sure how to do that since he feared he and his mage allies would run out of energy before the creature did.

      As its flight took it past them, scorching a chunk of earth on the way, Yanko searched again for a boulder or something else he could use as a projectile. A mossy log lay on its side near the highway. Not the two-ton boulder he would have wished, but maybe it was a good test object. He didn’t know if this would add to the dragon’s power or be deflected and do nothing.

      A gunshot fired in the distance.

      “At least the rest of the troops have reached the south gate,” a mage growled, pushing himself to his feet.

      “But are they going to get in? What if all of the enemy’s human troops are there waiting?”

      An ear-splitting boom erupted from the city in the direction of that south gate. Yanko couldn’t see what effect it had—blowing a hole in the wall, maybe?—but he smiled tightly, certain Dak had been responsible.

      Thank you, my friend, he thought as he levitated the log into the air. Weathered bits of wood and bark fell off his impromptu weapon. It was soggy from too many years in the elements, so he couldn’t turn it into a decent spear, but as the dragon turned to attack them again, he channeled his energy into hurling it.

      The dragon dove, almost eluding the clumsy projectile, but the log clipped it on the back. It lurched, its flight affected, and Yanko sucked in a triumphant breath. He doubted that had hurt the creature, but it was the first thing that had gotten through to touch it.

      “Levitate objects and throw them,” Yanko ordered.

      “Uh, I don’t know how to do that,” someone said.

      A disheartening number of murmurs of assent followed the statement, but a couple of weather mages stepped up beside Yanko and nodded.

      “What do we use?” one asked. “The fields don’t have much.”

      “Whatever you can find.”

      As the dragon hammered another beam attack into their barrier, eliciting groans from those maintaining it, including Yanko, one of the weather mages stirred up a tiny cyclone and lifted a carriage their troops had left behind when they rushed toward the south gate.

      It spun through the air toward the dragon, and Yanko thought it would strike, but their enemy whirled in the air and shot more beams from its eyes. They cut into the carriage, and one must have struck the Made energy device that powered it. The artifact ruptured in an explosion that rivaled the ones Dak was setting off in the city. Tiny shards of wood hammered against the barrier; they were all that remained of the carriage.

      Yanko eyed the houses outside the city walls, searching for something heavier and sturdier that he could throw, something that wouldn’t be easily blown up. The idea of tearing up people’s homes did not appeal to him, nor did the wooden structures look much more formidable than the carriage.

      “We should have brought cannons,” someone groaned, on his knees and resting after the latest assault on their barrier.

      Yanko eyed the wrought-iron gate at the city entrance. While the dragon was banking and not attacking them, he summoned a great gust of wind. It tore the gate from its hinges, and he tilted the pointed bars and arrowed them toward the dragon.

      Again, the creature sensed the attack coming and shot golden beams of energy toward it. They cut through the metal but only succeeded in breaking it up. The remains of the gate pelted the creature. It shrieked and wheeled away, shaking one wing and flying lopsidedly. A single iron bar had pierced that wing.

      Yanko clenched his fist. They’d hurt it. More like that and they could—

      An ambitious mage, no doubt seeing they had damaged their enemy, hurled a fireball.

      “No!” Yanko cried.

      He’d been busy looking for something else to throw and couldn’t stop the attack in time. The fireball reached the dragon, but as before, it was absorbed by their scaled enemy. Yanko sensed it incorporating the fireball and growing in power. The dragon snarled, ripped the bar free from its wing with its teeth, and dropped it into a field below. Its wingbeats grew steady again, and its body rippled with energy.

      “No more fireballs,” Yanko called. “No energy attacks at all. We have to find ways to sap it of its energy.”

      “How?” someone demanded.

      “Keep throwing things at it. Not energy.”

      “Do you want me to jab these mages with my daggers if they throw fireballs?” Jhali gripped one of those daggers, looking like she longed to throw it at something. It had to be frustrating not to be able to help.

      “No.” Yanko wished he’d fought her harder and urged her to go with the others, where she would have been able to fight mundane human beings and make a difference.

      He looked toward the city wall again, thinking of tearing off chunks of stone to hurl. If they succeeded in capturing the capital, Zirabo would order someone to fix the wall later.

      His gaze fell upon one of the unoccupied guard towers. Before he could get into a debate with himself about whether he had the power to tear it off the wall, he channeled energy into the brittle mortar seams, breaking the bonds as he willed a great gust of wind to shove the structure into the air.

      Rock snapped, and metal rebar he hadn’t detected groaned. He poured more energy into the wind pushing at the structure, and with a cacophonous crack, the tower flew away from the wall, raining broken mortar and stones. Sweat ran down Yanko’s neck as he lifted it into the air, hoping to duplicate what he’d done with the soul construct.

      But the dragon continued to dive and attack and fly around. It moved much more quickly than the soul construct had, and it was an erratic target. If he dropped the tower onto the ground, he would look like an idiot. Worse, he would have wasted a lot of his precious energy on this attempt.

      As the dragon sailed past their barrier again, Yanko spotted the bar it had torn out of its wing. It lay on the highway pavement. While keeping most of his concentration on the tower now hovering high above the ground, Yanko flicked a little charge of power at the bar. It hurtled through the air like an arrow loosed from a bow, too fast for the dragon to dodge. The bar pierced its wing once more, eliciting a new screech.

      The dragon spun in the air, alternating between flying and trying to reach the bar to pull it out with its teeth. In that moment, it stayed in one place.

      Yanko maneuvered the tower to hover over the dragon, then dropped it.

      The creature tore the bar free, and he thought it would have time to react. But gravity was as effective as the unleashed energy of a bow. The tower slammed down onto the dragon’s back. It was heavy enough to knock the creature to the ground, and the force of the dragon and tower landing as one reverberated through the highway under Yanko’s feet.

      Pain pounded the backs of Yanko’s eyes, letting him know he was drawing on too much of his energy. He dashed sweat from his eyes with a shaky arm, hoping his last effort would be enough to defeat the dragon but doubting they would be that lucky.

      A hand gripped his arm. Jhali. She stood next to him, supporting him.

      He patted her hand, glad someone was around to keep him from pitching to the ground.

      “Throw more things at it!” he yelled to the mages as the dragon staggered to its feet, sloughing off the broken walls and roof tiles of the tower. “Not fireballs.”

      He hated to repeat himself but feared it was necessary, that the other mages hadn’t grasped what happened when they used magic on the dragon. That their energy fed the dragon and made it stronger.

      Yanko, exhausted from his efforts so far, wished he could absorb their enemy’s power and replenish his own reserves. But people didn’t work like that. Only magical creations. At least, he assumed so.

      Uhm, Mother? He reached out telepathically to her, sharing images of the fight and what he’d seen so far. Is it possible to siphon energy from a magical creation into… yourself?

      Judging from the pause that came after the question, she didn’t know.

      I think you might blow yourself up if you tried to do that. If it’s even possible. I haven’t ever tried.

      But magical energy from people had to create this, right? Sun Dragon said as much. If energy could go into it, energy must be able to be removed.

      Probably. But removed and put where? Human bodies aren’t containers for magical energy. You might burn your organs to crisps if you tried to store it inside of you.

      Yanko frowned. That wasn’t the answer he wanted.

      “Yanko?” one of the weather mages asked, weariness slumping her shoulders. “I don’t think I can throw anything else.”

      She and another weather mage had been lifting scraps from the destroyed tower and hurling them at the dragon. Their scaled foe hadn’t taken to the air again, but it was back on its feet and plodding inexorably toward them. It had lost some of its power, Yanko was sure of it. But those fangs still gleamed, and its eyes glowed yellow. He expected beams to lance toward them any second, and their barrier had grown far weaker as his cadre of mages grew more and more fatigued. As did he.

      “Keep trying to impede it,” Yanko said. “However you can. I’ll think of something else.”

      “There’s another tower.” She smiled wanly.

      Yanko’s stomach lurched queasily as he looked toward the wall. Little but crumbled rubble remained of the first tower—the wall underneath it had collapsed when he ripped it free. If he replicated the attack with another tower, it might finish off the dragon, but he feared he would also finish off himself.

      “Don’t kill yourself by trying to do too much,” Jhali warned.

      “I’ll try not to.” But Yanko didn’t know what other choice he had. If they failed here, that dragon would go after the rest of their troops.

      He wiped his face again, bumping his elbow against the hilt of his scimitar when he lowered his hand. He tapped the hilt thoughtfully. It seemed odd that he hadn’t drawn the blade to use in battle, but he feared its magical energy would grant the dragon power even as the steel pierced its scales. Who knew how much energy was locked up in the ancient scimitar? It might be enough to return the dragon to its full power. He couldn’t risk that.

      “Locked up,” he whispered.

      “What?” someone asked.

      “Brace yourselves,” another mage cried.

      The dragon had reached the edge of their barrier. Instead of firing beams from its eyes, it reared up on its hind legs, then drove its fanged maw down toward them.

      Yanko channeled some of his waning power into the barrier and sensed the other mages doing the same. Fear made them strong. When those fangs came down, sparks flew from the barrier, but they halted in midair.

      When their foe reared back to screech—to complain, it sounded like—Yanko risked taking his concentration from the barrier. He focused on the dragon, trying to sense where exactly its magic stemmed from. Some inner core? Like a Made device powering a carrier? No, the whole creature oozed magic. With his mind’s eye, he could see bands of it snaking all around the dragon and its body radiating golden power.

      “You better back up,” Yanko whispered to Jhali. “I’m going to try something.”

      She didn’t move, and he sensed her determination to help him. He looked into her eyes, willing her to understand that this would be dangerous for him—and for anyone standing next to him.

      “I promise you can carry me off the field if I collapse,” Yanko whispered to her.

      “What rewards I receive in your service.”

      He grinned.

      Shaking her head, Jhali backed away from him.

      Yanko focused on the dragon again. He bit his lip and willed its power to flow toward his scimitar, as if the sword was magnetic when it came to magic. It had stored energy for centuries and was designed to do so. Maybe it could store the dragon’s power—if Yanko could draw it out.

      One of those bands shifted, a tendril heading in his direction. It bumped against the barrier. He willed a tiny opening in it, just enough for the energy to snake through.

      “We’ve been breached!” someone cried.

      “Hold.” Yanko flung up his hand.

      He couldn’t spare the concentration to explain or even speak further. As the tendril of energy reached him, he drew the scimitar, willing the power to enter the blade.

      Outside the barrier, the dragon stopped attacking. It lowered to all fours and stopped moving at all. Its eyes locked onto Yanko.

      Energy flowed into the scimitar. At first, nothing perceptible happened. Yanko hoped that meant the magical blade could store more without trouble. He pulled harder at the band and tried to draw more energy from the dragon. With his mind’s eye, he could see the pulsing power flowing through the hole in the barrier and into the scimitar. He didn’t see a thing with his actual eyes and was aware of the mages watching and muttering uncertainly among themselves.

      “I see what he’s doing,” one of the fire mages said.

      Yanko didn’t speak. The dragon started fighting back. Yanko had to pull harder with his mind to drag the energy away from it. Sweat dampened his robe now, his entire body. His muscles shook, and his knees weakened as he threw all of his mental energy into extracting the magic from the dragon.

      He wished he could siphon some of that energy into himself, but his mother’s warning rode high in his mind. He didn’t want to blow himself up or burn out his organs.

      The hilt of the scimitar grew warm in his hand. How much more could it take? The dragon was still standing.

      Its eyes glowed bright, and twin gold beams shot out, straight toward Yanko.

      He forgot about the barrier, and his heart almost stopped in fear. But the other mages fed power into their defense, and the beams bounced away.

      The dragon snarled and didn’t give up. It poured more of its energy into its attack, and the barrier fluctuated, threatening to give.

      “Keep that shield up,” the fire mage yelled. “He’s draining the monster of its power, but he needs time.”

      “Draining it? How?”

      “Just keep the shield up!”

      Fortunately, the dragon was draining its own energy with its attack. And when focused on shooting those beams, it grew less focused on keeping Yanko from siphoning off its power. He pulled more of it into the scimitar. The hilt grew warmer and warmer until he couldn’t hold it any longer lest it scorch his hand. He feared it would explode if he channeled more power into it.

      But the dragon still stood. It still had power.

      Yanko bit his lip, wondering if someone else had a magical weapon he could use. But there wasn’t time to ask. The fire mage had helped bolster their barrier, but Yanko could sense it wavering again under the dragon’s unrelenting attack.

      He started pulling the power into his own body. There was no other choice. He didn’t think he could simply will it off into the ether. It might blast out and hurt someone. Or worse.

      Energy flooded into Yanko, strengthening his weakening limbs and giving him vigor. Mindful of his mother’s warning, he tried to spread it out, sending some to his hands, to his toes, and even to his butt. His skin tingled, and he was aware of a nimbus of light around him. Was he glowing now?

      The dragon screeched one more time, then backed away.

      Its eyes went dark. It stumbled and pitched to the side. All of its physical substance melted together into a tarry puddle on the ground, and its magical aura disappeared from Yanko’s awareness.

      After all that, Yanko should have collapsed, but he felt invigorated by the power he’d taken from the creature. He felt like he could go on a fifty-mile sprint and have energy leftover.

      “Honored Mage?” one of his comrades asked tentatively. “Did you know you’re glowing?”

      Yanko looked at his arm. The nimbus he’d sensed was real. He radiated gold light, as the dragon had, and the scimitar was like a sun. Looking at it hurt his eyes, so he sheathed it.

      “I think it’ll fade.” Yanko hoped it would.

      “That was amazing,” the fire mage said, the only one who’d seemed to see the energy and grasp what Yanko was doing.

      He stared at Yanko with a reverent expression on his face. They were all staring at him that way. It reminded Yanko of the prisoners who’d wanted to touch him after he rescued them. He’d been uncomfortable then, and he was uncomfortable now. Unfortunately, there weren’t any nearby rooms he could duck into.

      Yanko? Tynlee spoke into his mind.

      Yes? Yanko was relieved by the distraction but also afraid she would report that the troops had run into a massive blockade and were being routed.

      We’ve cleared the way to the palace, and the generals are sending squadrons in to secure it for our use. Sun Dragon’s people still claim the majority of the city, but if you’re done playing with that dragon, you could come in and choose a room. This will be our base of operations now.

      Oh. That’s good news. And we weren’t playing with the dragon.

      Of course not. Come along, now. We need someone to find Dak and make sure he stops blowing up the city. The palace is ours.
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      The palace was in better shape than Yanko expected, the majority of the evidence that it had been neglected lying in the dust gathering on the furnishings, the occasional bit of trash left by transient occupants, and the overgrown grass in the various courtyards.

      In a few spots near exterior doors, scorch marks and gouges in the gilded wallpaper attested to battles that had been fought. One door was full of arrows. Fortunately, most of the friezes and statues, all crafted over the centuries by talented artists working with the rarest marble, were intact. The air smelled faintly of smoke in places, but overall, the palace still seemed a prize that had been worth taking.

      Yanko and Jhali walked through the cavernous hallways, half looking for rooms they could claim for themselves and half taking the tour. They had already passed the kitchens—four of them—and though they weren’t as well-supplied as would be typical, Yanko had found a huge burlap bag of sunflower seeds left behind because they were leaking through a slit. He’d pocketed a couple of handfuls, hoping Kei hadn’t gotten lost in the city and would find him again soon.

      He hadn’t attempted to convey to the bird where he would go after the dragon battle because he hadn’t expected their forces to get into the city so easily. According to Zirabo, Tynlee had used her mind powers to convince a lot of the Swift Wolves blocking the route to flee because vile Turgonians were taking advantage of the turmoil and invading Nuria. Never mind that there’d only been one vile Turgonian setting off explosives in the city. Apparently, the rumors about the dragon’s death and the approach of the powerful mage who’d been responsible had also sent people running.

      Fortunately, Yanko was no longer glowing. His skin continued to tingle and feel tight, as if he’d used one of his grandmother’s fancy callus-annihilating pumice stones all over his body, but even that feeling was fading.

      The scimitar still illuminated a room with the power of a sun when he drew it, but only a little light seeped out if he kept it sheathed. It was a magic sword, at least, so nobody would think that glow was odd. Glowing people, on the other hand, were strange.

      As they walked and walked, Yanko realized how large the palace was. He wondered if it would be hard to guard it, as it sprawled over ten city blocks. He had never been to the Great City in his youth, but he had no trouble imagining hundreds of guards patrolling the palace and even more maids and butlers and other servants working on the inside. Had Zirabo grown up here? Yanko would have to ask.

      Jhali stopped to touch a bust that depicted the first Great Chief. It was carved from marble and likely worth a lot of zekris, though Yanko had seen numerous empty pedestals and guessed some of the more obviously valuable artwork had been pillaged.

      “You still think my log home counted as a palace?” Yanko asked, waving to the high ceilings and broad hallways.

      “I’ll admit it lacked the magnitude and grandeur of this place,” Jhali said, “but I grew up in a two-room shack and slept next to the stove.”

      “I slept next to the stove once. When Chanko had a litter of pups in the winter. It was too cold for them outside in the kennel, so we put them in the kitchen. I kept an eye on them by dragging my blanket out to sleep next to their box.”

      She gave him a lopsided look. “You’re still an odd boy, Yanko.”

      “Yes,” he said agreeably. “Do you want to hear more about my pumpkins?”

      “Maybe later,” she said, but her eyes twinkled.

      He was aware of a couple of Zirabo’s men trotting up the hallway in their direction, but he held Jhali’s gaze, wondering if she would like to celebrate their victory by finding a shrine to kiss in later. Or perhaps a less blasphemous place. He didn’t want to presume to suggest a bedroom, but it seemed like they ought to be able to find a private room in this gargantuan residence, even if hundreds of troops were occupying it currently.

      A throat cleared. “Honored Mage? Prince Zirabo would like to see you in the lizard stable.”

      Yanko scratched his jaw. That wasn’t quite the private room he’d had in mind. It seemed kisses would have to wait for later.

      “Will you take me?” Yanko asked the soldier. “I don’t know where anything is yet.”

      “The lizard stable is usually outside,” Jhali said dryly.

      Yanko elbowed her in the ribs as they trailed after the men. “There’s a lot of outside to this place.”

      “True.”

      The soldiers took them through a door, across a courtyard, and into a vehicle parking area that led to a driveway. Yanko sensed several Made objects in one of the nearby structures—the power sources for carriages, likely—but the soldiers took them to an unassuming one-story building with a handful of guards standing out front, the door opened to the scent of stale lizard droppings.

      “Puntak, puntak!” came a warning cry before Kei alighted on Yanko’s shoulder.

      Yanko grinned, pleased that the parrot was unscathed, and stroked his feathered chest.

      Kei batted him on the back of the head with a wing. “Seeds?”

      “Yes, of course.” Yanko, wondering what the watching guards thought of a dragon-slaying mage being abused so, piled his handfuls of sunflower seeds on a ceramic bench.

      He left Kei munching and followed Jhali into the stable. He wrinkled his nose as the lizard scent intensified and wondered what Zirabo had found of interest in here. He couldn’t possibly have chosen this spot as his new headquarters.

      He sensed Zirabo at the end of the building, past several empty cages, standing in a feed and tack room with General Dom Joo and two people Yanko hadn’t expected to encounter again. He almost tripped, startling their guides as well as Jhali, who reached out and gripped his arm for support.

      “Sorry. There was a…” Yanko glanced back, hoping some raised crack in the floor might make a plausible excuse for his clumsiness. There weren’t any cracks, but a partially petrified pile of lizard droppings rested in the middle of the walk. “Uh, yeah.” He waved at that. Good enough.

      The soldiers squinted at him, shrugged, and continued on. Yanko wondered how long it would be until more people than Jhali demoted him from powerful mage to odd boy.

      More guards stood outside of the tack room. Now that they were deep in enemy territory, it looked like the troops would put extra effort into protecting Zirabo. Or maybe they’d simply been considered at the arrival of the Turgonian agents.

      Yanko stepped into the tack room to find Zirabo next to a trapdoor in the floor, his hands in his pockets. Sicarius and Amaranthe stood across from him, Amaranthe chatting and gesturing as she spoke in her slow, precise Nurian, and Sicarius standing with his arms folded over his chest as he kept an eye on the window, the door, and the guards.

      “Honored Prince.” Yanko bowed to Zirabo. “And Honored Turgonians.”

      He wasn’t sure how respectful he should be of spies from another nation who were doing who knew what in his country, but they had helped with that pirate battle, which had resulted in a Nurian ship going free, so he wouldn’t make judgments prematurely.

      “Hello, Yanko,” Amaranthe said. “It’s good to see that you’re still alive. And that your magic isn’t draining you overly much these days.” Her eyes crinkled.

      Was that an allusion to the battle at the gate? And if so, was it simply a friendly comment on it, or was she letting him know that she had ways to know everything that went on in and around the city?

      “I’ve had my moments,” he murmured, thinking of the days he’d spent unconscious on the new continent.

      “Was Professor Hawkcrest returned to Turgonia?” Sicarius asked him, his voice as cool as always, nothing of Amaranthe’s friendly twinkle in his dark eyes.

      “Yes,” Yanko said. “Consul Tynlee helped him arrange passage on a ship heading back that way. I don’t know if he’s made it yet or not, but he should have. It was several weeks ago.”

      Sicarius didn’t acknowledge the response with anything so effusive as a Good.

      “Now that we’re all here,” Zirabo said to the agents, “are you going to share this surprise that you promise I’ll like?”

      “You will definitely like it.” Amaranthe grinned at him and then clasped Yanko’s forearm as if they were old friends. “And you will too.”

      She seemed genuinely enthused to share this—whatever it was—with them. Her grin made it hard to mind her familiarity, and Yanko wagered she won over a lot of the crusty Turgonian soldiers she likely interacted with regularly.

      Amaranthe released him and pointed at the trapdoor. “Shall I lead?”

      “Is it depressing that I grew up here and didn’t know this existed?” Zirabo waved to a reed mat rolled against one wall that must have covered the trapdoor. “I know of many of the secret passageways in the palace proper, escape routes that apparently didn’t help my father.” He grimaced. “But I didn’t know the lizard workers had need of escapes.”

      Amaranthe shrugged. “If it helps, I didn’t know about it either. It’s my first time in your capital. In your nation, actually. A year ago, I didn’t speak any Nurian, but a certain tyrannical operative suggested I should remedy my ignorance.”

      “An agent working around the world should not be ignorant of the local language,” Sicarius said.

      “You’re the tyrannical operative?” Zirabo asked.

      “I am an operative.” Sicarius’s cool eyes narrowed slightly as he regarded Amaranthe. “Suitable adjectives can be debated.”

      Yanko would have considered his expression baleful, but Amaranthe grinned and patted him on the chest.

      “I’ll lead,” she said brightly and flung open the trapdoor.

      Zirabo moved to go next, but one of the guards held up his hand, insisting on taking that spot. Zirabo, a second guard, and Yanko followed them down gray steps into a musty stone corridor. More with his senses than his eyes, Yanko saw Jhali and Sicarius giving each other stone-faced glares as each tried to get the other to go next. Yanko couldn’t blame Jhali. He would feel nervous with Sicarius at his back too.

      Jhali either lost the exchange or worried about letting Yanko get too far away from her, for she finally hopped down and trotted to catch up with him.

      “Do you have any idea what this is about?” she murmured from his side.

      “Not in the least.” Yanko stretched out with his magic but didn’t sense as much as he expected. The walls of the tunnels seemed to contain threads of something that reminded him uncomfortably of the mage-hunter artifact in the island fortress. It didn’t hurt him, but it dampened his senses, making it difficult to detect anything above or below them or even that far ahead. “Oddly so,” he murmured.

      Jhali glanced sharply at him. “Do you believe we’re in danger?”

      Zirabo wasn’t noticeably worried, so Yanko shook his head.

      The musty tunnel sloped downward as they walked, and Yanko wondered how far under the city they would go. Their tunnel led to others, and they turned at intersections, leaving him wondering if he could find his way back, especially with the walls insulated against his magic. Zirabo still appeared relaxed, and he took some comfort from that.

      Sometimes, when they made turns, Yanko spotted Sicarius walking in the gloom behind them, not bothering with a lantern. Yanko erected a barrier behind his and Jhali’s backs, just in case. He was relieved that whatever was in the walls didn’t keep him from performing magic.

      The passage sloped upward again, turned once more, and stopped in front of an old bronze door with rivets around the frame. Amaranthe pushed it open and light came out. Someone inside cursed.

      “That is not an approved use for your shackles, General,” Amaranthe said cheerfully as she walked inside.

      The guards trundled inside after Amaranthe, a thud-thunk sounded, and a few more people cursed, then sighed. Like defeated prisoners. Yanko hoped he wasn’t being led to some impromptu Turgonian torture chamber.

      After Zirabo stepped inside, Yanko and Jhali followed. Sicarius stayed in the tunnel outside, leaning against the wall and taking a guard position.

      Yanko squinted at the brightness of the light coming in through a long narrow grate in the ceiling. A storm drain? Though this room was enclosed, a channel ran through the floor, disappearing into holes to either side. It was dry now, but old cracked mud layered the bottom.

      Yanko didn’t spend long examining it. He was more interested in the five men and one woman sitting on the floor inside, all except one with their hands tied or chained behind their backs. One had maneuvered his chains to the front and was alternating between glaring at Amaranthe and eyeing the grate above. One of the bars was bent. Maybe he’d been making an escape attempt?

      “Admiral Lahtu,” Zirabo blurted. He looked around the group of prisoners and named all of the other people.

      Yanko didn’t recognize any of their faces, but once the names came out, he knew who they were, but only thanks to Dak’s summations of the rebel factions vying for the dais. The woman was Mir Gray Badger, the scholar he’d said the Turgonian president might have supported if she’d been able to gather more troops to her side. The others…

      As Yanko stared around, it dawned on him that he was in the presence of six people who’d gathered troops with the intent of overthrowing the Great Chief and taking his place. More than that, someone here had likely been responsible for the Great Chief’s death. And Zirabo’s brothers’ deaths. He had probably been a target, too, one who had inconveniently escaped.

      Zirabo gazed at the people with a grim face, perhaps thinking similar thoughts. Three of the prisoners met his eyes with defiant glowers, but three others, including the scholar, looked down. Abashed to have been caught and to stand before the Great Chief’s son?

      “Prince Zirabo,” Amaranthe said. “Mage White Fox. My partner and I have collected some of the faction leaders, thus to ensure they can’t make trouble in this last week while the rule and new direction of Nuria are determined.”

      Yanko wasn’t sure why he was being included in this meeting, and he still felt uncomfortable when anyone called him a mage. Fortunately, nobody looked expectantly at him. Maybe he wouldn’t have to speak. Maybe he was here to demonstrate to these people that Zirabo had the support of mages, at least some mages.

      “Officially or unofficially?” Zirabo asked Amaranthe, ignoring the glowers.

      “Oh, you know how things go. If the results turn out to be desirable, it was official. If not, the president gets to deny any knowledge that someone in his intelligence office sent spies to Nuria.”

      Zirabo snorted. “I do know how those things go, but what, I wonder…” He glanced at the prisoners. “Maybe we should discuss that later.”

      “Maybe,” Amaranthe said easily. “Consider these our gift to the new ruler of Nuria.”

      Amaranthe extended a hand toward the prisoners, as if offering a table full of gold and silver. One of the men snorted and spat. She ignored him, smiling serenely.

      “And what do you propose we do with this gift?” Zirabo stroked his jaw and looked at Yanko.

      For advice? That seemed ludicrous. Yanko barely knew who they were. But Zirabo genuinely seemed to want his opinion.

      “At the least, keeping them locked up and out of the fight so they can’t impede us would be useful,” Yanko said.

      “Killing them would also keep them from impeding you,” Sicarius said coolly from the doorway. He spoke in Nurian so there was no chance of any of the leaders not understanding. Several faces grew pale.

      “Surely not the highest and best use of such individuals,” Amaranthe murmured.

      “Maybe we can offer them land on the new continent if they agree to help us.” Yanko smiled so Zirabo would know it was a joke. He was still bemused that he’d managed to get so many pirates to follow him with that offer. But if these people’s ambitions had been to rule all of Nuria, a few acres on a remote and currently desolate continent would not entice them.

      Zirabo gripped his chin and stared thoughtfully at Yanko. “Maybe not that, but they might be tempted by a chance at least. Though I’m not that inclined to grant that. They all plotted against my father, and either Sun Dragon, Tang Chu, or one of them was responsible for his death—and for the deaths of my brothers.” Zirabo leveled the coolest look Yanko had seen from him at the prisoners. “I am not a bloodthirsty man, but I believe the assassin Sicarius might be right.”

      A couple of already pale-faced men blanched further at the name.

      “But if they could be convinced to work with us and bring their troops to work with us…” Yanko said, catching on that they were putting on a show for their prisoners by taking opposing sides. “Would not pardons be worth considering?”

      Amaranthe stepped back outside with Sicarius, letting them take it from there.

      “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” Zirabo asked. “We have the support of far more people than they ever did, and our victory is inevitable.”

      Yanko knew that their victory was anything but inevitable, especially since Sun Dragon’s forces hadn’t shown themselves yet. They might be preparing to attack the palace that very night. And then there was the rest of the Great Land to consider. Yanko and Zirabo didn’t have troops in any other city.

      “Would it not be arrogant for us to assume that?” Yanko asked. “Surely, we could use them. And even if their actions thus far have been criminal—” he felt like a raging hypocrite saying those words, even for show, “—in times of great upheaval like this, when brothers have fought brothers, perhaps it is better to offer pardons more frequently than judgments. So there are people left in Nuria to rule when this is all over.”

      Zirabo blinked a few times before answering, then smiled warmly at him. Yanko hoped that meant he had said the right thing and that it hadn’t sounded like he was trying to justify his own past crimes.

      “Well.” Zirabo walked a circle around the prisoners and looked them over. “I’m skeptical about their trustworthiness and would fear being backstabbed at an inopportune time, but perhaps you’re so powerful that you need not worry about such things.”

      Yanko reminded himself that they were putting on a show and that he shouldn’t laugh out loud.

      “I have a good bodyguard,” he offered instead, smiling at Jhali, who stood near Sicarius, in a similar guard stance, watching the prisoners for trouble and also keeping an eye on the tunnel.

      A few of the prisoners glanced at her. Nobody scoffed or rolled their eyes in derision. Maybe it was a good thing that Jhali continued to wear the garb of a mage hunter. Even if one of their major sects had been destroyed, mage hunters were a part of history and legend, and all Nurians with magical talent, or family members with magical talent, feared them.

      “Ultimately, it’s your decision, Yanko,” Zirabo said.

      Yanko struggled to keep his face masked, so he wouldn’t show the prisoners how startled he was by the comment. How could it be his decision?

      Zirabo stepped forward to address the former faction leaders. “Knowing that you have been defeated and that we would be within our rights to have you killed for your crimes, you must now decide if you wish to accept that fate or if it makes more sense for you to swear your allegiance to the man destined to become the new Great Chief.”

      Zirabo turned and extended his arm toward Yanko. The prisoners glowered. Yanko locked his knees so he wouldn’t fall over. What was Zirabo doing? They were still putting on a show, weren’t they? What part was Yanko supposed to play next? Even if this was a ploy, why would Zirabo suggest Yanko instead of himself? Zirabo had the blood right to rule. Yanko was just the young mage toddling along in his wake and holding his flute.

      “The man who raised a new continent to feed our people and finally give us the resources we need to compete on the technological landscape with the Turgonians,” Zirabo went on. “The man who freed the moksu from the Seventh Skull prison camp by defeating an ancient mage-hunter artifact and slaying two soul constructs.”

      One, the back of Yanko’s mind screamed. Just one soul construct. But he was too stunned to get the words out. To get any words out.

      “The man who slew the magical dragon placed at the gate to keep us out,” Zirabo added. “But such tricks never had a chance of keeping Yanko White Fox out. He has the power of his heritage and the wisdom to put the needs of our people above his own ambitions. He is the leader that Nuria has longed for since ages before you or I were born.”

      Not only did Yanko have no idea what to say, but as all sets of eyes turned toward him, he had no idea what to do with his hands. Should he tuck them into his robe? Fold them over his chest? Clasp them behind his back? What would make him look like a regal and powerful mage instead of an idiot? Any second now, one of these people would ask him if he was old enough to shave.

      He couldn’t believe Amaranthe and Sicarius were watching this without any reaction. Even Jhali didn’t look surprised. Yanko couldn’t believe her jaw wasn’t on the ground. His would be if he weren’t so aware of his onlookers.

      Zirabo finally turned to face him, a sad smile on his face.

      I’m sorry, he said telepathically. I know this isn’t what you want.

      Yanko stared at him.

      Convince them, please, Zirabo added. Professor Gray Badger and Admiral Lahtu have mage training. They’ll be more aware of mind manipulation, but I don’t think it will matter. You’re stronger than they are.

      Yanko drew a shaky breath and stepped forward, his palms damp. For once, he let his senses out and tried to read the minds of the people before him. He sensed a mix of belligerence, speculation, and skepticism.

      He didn’t think he could simply order them to follow him in exchange for their lives. They might lie to get themselves out of this situation, and he wouldn’t be able to trust them going forward, not unless he dangled a compelling reward in front of them, one they couldn’t have until they’d proven themselves.

      “What can I offer you in exchange for your support as we finish capturing the city and the nation?” Yanko asked. “We’ll achieve that whether you help or not, but Zirabo is correct. It would be easier and there might be less bloodshed overall if you joined your forces with ours.”

      “Do you really think he can beat Sun Dragon, Zirabo?” Admiral Lahtu asked. “Unless my intelligence is incorrect, all of your troops are here. And this is all you’ve got. I know the Wolves are spread too thin and falling apart now, but Luy Hano Sun Dragon has a lot of troops throughout the nation, and in a week’s time, he can have them here, on the capital’s doorstep. Your mage should have been spending the last six months raising troops if he wanted the dais.” Lahtu frowned at Yanko.

      Yanko did not point out that six months ago, he’d been studying for the Stargrind entrance exam. He definitely wouldn’t point out that he’d failed that exam.

      “Your intelligence is lacking, General,” Zirabo said, “because it’s not taking into account that he’s won the adoration of the general populace. Millions and millions of people. And perhaps more pertinent as to whether or not he’ll be able to keep the capital, he’s spent the last six months doing what none of the rest of you thought to do.” Zirabo pointed toward Amaranthe and Sicarius. “Cultivating a relationship with Turgonia.”

      Yanko kept his face neutral, though he laughed inside at the idea that bribing Dak to be his bodyguard counted as cultivating a relationship with Turgonia. He was positive the Turgonians would have killed him more than once if he hadn’t been wandering around with the parrot of their president’s wife’s family. Yanko was also positive Amaranthe and Sicarius had been sent because of Zirabo. If the president was aware of him at all, what he’d probably heard was that Yanko had tried to steal covert orders being sent to their capital. Yanko didn’t have any trouble envisioning President Starcrest learning about his grab for the dais and sending assassins to deal with him. Sicarius, perhaps. The idea of Jhali trying to protect him from that man made Yanko shudder.

      Fortunately, the prisoners weren’t looking at him. Most of them were gazing thoughtfully at Amaranthe and Sicarius, who were kind enough not to object to Zirabo’s interpretation of events, and Yanko sensed the words had actually swayed a couple of the faction leaders.

      Professor Gray Badger lifted her chin. “I will offer you my meager forces, Honored Mage, if, in the event you are granted or are simply successful at taking the dais, you agree to rebuild the university, bring in more global experts in fields where we’re weak, and start a funding program to provide tuition assistance for qualified students who aren’t from honored families and who can demonstrate financial need.”

      Yanko could sense her surface thoughts and saw that this was what she’d promised her followers when she had started gathering people to make a push.

      “I agree,” Yanko said.

      “You have my support then.”

      “Good. Next?” Yanko focused on Lahtu since most of his belligerence had faded.

      He was aware of Jhali watching him as he negotiated with the prisoners and wondered what she would say to him later. As always, he couldn’t read her thoughts and didn’t know if she was as shocked by Zirabo’s announcement as Yanko was, but he didn’t think she would approve of him trying to take the dais. Not that he himself approved of it. It was madness. He couldn’t possibly be qualified for such a position. Maybe in forty years, he would be, but not now. Not today.

      And Zirabo had spoken truthfully. This wasn’t what Yanko wanted. The idea that he, as he made these deals, might be sealing his own fate felt far more like defeat than victory.
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      Night had fallen by the time Yanko, Zirabo, and Jhali returned to the palace, their prisoners being released to, as they had all promised, deliver their troops by dawn, to join Yanko’s forces. Amaranthe and Sicarius had disappeared, maybe to follow a couple of the ex-faction leaders to ensure they intended to follow through, or maybe to go back to their homeland now that their work was done.

      At the first opportunity, Yanko whispered, “Honored Prince, I’d really like to talk to you for a minute.”

      He glanced back at Jhali, who’d trailed behind with the guards and not said a word since Zirabo’s revelations. He wanted to talk to her, too, but Yanko needed to see first if Zirabo truly meant what he’d said. Maybe Yanko was wrong and it had been part of the show. Maybe Zirabo had, for some reason, thought those leaders would be more likely to give their support to Yanko than to him. Maybe he wanted to make Yanko the more obvious target since he had more power to defend himself. Or did he truly want Yanko on the dais so he could advise or even lead from the shadows? Yanko White Fox, figurehead?

      Yanko might have believed any of those things if not for the soft apology Zirabo had spoken into his mind.

      I’m sorry. I know this isn’t what you want.

      “Yes, I assumed you would,” Zirabo said. “Come. There’s an office up ahead.”

      The guards stopped outside, taking up positions to either side of the door. Jhali hesitated, since they didn’t leave an obvious position for her.

      “Come in,” Yanko told her quietly. “Please.”

      She shrugged and followed them inside. Zirabo tapped his lips and eyed her, then looked at Yanko and opened his mouth. To object?

      Yanko scowled and lifted his chin. She’d been left out of their chat in the tent. He didn’t want her left out of this, in part because he trusted her and wanted her in on decisions he was involved with, and in part because he wanted her to know this hadn’t been his idea. He remembered her sneering as she spoke of the mage in her town who’d treated the people like slaves to build a tower so he could lord over everyone. What would she think if she believed Yanko was claiming the dais so he could lord over the entire nation?

      Whatever objection Zirabo had intended to voice, he kept it to himself. “Close the door and have a seat,” was all he said.

      There was a desk in front of a massive fireplace with one chair behind it and two in front of it, but Zirabo headed for a seating area full of plush sofas and chairs. The kitchen, living area, and dining room from Yanko’s old home all could have fit in the spacious office.

      Zirabo considered the furnishings before gesturing Yanko toward a large, golden wingback chair with a sofa resting opposite it. He took one end of the sofa for himself.

      Yanko perched on the edge of the wingback chair, not sure what to make of the seating assignment. Was it a silent way to say that Zirabo wasn’t taking the most prominent position? Or was it simply a comfortable chair he thought Yanko might like?

      Zirabo waved toward the opposite end of the couch, offering Jhali a spot, but she stood back and leaned her shoulder against the wall by the fireplace.

      Zirabo settled back and faced Yanko. “This was my father’s main office. That was his chair. My brothers and I weren’t allowed to sit in it or touch it, lest we scuff the hide. It’s made from a golden tegu lizard. They’re rare, as we were often reminded.”

      “What happens if I scuff it?” Yanko lifted his hands, imagining some irate maid coming out to flog him with a feather duster.

      Zirabo chuckled. “Nothing now. If all goes according to plan, it’ll be yours soon.”

      Yanko leaned forward, dropping his face into his hands, his loose topknot flopping against his fingers. “By the badger goddess, Zirabo. Why? And when were you going to fill me in on your plan?”

      “When it was far enough along that I knew you couldn’t escape it.” Zirabo chuckled again, but there was little humor in the sound. “Not that I truly thought you would, if I asked it of you, but as I said, I know you don’t want it.”

      Yanko twined his fingers together and leaned his nose against them as he stared down at a bear-hide rug stretched between the seats. “Because it doesn’t make any sense.”

      “And because you’d rather be figuring out how to farm on that new continent.”

      “Yes.” Yanko couldn’t deny that. It would be so perfect for him. It was where all his gifts lay. They didn’t lie in… this.

      Zirabo reached for a crystal decanter and glasses on a silver tray resting on a table beside the sofa. He pulled a stopper out, sniffed whatever liquid was in the decanter, then smiled sadly at it.

      “My father’s favorite,” he said. “I guess nobody bothered to spend much time in the palace after they acquired it. Or maybe General Tang Chu wasn’t ready to claim the Great Chief’s suite and office for himself.”

      Though Yanko was mired in his own displeasure at the day’s events, he reminded himself that Zirabo had lost his father and his brothers. It had to be particularly hard for him to be back here in the palace where he’d grown up, where he’d spent so much time with his family.

      “What is it?” Yanko asked.

      “Apple brandy. My father loathed all things Turgonian, but somewhere along the way, he developed a fondness for their signature alcohol.”

      “Ah. I’m sorry for your sake that he’s gone. I’m not sure I believe he was the best leader for Nuria, but… I never would have pushed for this.” Yanko waved to indicate the city and all of Nuria, the war that was leaving their people in even worse shape than they’d been in before it had all started.

      “I know you wouldn’t have.” Zirabo met his eyes.

      Yanko wondered if he sensed his thoughts. Zirabo had always been vague about his magical talents, but it was known that he could make and play Enigma Flutes. If he’d been destined from a young age to be a diplomat, he would have been taught some mind talents. Maybe he was surfing through Yanko’s thoughts as easily as Tynlee did. Which wouldn’t be hard right now. The day had been long and exhausting, and Yanko’s brain hurt too much to worry about his mental defenses. If the Sun Dragon forces attacked tonight, he would be in trouble.

      He felt like crawling into bed and muttering the Song of Renewal. It was usually chanted in the fall and winter in the hope of a good spring, but sometimes, people simply hoped for a fresh start. A change.

      Not this change.

      “Had there been another choice that made sense,” Zirabo said, “I would have thrown my support behind him or her. But the very fact that the other faction leaders decided to break all the laws, hurl the Great Land into civil war, and make it all about positioning themselves favorably instead of worrying about what was best for our people…” Zirabo poured two glasses and sipped from one before handing the other to Yanko. “I didn’t want to see any of those people in charge.”

      “Why not yourself, Zirabo? As your father’s son, you have the most legitimate claim.”

      “I don’t have the temperament for it, nor did I ever have the respect of my father’s peers. I’m not a warrior, never had the stomach for it. And a lot of them haven’t forgotten that I ran away as a boy and that the fleet was sent all the way to Turgonia to retrieve me.” Zirabo grimaced and took a deeper swig of his drink. “Those generals and Admiral Oleen only agreed to join when I promised you. Because you’ve now demonstrated that you have your mother’s power, and everyone has heard about it by now. They may detest her for what she’s done these last two decades, but they remember when she was an ally, and they remember her power. That they respect. More than age and experience. More than wisdom.” Zirabo’s lips flattened.

      Yet again, Yanko didn’t know what to say. He peered at the amber liquid in his glass, having no interest in drinking it. He’d barely started to believe that he had some of the power that his mother wielded so easily, so it seemed strange that others would already be convinced of it.

      He looked at Jhali, wondering what she thought, but her face was as masked as that of a stranger. He wished she would join in the conversation and offer her opinions, and he groped for a way to invite her to do so.

      “That has always been the way of our people,” Zirabo went on. “Respect for power over wisdom. I don’t mean to imply you don’t have any wisdom, Yanko.”

      “It’s all right. Even my friends regularly inform me that I’m naive.” Yanko smiled at Jhali, hoping for a reaction.

      Her eyebrows twitched slightly.

      “That’s probably true—how can it not be when you grew up in a remote mountain village a thousand miles from the capital and the machinations of government—but you want what’s best for Nuria, and that’s more than I can say for most of the other options. And the people—what they want can’t be discounted.” Zirabo waved toward the walls or maybe toward the Great Land as a whole. “They chose you for a hero even before you slew a dragon. Now, there will probably be statues built.”

      Statues? Yanko groaned.

      “I haven’t done anything to—I mean, I don’t deserve to be their hero, not for bumbling through the last few months of my life.” Yanko’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t want it.”

      He didn’t want a statue, and he didn’t want to be leader over an entire nation. It wasn’t a reward. It was a punishment. The position of a man whose days would be filled with deals and politicking and trying to keep a nation alive and whose nights would be filled with nightmares of assassins encroaching, if not actual assassins encroaching. Why, when he’d tried so hard to do everything asked of him, was he being punished?

      “It pains me to say this, but it’s not about what you want. It’s about what they need.” Zirabo offered him a sad smile. “You made the mistake of showing up when they needed a hero.”

      Yanko closed his eyes. He wondered if he could refuse. Could he say, no, thanks and walk away?

      Not without walking away from Nuria, from his family, from his culture, from his chance to shape that new continent, albeit from a great distance now, and from his chance to help his people. Even if his heart had been willing, his honor wouldn’t allow it.

      “You’ll grow into the wisdom to lead a nation, Yanko. Just surround yourself with good advisors, especially in the beginning. Tynlee Blue Heron, if she can be convinced to return to the capital, would be good.”

      “What if she brought Dak with her? And started publishing novels about muscular Turgonian spies?”

      Zirabo opened and closed his mouth a couple of times.

      “I guess you had to be there,” Yanko murmured.

      “If Dak would stay, he would be an interesting liaison to Turgonia. If he would stay. I know he has no love for Nuria.”

      Yanko thought of all the times he’d witnessed Dak gleefully—inasmuch as the man possessed the ability to feel glee—beating up on Nurians. But he also thought of him standing in the moonlight outside of Zirabo’s tent and holding hands with Tynlee.

      “He might be convinced to stay if she did,” Yanko said, a little heartened by the idea of Dak as an advisor. The palace staff and the rest of the government would find the idea of a Turgonian advisor insane, but Yanko would always know that Dak wasn’t angling for power of his own in the Nurian government.

      But would Dak’s own government trust him to be so far from home? Yanko still didn’t know what would happen to him after he’d spent so much time working with Nurians. Would his people continue to doubt him after all this?

      “I would stay around, too, of course,” Zirabo said. “I don’t want you to think I have any notions of ruling through you, but I can certainly stand near you at ceremonial functions to play my flute to help sway people to listen. Not that I think you’ll need that. Not the way my father did.” He grimaced.

      For the first time, Yanko guessed at some of the duties Zirabo might have had as his father’s son. If he’d been forced to use his magic to help sway people to go along with what had been draconian and warmongering dictates, no wonder he’d run away. Maybe his boyhood self had glimpsed the future ahead.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      Jhali stepped away from the wall, a dagger appearing in her hand.

      “Come,” Zirabo called.

      One of the guards poked his head in. “There’s someone who appeared on a communications orb in the Great Hall.”

      “Who?” Zirabo asked. “And who do they want to talk to?” He waved toward Yanko and then toward himself.

      Yanko snorted. As far as he knew, nobody except those leaders, and he supposed anyone they’d had time to tell, knew that Yanko might be someone worth talking to. Or so he assumed. But maybe that wasn’t true. That moment in that underground room, he’d had the feeling he’d been the last to figure out Zirabo’s plans. Even Jhali had seemed unsurprised.

      Yanko gazed at her, thinking they might finally get a chance to discuss that, if Zirabo went off to talk with someone else.

      “It’s a mage hunter, Honored Prince. He asked to talk to—” the guard looked to Jhali, “—you, I think. Are you Jhali Arun Min?”

      “Yes.” Jhali’s monosyllabic tone reminded Yanko of Sicarius. It gave no hint to what she was thinking or if she was surprised that someone was looking for her.

      “The man wants to talk to you. He said he was Morin Shu.”

      “One of the officers in my old sect,” Jhali explained to Yanko and Zirabo. “I never trained with him and do not know him well, but I am pleased that another of my people has survived. I hope he’s able to tell me that even more are alive.” A hint of emotion entered her eyes for the first time, a longing for old friends.

      “Is it permitted, Honored Prince?” The guard looked at Zirabo, then also at Yanko, as if he was one of the permission givers now. A strange thought, that.

      But Zirabo raised his eyebrows and looked at Yanko before answering. Maybe not asking permission so much as wondering if she should be trusted to go off and chat with an old comrade.

      “Of course,” Yanko said, waving for Jhali to go and feeling uncomfortable that he might have a say over her freedom here.

      She nodded once and left the room. The guard hesitated in the doorway.

      “Should I listen in on her conversation?” he asked.

      “No,” Yanko said before Zirabo spoke, feeling indignant on Jhali’s behalf.

      The guard bowed and left, closing the door behind him.

      Zirabo tapped his lip and considered Yanko. “You mentioned that your friends—your older advisors, if you will—have suggested you might have… naive moments.”

      Yanko scowled, having no trouble guessing where he was going.

      “You think I’m being naive to trust her,” he said flatly, not making it a question.

      Zirabo opened his palm toward the ceiling. “If she weren’t a mage hunter, I would assume you could read her thoughts and would know if she had truly come over to your side, but you’ve confessed that you can’t.”

      “That’s true, but isn’t it like that for most people? Those without magic? And yet, trust still exists in the world.”

      Zirabo smiled sadly. “And is often betrayed.”

      Yanko’s scowl deepened.

      “Didn’t you say that she’d tried to kill you once?” Zirabo asked.

      “Several times from afar. And the last time in my cabin when she sneaked in at night with a dagger.”

      Zirabo’s eyes widened. Maybe he hadn’t imagined Jhali had gotten so close. And maybe Yanko shouldn’t have admitted to that.

      “I woke in time and stopped her,” Yanko said. “After that, I saved her life, and she stopped trying to kill me.”

      “I saw her save your life when you battled the soul construct.”

      “Yes. Because we’re working on the same side now.”

      “Or you’re even now, with her debt, if she felt one, repaid.”

      Yanko shook his head, though he couldn’t find words to rebut the statement right away. Not when Jhali had said almost that exact thing after the event, that they were even now. But then she’d kissed him. And she’d kissed him again since then and genuinely seemed to care about him.

      “Is it possible she’s been biding her time until she can get close enough to you to try again?” Zirabo asked softly.

      “No.” Yanko felt certain there had been opportunities that she could have taken advantage of if she’d truly wanted to. Such as when they’d kissed. He’d been quite distracted with no thought of raising magical shields to protect himself.

      “All right, Yanko.” Zirabo set his glass on the tray and stood up. “If you trust her and she’s worth your trust, then good. I’m glad you have a bodyguard and friend you can rely on, but since you can’t truly know her thoughts, wouldn’t it make sense to listen in on her chat?”

      “It’s a little late for that.”

      “She would have had to walk to the Great Hall. There’s a communications orb in that armoire over there that’s linked with the other one. It would be a simple matter for you to will it to show you that conversation.”

      Yanko crossed his arms over his chest and glowered from his seat.

      “It’s your choice, but given how much is at stake… I’d be distressed if I’d gotten you all the way here only to find your cold body with a dagger in the heart in the morning.” Zirabo smiled again, but his eyes were utterly serious. “Good night, Yanko. You can sleep in that bedroom over there. It belonged to my parents when my mother was alive. Father moved down the hall after she died in the war, but it’s probably still in good shape.”

      Yanko closed his eyes, listening to Zirabo’s footsteps as he walked out and closed the door behind him.

      Then he opened them and looked at the armoire. He wanted to trust Jhali fully. He didn’t want to spy on her conversation.

      But what if Zirabo was right?

      Wasn’t it a little strange that some mage hunter from her old sect knew she was here and wanted to speak with her? She’d warned Yanko that the order to assassinate him would still be in place. Even if she didn’t intend to do it herself anymore, was it possible this Morin Shu wanted to handle it?

      Yanko drank from his glass for the first time, the apple brandy smelling sweet like juice but burning his throat on the way down, then set it down and strode to the armoire. The promised communications orb rested on a velvet cushion inside. He waved his hand and willed it to show him what was happening on the other orb in the palace.

      “…What do you mean, you haven’t been able to complete the assignment?” a middle-aged man with a wolverine tattoo snarling from his cheek asked. Morin Shu. “You’ve been seen walking at his side. And it’s been months since you left the cavern. It’s disgraceful that it’s taken so long. And now they’re saying that boy is putting himself forward as the next Great Chief.”

      Well, no doubt about who they were discussing. Yanko leaned his hands on the armoire shelf, waiting for Jhali’s response. Fearing and dreading what it would be.

      “He is not easy to kill,” she said, and the view in the orb shifted to display her face. Not that it was readable. She had her mask on, and her tone was deadpan.

      “You’ve tried?”

      “Yes.”

      Morin Shu leaned back. Maybe he hadn’t expected that answer.

      “And he didn’t kill you?”

      “No. He’s…”

      Please don’t say naive, Yanko thought.

      “Forgiving,” she finished.

      He wasn’t sure that was any better.

      “You need to do it tonight. Luy Hano Sun Dragon was at my throat earlier, demanding to know why his family had paid the sect months ago and the job wasn’t complete. More than that, he’s learned that White Fox killed his cousin, Jaikon.”

      “Jaikon plotted against him. He also wanted the dais.”

      Morin Shu chopped a dismissive hand. “It doesn’t matter. These ambitious moksu asses would cut their own mothers’ throats to get into a better position to kiss the Great Chief’s hand. Or steal his dais, in this case. We stay out of politics. You know that. Sun Dragon wants the boy killed tonight.”

      “I’m sure he does.”

      Did that mean Sun Dragon had learned that Yanko and Zirabo had made deals with the other faction leaders? Morin Shu didn’t say that, and Jhali didn’t ask. She was being painfully neutral. Yanko thought she might be looking for a way to tell this man to get out of her life, but he couldn’t be sure.

      “If you won’t do it tonight, I will,” Morin Shu said.

      She hesitated. “You’re in the city?”

      “I am. So are Dray Jin and Beywu.”

      Jhali closed her eyes. “I’m relieved they made it out safely. When I heard about the cavern…”

      “Few survived, but some of us did. I’ve spoken to Hinru Ke.” Morin Shu narrowed his eyes.

      “Ah,” was all that Jhali said.

      Yanko wondered if that might be the name of the mage-hunter woman they had rescued on the prison island. If so, she might have witnessed the battle with the soul constructs. And she might have seen how Jhali had protected Yanko there. Had she reported it back to the other mage hunters?

      “Are you capable of completing the mission, Jhali?” Morin Shu asked softly. “We will re-form the sect and find another place to live and train, and we will rise again. But we can’t start anew when we’ve failed to complete a mission we were already paid for. Not only would it be a devastating blow to our honor and our reputation, but the Sun Dragons are powerful. We cannot cultivate them as enemies. Not when we’re so weak now, our numbers so few.”

      “I understand,” Jhali said softly, something akin to sadness creeping into her voice. Or regret?

      Had she realized that in choosing not to finish her mission, not to kill Yanko, she was putting her people at risk? The people who had taken her in and trained her from childhood after her parents had died?

      Yanko groaned, wishing he could read her thoughts.

      “You haven’t answered me, Jhali,” Morin Shu said, sternness returning to his voice.

      “Are there truly so many Sun Dragons left that we need to fear them? There’s Luy Hano and Tonn, yes, but are there others that would pick a fight with us?”

      Yanko liked that she wasn’t agreeing to swiftly stick a dagger in his heart that night, but it disturbed him that she wasn’t bluntly saying she wouldn’t do it. He remembered once catching her looking at his shoulder blades with a pistol pointing at his back, the way she’d admitted to wavering between duty and her debt to him. A debt that she no longer owed him.

      “Luy Hano alone would be difficult to deal with—he made that dragon, you know. And who knows how many of their clan are behind the bid for the dais? More than his brother, that is certain. We dare not make enemies of them, Jhali. Not when we’re at the weakest we’ve been in ten centuries. The sect is in danger of dying out completely if we don’t rebuild. We lost so many… We need you to do this, Jhali. Tonight.”

      Jhali closed her eyes and dropped her chin to her chest.

      “If you can’t finish it, we’ll come do it,” Morin Shu said. “We cannot fail.”

      Yanko hissed in frustration. Couldn’t he just give Sun Dragon back the money his family had paid? Yanko would still have to deal with a man who wanted him dead—badly—but maybe then the mage hunters wouldn’t be held accountable.

      Jhali lifted her head. “I’ll do it.”

      A chill went through Yanko. He couldn’t tell if she was lying or not. Even if she was, what would it buy him? The mage hunters would know by dawn that he was still alive and send three people after him. Three highly trained people that Jhali knew and might not be willing to fight against.

      “Tonight?” Morin Shu asked, his eyes intent.

      “Tonight.”

      The orb went dark.
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      Yanko lay under the covers in the enormous canopy bed with the lights off. He was fully clothed, from red robe to sandals. He’d thought about pulling Jaikon Sun Dragon’s scimitar under the covers with him, but if he ended up in a blade battle with Jhali, he would have already lost.

      He lay utterly still on his back, his head on ridiculously fluffy pillows, and listened to every sound in the palace. The fire in the hearth had burned low, so it no longer snapped and crackled, but he could hear guards talking as they passed through the hallway outside on patrol. His senses told him that two guards stood outside the door of the bedroom Zirabo had chosen for himself. None were stationed outside of his door. Should he have requested it? Maybe nobody thought a mage who slew dragons needed guards. Or maybe they thought Jhali was with him and would protect him.

      He shook his head bleakly as he stared at the dark canopy. It had been more than two hours since he’d eavesdropped on her communication. If she’d meant to confess everything to him and tell him that she had no intention of going through with it, wouldn’t she have come to him by now? Before the lanterns had been turned down all over the palace. Before almost everyone had gone to bed. Before he’d gone to bed, or pretended to.

      Earlier, he’d used his senses to check on her location. She’d been outside in a courtyard, staring at a fountain. Deep in thought. Thoughts about how best to kill him? Thoughts about how she would regret doing so but she was duty bound? Thoughts about how she would miss hearing his stories about pumpkins and sunflowers once he was gone?

      He wished he knew.

      Yanko wasn’t monitoring her continuously, so he didn’t notice immediately when she left the courtyard. But when he checked and she was gone, his heartbeat kicked up to double speed.

      He located her aura in the palace. Walking down the wide hallway toward his room.

      She wore all her clothes and her weapons. As usual. Her hand strayed to one of her daggers a few times as she walked, and his belly filled with dire foreboding. He didn’t want to fight her. He didn’t want her to make this choice, to have to make this choice.

      There weren’t any guards in the hallway, not now. Not that they would question Jhali, regardless. She was, after all, his trusted bodyguard.

      The door to the office opened silently. Yanko held his breath as she padded across the rugs without making a sound. All the lanterns were out, but she never bumped a piece of furniture. Had she memorized its placement when she’d been in the room earlier? Maybe that was part of mage-hunter training.

      She reached the open doorway to the bedroom and paused on the threshold.

      Yanko didn’t move. He thought about trying to make his breathing slow and even, as if in sleep, but he doubted he could manage that degree of acting now. She could probably hear his heart hammering and knew he was awake.

      Why didn’t he sit up and confront her? Why the ruse?

      Because he wanted to give her the chance to not follow through on her words to Morin Shu. He didn’t want to confront her, make accusations, not when he couldn’t truly know what was in her mind. But he was dressed in case he had to call upon his magic and fight.

      “Yanko?” Jhali called softly. “You’re awake, right?”

      “Yeah…” His voice came out as a croak.

      He wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or not that she was speaking to him. His first thought was that it meant she wasn’t going to sneak in and assassinate him. But then he realized she could come to him as a lover might and distract him before bringing one of those daggers to bear. Admittedly, that mage-hunter outfit wasn’t exactly the costume of a seductress, but it hadn’t kept him from happily kissing her before.

      “I need to talk to you,” she said.

      “Will daggers be involved?”

      A long pause followed, and he wondered if he’d made a mistake in revealing that he knew something was amiss.

      “You listened to my conversation with Morin Shu?” she guessed.

      He couldn’t tell if there was any judgment in her voice at his eavesdropping. He thought about blaming Zirabo for putting thoughts in his mind, but he had to accept the responsibility for his choice. Besides, it had been a good thing he had listened in.

      “I heard some of it. There’s another communications orb in the office linked to the one you were talking on.”

      “Then I guess I don’t need to fill you in,” she said dryly.

      “No, I’m all caught up.”

      “May I sit down?”

      “Yes.” Yanko waved his hand and ignited the wick on the lantern on the bedside table. He shifted up against the pillows so Jhali could sit on the end of the bed, though maybe he should have waved her toward the chair in the corner. He still wasn’t sure what she intended to do.

      But when she came into the soft glow of the lantern, he saw tear tracks on her cheeks, and he lost his wariness. He had never seen her cry. He wouldn’t have guessed she ever did. The temptation to wrap his arm around her shoulders and draw her against his chest came to him. But she still had all those daggers and throwing knives. She wasn’t, he noticed as she sat on the edge of the bed, wearing her white mage-hunter garb—a uniform, he’d always considered it, even if it didn’t denote rank or have any insignia.

      “What’s the plan?” he asked quietly, realizing the implications of the clothing change.

      He’d never seen her wear anything besides her mage-hunter attire. Granted, they hadn’t had many opportunities to shop during the last couple of months, but if she’d wanted to find other garments, he had no doubt she could. This had to mean she was breaking away from her sect, from being a mage hunter. He didn’t think it was what she wanted, but if it meant she was choosing him—or at least not killing him—over staying with her people, he couldn’t object.

      “Jhali?” he prompted gently, scooting closer and wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

      She stared at the floor and didn’t react to his hug. “That’s what I’ve been debating. If you were listening, you know I told Morin Shu that I would complete my mission tonight. If I hadn’t said that, he would have come personally, along with Dray Jin and Beywu. Each one by themselves is deadly. The three of them together, I can’t imagine. I know you’re—” she glanced at him for the first time, “—you, and wouldn’t sleep tonight, but it’s still possible they would get through to you.”

      Yanko nodded. He wasn’t sure if the day would ever come when he believed himself the powerful mage the common man thought he was, and he had no trouble imagining three mage hunters getting the best of him.

      “But I only bought us a few hours. When dawn comes and you stroll out onto your balcony, they’ll know I didn’t complete my mission, and they’ll come.”

      “We’re on the first floor. It’s a patio.” Yanko pointed his thumb to the doors leading to a walled courtyard that he’d investigated in the dark earlier. “There are planters, but it’s clear nobody has tended them for a while. Most of the plants have died. Except for the lavender. It’s a hale plant. I watered it and gave it some fertilizer.”

      Jhali gazed at him, making him realize this wasn’t the time to chat about gardening. They needed a plan for the morning. Or maybe even for tonight.

      But she smiled slightly and kissed him. It was an all-too-brief kiss, and it disturbed him the way she brushed his hair back from his face and looked at him as if she was trying to remember the moment. As if there wouldn’t be others when they could sit in bed and kiss? That thought chagrined him.

      “So, what’s the solution?” Yanko made himself focus on the physical threat rather than the one to his heart. He hoped he could find a way to take care of the latter if he lived through the next few days and secured the city. “I’d say feigning my death might work, but Zirabo has plans for me.”

      “Yes, I assumed he did.” Her smile returned, but it was a sad one.

      He realized she didn’t want him to be Great Chief any more than he did. Because they couldn’t be together then? Had she sensed this coming when they had been at the shrine in Yellow Delta? When she’d said she couldn’t have him?

      He hadn’t agreed with that then and didn’t now, but he found himself asking, “How long have you suspected things would turn out this way?”

      “Since Zirabo left the ship with thousands of prisoners-turned-troops and it was your name on all their lips, not his. I think you’re the only one who didn’t know.”

      “Apparently,” he murmured, then shook his head. “Feigning my death won’t work then. What if we gave the money back to Sun Dragon? Do you know how much his people paid for my assassination? If we dumped a gold bar at his feet, and you, as a representative from your sect, said the deal was off, would that work? Nullify the contract?”

      “Only if he agreed to it.”

      “What if I came along and made him agree to it?” Yanko was tired of all the Sun Dragons everywhere and didn’t think he would have trouble making plausible threats.

      “Luy Hano Sun Dragon would not deal with you. He must already consider you an enemy, both for putting yourself forward as a rival for the dais and for killing his kin, however inadvertently.”

      “Yes, I’ve already chatted with him. He doesn’t like that I destroyed his pet either.”

      “So if you show up, I fear you’ll end up battling him to the death. I doubt you could coerce him. And if you killed him, there are other Sun Dragons here in the city. They’d leap to avenge him. You’d have to kill the whole family.”

      “One would hope that at least one of them would be amenable to an alternative.” Yanko admitted she was probably right that he would have to kill Luy Hano. If he didn’t, the man might continue to fight Yanko, one way or another, for the rest of their lives.

      “The other option…” Jhali placed her hands between her knees and gazed at the floor again. “Is to kill Morin Shu and anyone else alive in the sect who’s determined to follow through with that mission.”

      From the glum set to her jaw, Yanko feared that was what she’d decided had to happen before she’d come to his room.

      He squeezed her shoulders. “Nope.”

      “What?”

      “Unless you have some secret vendetta against him that could only be settled by his death, the answer is no. We’re not killing the people you grew up with just to save my life.”

      She squinted at him, and he wondered what she was thinking. That he was naive? That she appreciated his desire to keep her from doing something awful for his sake? That a man who watered lavender late at night was undeniably sexy? Would she ever let him touch her mind and see her thoughts? Share her emotions?

      “If you’re thinking of kissing me again, I would be agreeable.” Yanko wriggled his eyebrows, though he was positive that was the last thing on her mind. More somberly, he said, “I’m taking some gold and going to visit Luy Hano Sun Dragon. Tonight. If I have to go through the whole clan to find one willing to call off the assignment, I’ll do so.” He shrugged. “We were going to have to fight them to claim the city, regardless.”

      Jhali leaned in and kissed him again, her lips demanding and hungry this time instead of regretful, and fire rushed through his veins. He wrapped his arms around her, not worrying about her array of weapons as he pulled her closer. She molded herself to him, the curves of her body pressing against him, strong but also feminine. As she was. A mixture of grace and beauty and deadly power. He let his hands roam over her form, wishing he was brazen enough to slip them under her tunic.

      “I’m thinking of more than kissing you,” Jhali growled against his mouth.

      “Now?” He managed not to squeak the word in an unmanly manner. Barely. He didn’t think bedroom activities had been on their list of plans for the night, but maybe they could move that confrontation with Sun Dragon aside until dawn…

      “No.” Her voice was husky, and she pulled back with visible effort. “The night isn’t long. If it is what you wish to do, we must gather your allies and storm Sun Dragon’s stronghold before dawn.”

      “I was afraid you were going to say that.” But he smiled, both at seeing in her eyes that she longed to be with him and at knowing he could trust her. She’d been willing to go against her own people to ensure he lived.

      “Just promise me,” she whispered, “that before they put the wreath on your head and a thousand advisors show up to recommend suitable moksu wives for you, that we’ll…” Her fingers strayed to the comforter.

      “Oh yes, I’m very willing to do that.” He patted the comforter and rested his hand on top of hers. “And as for the rest, Zirabo suggested I try to get Dak as an advisor. If there’s anyone less likely to set me up with a woman, I can’t imagine who it would be.”

      She snorted softly, though she shifted her fingers to twine them with his. “A Nurian Great Chief can’t have a Turgonian spy as an advisor.”

      “Says who?”

      “I’m sure it’s in a law book somewhere.”

      “If it is, I’ll ask Tynlee to amend it. She can scratch that chapter out and replace it with adventures revolving around Turgonian muscles.”

      “I’m more interested in Nurian muscles.” Jhali arched her eyebrows and rested a hand on his chest.

      “I can’t tell you how pleased I am to hear that.” This time, he kissed her.

      They both knew they couldn’t tarry for long, but neither hurried to break the kiss.
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      By the time Yanko knocked on Dak’s door, he’d cooled his passions, buckled on his scimitar, and pulled his hair back up into a topknot. He smoothed his crimson robe, feeling he was as ready to battle enemy Sun Dragons as he ever would be. He judged they had about six hours until dawn and wondered if Jhali’s fellow mage hunters were even now watching the palace from some nearby rooftop, waiting to see if she succeeded or if he showed his face in the morning.

      “Dak?” Yanko knocked a second time when there wasn’t an answer. “I apologize for interrupting your sleep, but I need one last favor.”

      He supposed he could attempt to sneak into Sun Dragon’s stronghold and confront the man and all of his allies with only Jhali, but it seemed wiser to take allies of his own.

      The door finally opened, and Dak stood naked with only a blanket wrapped around his waist and legs, his fist the only thing that was holding it up. Yanko hadn’t thought to check the room with his senses before knocking, but now he detected Tynlee, in a similarly nude state, in the bed behind him. Embarrassment flamed Yanko’s cheeks.

      “What favor?” Dak asked in a baleful tone. It was more of a growl. A grumpy growl, not the sexy growl Jhali had used earlier.

      “I’m sorry,” Yanko said, “but, uhm, I really do need help. Is there any chance you can scrounge around the palace and find the makings for a few more explosives? The mage hunters will be here to assassinate me at dawn unless I can find Luy Hano Sun Dragon, force him to take a gold bar, and talk him into canceling the assassination deal with their sect.”

      “Can’t you just kill the mage hunters?”

      “Jhali says they’re good. And even if I did, others from her sect will keep trying to fulfill the deal if I can’t convince Sun Dragon to end it. I’m taking a very lovely gold bar. I engraved a pretty lavender stalk in it. Though is it technically engraving if you use your mind? I don’t know.”

      Dak sighed noisily. “Give me a few minutes to find my trousers and get dressed.”

      “Where are your trousers?” Yanko asked before thinking better of it.

      Dak didn’t answer but his gaze drifted toward a ceiling fan mounted high above the bed.

      Yanko couldn’t see Tynlee well in the shadows, but he sensed that she was grinning mischievously.

      “As for explosives, I’ve already made more,” Dak said. “Do you think I would rest comfortably in a Nurian palace without defenses that could be deployed in an emergency?”

      Jhali walked around a corner and into view with Lakeo and Arayevo trailing through the shadows behind her. Yanko hadn’t known they were in the city, and he waved, delighted to see them. Did their presence mean the pirate fleet had arrived? If so, maybe Sun Dragon’s people would be distracted.

      Lakeo and Arayevo ran forward and hugged him. Lakeo looked frankly at Dak, taking in his bare chest. He frowned and closed the door.

      “He’s still sexy from the lips down,” Lakeo announced.

      “What are you two doing here?” Yanko patted their backs as they parted from the hug.

      “Arayevo convinced me that you would never succeed without us, so we’re here to help.”

      “Are you ready for a battle?” He took in their weapons, a cutlass and pistol for Arayevo, and a dagger and bow and arrows for Lakeo.

      Lakeo lifted her chin. Yanko wondered what had changed her mind.

      “We are,” Arayevo said, “though we thought it would be tomorrow, not tonight.” She looked curiously back at Jhali—how much had Jhali told them? “We just figured this would be the easiest time to sneak into the city, so here we are. I wish I’d been here to see you slay that dragon. That must have been amazing. Even your mother—she’s very stern, you know—said she’s pleased with how your training is coming along.”

      “Ah.” Yanko was surprised Pey Lu had admitted that aloud to a relative stranger. Though maybe she remembered Arayevo from her days back in the village. Arayevo was several years older than Yanko, so she would have been a girl darting around in pigtails back then.

      “Your assassin said you’re sneaking in to kill your main remaining enemy tonight?” Lakeo asked, glancing at Jhali.

      Yanko frowned and shifted to stand next to Jhali. He was tempted to wrap his arm around her, but would she appreciate a demonstration of his affection in front of others?

      “You know Jhali’s name, Lakeo.” Yanko slipped his arm around her waist—he would risk her ire on the chance she would like him to acknowledge that he cared for her. “And she’s saved my life and warned me of danger more than once. She’s not my assassin.”

      “Right, right, she’s your bodyguard now.” Lakeo waved a dismissive hand. It was probably vain to hope they would ever be friends.

      “Bodyguard?” Arayevo’s eyes twinkled. “Yanko never put his arm around Dak’s waist.”

      Dak’s door opened in time for him to hear that. He arched his eyebrows. Thank the ferret god, he’d acquired his trousers and donned them. He wore his black Turgonian military uniform and carried a short sword, pistol, and rifle, along with a pack that Yanko hoped held explosives.

      “What’s going on?” Dak stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind him.

      So Tynlee could go back to sleep? Yanko approved of his consideration even as he wondered if her clothing had also gone on a journey somewhere.

      “Canoodling,” Arayevo announced.

      Yanko lowered his arm, but he didn’t step away from Jhali. Maybe it was only in his imagination that she seemed pleased to have him at her side.

      “We’re going to find the Sun Dragon leaders and deal with them tonight,” Yanko said. “Thus forestalling the need to march armies through the street tomorrow.”

      “Suits me.” Dak patted his pistol, then jerked his thumb over his shoulder to a pack he’d donned.

      “Deal with them?” Arayevo asked. “Are you turning into an assassin, Yanko?”

      “No, I’m trying to prevent my own assassination. Which has apparently been deemed more important now in the light of certain… revelations.”

      “Yes, I heard that you’re the candidate Zirabo is backing.” Arayevo’s eyes burned with curiosity.

      “So it seems.” Yanko didn’t feel like explaining it again. They had more important things to deal with tonight. “As far as assassinations go, I’m open to simply paying the Sun Dragons to order the mage hunters off my trail, but I think it’s going to take more than that. Luy Hano has been working toward the dais for months, and now I’m in his way.” Yanko looked at Dak. “Do you know where in the city we can find the Sun Dragon base of operations?”

      “You’ve reunited with Zirabo, have access to numerous high-ranking military officers and an entire army of mages and soldiers, and I’m still your go-to source for intelligence?” Dak asked.

      “Does that meandering answer mean you don’t know?” Yanko asked.

      “Correct. I haven’t been here any longer than you have.”

      “You had that extra two hours when you were planting explosives.”

      “I didn’t chat with a lot of informants during that time.”

      “Hm, I guess I’m expecting too much of you.”

      Dak’s eyebrows twitched.

      Yanko patted Dak on the shoulder to let him know he was joking. And then he debated who to ask for the information. Wake Zirabo? Zirabo might try to talk Yanko out of risking his life this way. He wondered where Falcon was. He and his partner had been assigned to one of the generals, so they were probably out scouting the city or making sure another faction’s troops didn’t march up the highway and take them by surprise.

      Lakeo poked Yanko in the shoulder. “How come you can slay a dragon, but you can’t find a mage?”

      “Dragons are larger than mages. They’re easier to find.”

      Yanko closed his eyes, intending to scour the city with his senses, in the hope of locating Luy Hano Sun Dragon by his aura. His aura shouldn’t be doing anything special since he was likely asleep, but maybe, since the man had telepathically contacted him earlier…

      Yanko, Pey Lu spoke into his mind. You’re up. Good.

      Yes. Yanko wondered if his mother knew where the Sun Dragons were.

      You have a lot of restless pirates in the harbor staring across the water at a lot of nervous Nurian fleet vessels. Their captains and admirals are having a meeting and debating whether or not to attack us. I’d prefer to attack preemptively if a battle is inevitable.

      Maybe nobody intended to sleep that night.

      Are you willing to do that? Yanko asked. I know I told you and the Kendorian pirates that you just had to loom threateningly from the mouth of the harbor.

      I can’t speak for them, but I’m ready to fight. I understand you’ve made your desire to claim the dais official.

      Yanko winced. Word got out fast, didn’t it?

      It’s official, he reluctantly admitted. We’ve taken the palace from the Swift Wolves. The Sun Dragons are my main opponents now.

      So I gathered. Most of these ships are theirs.

      I intend to find the Sun Dragon leaders and deal with them tonight. If you were to attack their ships, that could be helpful. I imagine it would draw them out. Maybe Luy Hano Sun Dragon would fling a few fireballs into the harbor, so I could find him more easily.

      Give me a moment, Pey Lu said. I think I know where he is, but I’ll double-check.

      Thank you.

      Yanko opened his eyes and found that Dak and Arayevo had moved down the hall and waited by an exit. Lakeo and Jhali stood in front of him, Lakeo glaring at Jhali and Jhali ignoring her.

      “May I have a moment to talk to Lakeo, please?” Yanko asked.

      Jhali twitched a shoulder and joined the others.

      Lakeo folded her arms over her chest and frowned at Yanko.

      “Are you going to be all right with her tonight?” Yanko asked quietly. “If we all end up going into battle together?” He hoped it didn’t come to that, but he didn’t want conflict among his own ranks.

      “I’m fine.”

      He hesitated at her clipped response. Should he accept it and leave it at that? He sensed suspicion and discontent from her. Did she think Jhali would lead them into a trap?

      “Lakeo… I’m sorry if—I didn’t realize earlier that you, uhm, felt something for me.”

      Lakeo rolled her eyes at him. “I’m over that.”

      Yanko blinked. “Oh?”

      “You didn’t respond to my flirting, so I moved on. Or I will. Once the world isn’t all crazy, and I can find myself someone to sheet wrestle with.”

      “You were flirting with me?”

      Which time that she’d punched him or teased him had she considered flirting?

      She rolled her eyes again. “Men are so dense.”

      “Yes.” It seemed like a safe response. “Yes, we are.”

      “I just don’t think she’s right for you.” Lakeo glanced at Jhali. “You met her as she was trying to kill you, and I’m not convinced that isn’t still her goal. You can’t read her mind, right?”

      Yanko sighed, tired of being asked that. “No, but she’s proven to me through her actions that she doesn’t want me dead. She was ordered to kill me tonight, and she changed out of her mage-hunter uniform to cut ties with her people forever.”

      Admittedly, she hadn’t said exactly that, but that was his interpretation of the symbolism.

      “I’m just afraid you’re being…”

      “Naive?” Yanko smiled ruefully.

      “Typical. Lots of men throughout history have been taken advantage of by wily women.” Lakeo looked at Jhali again. “And probably two or three have been taken advantage of by grumpy, glaring women with knives.”

      “Just so I have company.”

      “You should strive to be atypical, Yanko.”

      “You don’t think I already am?”

      “Not when it comes to women. But don’t worry. I’ll watch your back tonight.” Lakeo thumped him on the shoulder and walked off to join the group.

      “Thank you,” he called softly after her.

      Yanko knew he was right about Jhali, but it couldn’t hurt to have friends watching his back, especially now.

      He’s in the coliseum, Pey Lu told Yanko as he joined the others. It’s large enough to house several battalions and overlooks the waterfront. I assume that’s why he chose it.

      Ah. In his youth, Yanko had read stories that took place in that ancient coliseum, including one where a Great Chief had been chosen from among the slaves forced into combat in the early days of the Great Land. The stone structure was reputed to be more than a thousand years old, almost as old as the city. Why choose it for a headquarters? So enemies—fellow Nurians who had also grown up on those stories—would hesitate to lob explosives at it? I thank you for that information.

      You’re going to confront him now?

      Yes.

      I’ll hold my attack for an hour then. We’ll time it for when you’re confronting him. Even if we’re simply attacking his ships, he’ll be distracted.

      Yes. Thank you, Mother. He used that term instead of her name, thinking it might mean something to her.

      You’re welcome, son, she said in her familiar dry tone.

      He supposed their relationship, whatever it was, would never be quite normal. And, as he’d reminded himself many times, he shouldn’t wish it to be. Not when she was what she was.

      “Are you using your mage talents to locate him?” Arayevo asked, perhaps noticing his glazed expression.

      “Actually, I was talking to Pey Lu,” Yanko said.

      “That accounts for that constipated expression on his face,” Lakeo said.

      “Fortunately, she knows where he is. The coliseum. It overlooks the waterfront.” Yanko didn’t admit that he didn’t know how to get there. He would figure it out en route.

      “I’ve been there before,” Dak said. “Supposedly, it’s just for your annual athletic games and lizard races, but a couple of years ago, someone was hosting gladiatorial games at night with prisoners from other nations forced to fight. When our emperor confronted the Great Chief about it, he swore he knew nothing about it and that it wasn’t condoned.”

      “A lie?” Yanko guessed.

      “As I learned, he went to the unsanctioned midnight matches himself. It was unfortunate that he wasn’t there when I arrived to retrieve one of our military officers and other Turgonian prisoners. He might have been killed years earlier and saved your country this civil war.”

      “I doubt many would have mourned his loss,” Arayevo said. “I haven’t run into anyone yet who’s cared that he’s gone. People just worry about who’s going to be next and if he’ll be better or worse.” She gazed at Yanko and fortunately did not comment on which she thought likely.

      Yanko gripped Dak’s arm. “If you’ve been there before, then you shouldn’t mind leading us there, right?”

      “Do you know where anything in this city is, Yanko?” Dak asked.

      “So far, the latrine, an office, and the bedroom I’ve been given.”

      Dak rubbed his face.

      “I think Dak is wondering what Zirabo was thinking,” Lakeo muttered to Arayevo and waved to Yanko.

      “No.” Dak lowered his hand and nodded to Yanko. “I know what he was thinking, and, believe it or not, I would pick Yanko over the alternatives too.”

      “Because a bumbling and naive Great Chief is good for Turgonia?” Yanko asked, dryness creeping into his own tone now.

      “If you are those things now, you won’t be for long.” Dak patted him on the shoulder and led off toward the nearest exit.

      The simple statement of faith warmed Yanko’s heart. He’d always wondered what it would be like to have a father who bolstered his confidence instead of tearing it down. He hadn’t expected to find that in a dour Turgonian spy, but he wouldn’t refuse the gift.
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      Whale-oil lamps burned in sconces all around the fifty-foot-tall stone coliseum, the oval structure taking up several city blocks. Guards patrolled the street out front and barred the numerous entrances. They did not wear the uniforms of the Citizen Protection Force, but their copious weapons made their purpose clear.

      “Some of Sun Dragon’s loyal legions, eh?” Lakeo whispered.

      Yanko, Dak, Lakeo, Arayevo, and Jhali gathered in the shadows of one of the streets that came out on Coliseum Court, the wide cobblestone boulevard that circled the structure. Yanko had woken Zirabo and told him what they were doing, but not until they’d left the palace. He had worried Zirabo would object. And he had. He’d said that future Great Chiefs weren’t supposed to get themselves killed before they took the dais. Yanko had apologized and kept walking.

      “It’s after midnight. Why is it that they seem to be expecting trouble?” Dak looked at Yanko. “I was envisioning this as a stealthy incursion where we slipped into Sun Dragon’s bedroom and dealt with him while he was in his pajamas.”

      “His fleet is concerned by our fleet,” Yanko said. “Pey Lu is going to attack soon. That would keep most men out of their pajamas. I’m hoping that his focus will be on her and that he’ll divert some of these troops to the harbor.”

      From the higher levels of the coliseum, they would have been able to see the harbor. Yanko sensed dozens of ships with full crews down there, the men and women on both sides poised near cannons.

      There were more people in the harbor than in most of the city. As Yanko’s group had walked the two miles to the coliseum, he hadn’t sensed many citizens in the various tenements and houses, and he suspected most who weren’t involved in the fighting had fled.

      Unfortunately, the coliseum itself wasn’t empty. Not even close. In addition to all the guards outside, Yanko sensed the battalions of troops that his mother had mentioned. The Sun Dragons had turned it into a barracks.

      “It’ll distract his admirals and captains,” Dak said. “I’m less certain about him.”

      “I’m sorry your fantasy of a Nurian mage in his pajamas won’t come to pass.”

      That earned a snicker from Lakeo. Arayevo and Jhali, busy pointing at the entrances and discussing their options for entering unobserved, did not join in.

      “Can you get us in without them noticing, Yanko?” Dak waved at the guards at the closest entrance.

      “If they’re mundane, I think so.”

      “I can make some guesses about where the leaders might be, based on my previous visit.” Dak pointed toward the rear of the coliseum. “On that end, there are a lot of rooms with big open windows that overlook the arena. For those moksu with money who don’t want to sit outdoors among the riffraff. There are also dozens and dozens of cells and walkways underneath the arena floor where the prisoners were kept.”

      “That’s where most of the people are now.” Yanko surveyed the structure with his senses. “And then there are more people in the hallways and stairwells on the various levels leading to the spectator stands. He has a lot of men.”

      “It’s a good thing you can get us past them.”

      “Until we run into a mage or someone with good perception,” Yanko murmured, but he lifted his chin and didn’t let himself share more of his concerns. This was his idea. He had to appear strong and confident for his troops.

      He rested his hand on his scimitar and focused on the nearest two guards, implanting illusions of an empty street into their heads and the notion that with so little going on, they might get away with a brief nap.

      The hilt of the weapon still felt warm to Yanko’s touch, making him wonder how long it would take for the energy he’d stored in it to leak out. Or would he have to use the blade for some magical act in order to release it? And if so, how?

      Yanko shook his head and led the way into the street. After he defeated Sun Dragon, he would have plenty of time to figure it out.

      His pack pulled at his shoulders as he walked. Even though he doubted Sun Dragon could be bribed, he’d brought one of the heavy gold bars along.

      The guards yawned as Yanko and the others approached. He glimpsed Dak with his knife out, ready to pounce if the illusion broke. Yanko resolved that it wouldn’t. Even if these people were backing the opposition, they were still Nurian, and he didn’t want to kill them any more than he’d wanted to kill the people in Yellow Delta.

      One of the guards slumped against the wall. Jhali jumped, lifting one of her throwing stars. But the guard wasn’t attacking; he was falling asleep.

      Yanko waved for his friends to walk past them.

      More whale-oil lamps burned inside the entrance. Yanko’s team walked into a wide hallway that mirrored the street outside as it circled the inside of the structure. Numerous side corridors led out to seating areas, steps led to upper levels, and cordoned-off steps led to lower levels. The chatter of men floated up from those lower stairs, and it sounded like a lot of the troops were awake and prepared for trouble.

      Yanko wished he hadn’t been pushed into coming tonight. Three weeks hence when Sun Dragon’s troops had all grown bored by a stalemate would have been a better time.

      Dak led the way down the wide corridor, but his step soon slowed, and he pointed ahead of them. A group of six men rounded the bend, all armed.

      Yanko rushed to create his illusion again, focusing hard to ensure it appeared in all six minds. Too bad it wasn’t foggy outside. It would have been far easier to manipulate real fog to hide them, rather than trying to diddle with so many minds at once.

      His group moved soundlessly, skirting the closed vendor carts to one side of the passageway as the patrol approached.

      Jhali gripped Yanko’s arm from behind, and he grimaced, almost losing his concentration. She pointed to a discarded tankard on the floor that he’d almost kicked. He nodded a curt thanks and double-checked his illusion before stepping around it.

      As the troops drew even with him, one of them paused. He was dressed in sturdy trousers and a tunic and carried weapons, but might he be a mage?

      Yanko redoubled his efforts as the man gazed in their direction. Dak and Jhali were both poised to attack. Yanko detected the guard reaching out with his senses. Yes, he was a mage. Hopefully not a strong one.

      “What is it, Heyku?” one of his comrades asked. “I don’t think that wine cart is opening any time soon.”

      His buddies laughed.

      Dak, Lakeo, Arayevo, and Jhali were as still as Yanko.

      “I thought I sensed something,” the mage muttered.

      A distant boom drifted up from the harbor.

      “Yeah, you sensed us about to get ordered down to deal with those pirates.” His comrade grabbed his arm. “Come on.”

      The mage hesitated as the others moved on, and Yanko willed him to follow them. He didn’t say any words that would give him away, but he tried to instill the idea that Luy Hano Sun Dragon would be mad if he didn’t hurry to help the fleet.

      The mage’s eyes widened, and he ran after his comrades and passed them. Judging by his reaction, Luy Hano wasn’t anyone his people wanted to cross. Yanko wondered why they supported him. Fear? Promises of favor?

      “Let’s go,” Dak whispered as more booms sounded in the harbor. “If the Sun Dragons leave to check on that, we’ll miss our chance.”

      “Right.” Yanko jogged after him, not mentioning that he wouldn’t mind if his mother dealt with them and he didn’t have to. It wasn’t that he feared a confrontation but that he feared he wouldn’t be able to stop Luy Hano and his kin from being a threat without killing them. That was something Pey Lu did far more easily than he. But it would be cowardly to wish the blood on her hands instead of his.

      Dak turned up a well-lit stairway. Yanko didn’t hear any voices drifting down from above. As they ascended, he reached out with his senses to see if anyone was in the rooms Dak had described.

      More booms sounded, the thick stone walls of the coliseum muffling them, but not so much that people didn’t hear them. A lot of men in the lower levels were grabbing weapons and throwing on clothes. Would they all go streaming down to the harbor? He saw a few squadrons trickling out of the coliseum, but more people were heading up the stairs to the spectator stands. That was odd. Unless there was something in the arena to see.

      Yanko raked his senses through the open area, the earth packed with dirt and gravel. His stomach lurched as he detected several people with strong auras out there in the open. He recognized among them Luy Hano Sun Dragon, the man who’d taunted him before the dragon battle.

      “There’s nobody in the rooms up there,” Yanko whispered when Dak paused at the landing and looked back at him.

      “You’re sure?”

      Yanko did a quick sweep so he could nod with authority. “The mages we’re looking for are waiting in the arena. Expectantly.”

      Dak sighed. “For you?”

      “I’m not sure how they would have known I was coming tonight, but they’re definitely waiting for someone.”

      “Maybe a tailor is bringing uniform samples so their people will be less scruffy,” Lakeo said.

      “I’m sure that’s it,” Yanko murmured.

      “We shouldn’t walk out there openly if they’re waiting for us,” Dak said.

      Are you enjoying perusing the stairways up there, boy? a familiar voice spoke into his mind. Sun Dragon.

      Yes, I’m thinking of getting a fancy room here at the coliseum once our forces have control of the city. You’re a local, aren’t you? How are the lizard races?

      Our forces. Sun Dragon snorted into his mind. So, you’re calling them your forces now, presumptuous boy. As if a child should rule the Great Land. You’re as crazy as your murdering mother.

      “Yanko?” Dak had returned to his step. “Are you talking to your mother again?”

      “No, I’m talking to my new nemesis.”

      We can let our troops decide that when we go into battle tomorrow, Yanko told the man. I’m just here to give you your money back.

      What? Sun Dragon sounded confused.

      Good. That meant he wasn’t reading Yanko’s mind. Yanko had his mental defenses up, but Tynlee could get through them, so he assumed others might also be able to.

      You hired mage hunters to have me assassinated. I wish to give you your money back so that you’ll call them off.

      Laughter rang in Yanko’s mind. Are my pet mage hunters disturbing you? Even the mightiest mage can fall to their blades.

      An image of Pey Lu with one of Jhali’s throwing stars sticking out of her neck flashed into his mind. Yes, he knew all too well how effective mage hunters could be.

      It is cowardly to send an assassin to do your work for you, Yanko said. That’s worse than being crazy.

      You speak of cowardliness when you are hiding in a stairwell?

      I’m not hiding. I was very specifically looking for you.

      You know where I am. Come to me. Sun Dragon added magical compulsion to his words.

      Even though Yanko recognized it for what it was, he found it harder to resist than he would have expected. He turned and went down two steps before he caught himself.

      He reminded himself that this man had either created that dragon by himself or with the help of a couple of relatives. He would be very powerful, perhaps as powerful as Pey Lu. Which would make him more powerful than Yanko.

      Come to me, and we shall fight for the right to rule this city, Sun Dragon crooned into his mind. A fair fight. There will be witnesses to ensure that. Witnesses who will report which one of us is the stronger and deserves to rule the Great Land.

      Yanko’s stomach knotted as he realized why people were climbing the stairs and going out to the seats. Witnesses. Was that truly what they were? Or did they have orders to rush down and slay Yanko if he emerged victorious in whatever great mage battle Sun Dragon envisioned? Sun Dragon and his allies. Yanko sensed four men and a woman standing beside him in the open arena. And guards in the tunnels that led out to it. In addition to the hundreds of spectators filing out to watch. There were a lot of guards in the main corridor now, far too many for Yanko to fool with an illusion if they decided to leave.

      “I’m an idiot,” Yanko said, realizing he’d walked into a trap. And he’d brought his friends with him.

      Booms kept echoing up from the harbor, and he sensed a great naval battle underway, but it seemed Sun Dragon and his ground troops were unconcerned about what their naval forces were doing.

      “He’s out in the arena waiting for us,” Yanko said to the concerned faces looking at him. “And he’s blocking the way out of the coliseum so we can’t leave.”

      Dak touched his backpack. “I assure you, I can leave when I wish.”

      “Without destroying a thousand-year-old city monument?”

      “Nurian architecture isn’t my greatest concern right now.”

      “Yanko,” Arayevo said. “If he wants you to go out there and face him, that’s the last thing you should do.”

      “I know. He did promise a fair fight, and I’m vain enough to wonder if I could best him, but he has allies at his side, and I’m skeptical that a man who would hire an assassin would truly fight fair.”

      “He won’t,” Lakeo said. “No way. His cousin, or whatever Jaikon was, didn’t. Why would he?”

      Yanko tugged at his topknot. “I’d like to know how he knew I was coming.” He looked at Jhali. “Is it possible your mage-hunter colleague knew you wouldn’t go through with it and meant to goad us into this very action? Coming here to confront Sun Dragon?”

      “Go through with it?” Lakeo asked.

      “Jhali was reminded that she’s supposed to have killed me by now, and they gave her until dawn to do it.” Yanko turned his palm toward the ceiling.

      Lakeo’s eyebrows rose in surprise. That Jhali had chosen not to kill him?

      Jhali shook her head slowly. “It is possible they didn’t think I would do it, since it’s been months, and spies have doubtless reported me walking at your side. I’m not sure they could have guessed this outcome, that you would come here to bribe the Sun Dragons.”

      “Maybe they guessed that I would come to kill them. Before they could kill me. Or have me killed.”

      The sound of voices drifted up from the bottom of the stairwell, and Yanko saw shadows moving in the light cast by the lamps in the corridor.

      “Dak,” Yanko whispered, “can you strategically plant a few explosives that would distract those mages without bringing down the coliseum?”

      “You’re going out there?” Dak asked.

      “I don’t think I have a choice.” Yanko waved at the shadows, at men who likely had orders to come up and get him if he didn’t come down.

      They could keep climbing and see what they found up there—Yanko didn’t sense any people in those private rooms yet—but he was going to have to deal with Luy Hano Sun Dragon one way or another, and surprising him would be impossible now. Impossible for him.

      “Wait.” Yanko gripped Dak’s arm. “Change that. I’ll be the distraction. You sneak up to the roof and figure out how to go Turgonian on them. Drop a building or something, eh?”

      “I don’t think I’ll find any suitable buildings on the roof,” Dak said. “I didn’t even notice a water tank the last time I was here.”

      “You can come up with something. I trust your Turgonian ingenuity.”

      “No water tank at all. It was odd. There’s indoor plumbing. I saw pipes. Looks like they were added in the last century, so you’d think a tank would have been wedged in somewhere. You people don’t supply water magically, do you?”

      “Uh,” Yanko said, “I don’t think so.”

      “Yanko complimented him, and he’s complaining about the plumbing?” Lakeo asked Arayevo.

      “What’s odder is that he noticed the plumbing,” Arayevo murmured back.

      Dak gave her a cool look.

      Someone shouted an order at the bottom of the stairwell.

      “Turgonian ingenuity,” Yanko repeated. “No, Dakonian ingenuity. I need it.”

      Dak grunted. “I’ll figure something out.”

      “Good. Thank you. Take Lakeo and Arayevo.”

      They looked like they would balk—and Dak also didn’t look like he wanted company—but Yanko shoved them all upward, then spun and strode down the steps, waving for Jhali to stay with him. If ever he’d needed a bodyguard, this would be the time.

      [image: ]

      Nearly a hundred people walked behind Yanko and Jhali, guiding them toward the opening at the end of the tunnel that led into the arena. Yanko maintained a barrier around the two of them, not trusting the armed guards, especially since he sensed their wariness toward him. They had heard that he’d slain the dragon, and they all thought him some supremely dangerous marauder who should be slain as soon as possible.

      Magical globes of illumination glowed around the gravel arena, providing far more light than mere oil lamps would have, so Yanko had no trouble making out Sun Dragon and his five allies when he stepped out of the tunnel. They all wore red warrior-mage robes, and he had little doubt that they’d earned theirs legitimately, by graduating from Stargrind. Yanko’s thoughts that he could best Luy Hano Sun Dragon in a magical battle seemed megalomaniacal now.

      But, he reminded himself, the plan wasn’t to best him, just to keep him and his friends distracted. He prayed to the fox god that the Sun Dragons, as true moksu mages, would be too arrogant in the belief of their superiority to worry about Yanko’s mundane comrades. The guards who had surrounded Yanko and Jhali hadn’t looked for Dak, Lakeo, and Arayevo, so maybe they didn’t know they were here.

      “Well, well, well,” Luy Hano said as Yanko and Jhali walked out side by side, the guards remaining in the tunnel, as if the arena was sacred ground, only for mages. Mages and one mage hunter. “It’s the deluded boy who thinks he can be chief and the traitor mage hunter who was too inept to do her job.”

      Jhali’s face was a stone, and she didn’t react to the insult.

      Yanko wanted to hurl his first magical attack at Luy Hano for it. Would the man be able to fly as well as his dragon? Maybe Yanko could open up the ground to swallow him, and it would work this time.

      Except that he sensed two levels of those tunnels and rooms that Dak had mentioned under the floor of the arena. He was walking on gravel that overlaid giant wood squares that looked like they could be pulled up for events that took place in the labyrinth down there. Yanko could open up a fissure underneath those levels, but he doubted it would be as effective. He was also reluctant to destroy an ancient monument that was as old as the city itself. But if he couldn’t use his earth magic, he would be at a grave disadvantage.

      Luy Hano lifted a hand, and the hairs on the back of Yanko’s neck rose in warning. He hardened his barrier as a fireball the size of a house blasted across the arena at him.

      It slammed into his defenses with the same kind of power the dragon’s eyes had held, and he caught himself taking a step back, as if physically bracing himself would help. Luy Hano gazed smugly at him. His comrades traded a few whispers and snickers. Two of them stepped back and waved to Luy Hano, as if to say they would simply watch since he could handle this.

      Yanko straightened, clasped his hands behind his back, and raised his eyebrows. He would have to attack eventually—defending against fireballs like that would sap his strength quickly—but he wanted to give Dak as much time as possible to implement something.

      Next to him, Jhali crouched with a throwing star in one hand and a serrated dagger in the other. She looked like she wanted to spring away and sink the blade into the mages’ throats.

      Luy Hano threw another fireball. Yanko was more prepared for it this time and didn’t have as much trouble hardening his shield, so it bounced harmlessly off.

      “You fight similarly to Jaikon,” Yanko said, figuring he would more fully distract the man by speaking. The last thing he wanted was for Luy Hano to have time to scan the coliseum and notice a Turgonian sneaking around.

      “I noticed you had the audacity to come here with his sword strapped to your waist,” Luy Hano said.

      Murmurs came from the spectators. Lamps weren’t lit up there in the tiers of benches, so Yanko had almost forgotten that people watched, but he heard them and sensed them. Hundreds of them.

      “With what trickery did you best him?” Luy Hano added. “I don’t believe you killed him in a fair fight.”

      “You are correct. His own hubris did him in.”

      “Yet you felt justified in taking his scimitar? That’s a family heirloom. You have no right to it.”

      “Come and take it then.” Yanko raised his voice for the sake of the onlookers. “And come take the gold you paid a mage-hunter sect to assassinate me, since your family feared to face me. They have no wish to complete a coward’s mission.”

      The crowd gasped at his audacity.

      Luy Hano hurled another fireball. The largest yet. Yellow light flared like a sun before the fireball splashed against his barrier.

      Yanko couldn’t keep from gasping. The power had been staggering.

      “Yanko,” Jhali whispered—she was close enough to see his face, his reactions. “You have to fight back. I’ll watch the stands and protect you if any of his people throw weapons.”

      By the tiger god, Yanko hadn’t even been considering the spectators as sources of danger. He was far more worried about the mages.

      But he nodded to Jhali. If he stood here like a practice dummy, they would all be doomed. He trusted Dak to find a way to help, but asking him to defeat six mages by himself was a tall order.

      “Get ready with that throwing star,” he whispered and strode closer to the mages.

      As Luy Hano raised his hand—an unconscious tell that an attack was coming—Yanko did the unexpected. Instead of reinforcing his barrier, he dropped it for a second, long enough to hurl a mental attack. Emulating the ones he’d suffered so often, he sent a telepathic knife of power into Luy Hano’s mind.

      A cry of pain ripped from the man’s mouth. Yanko had caught him about to attack, so his defenses were down.

      “Now!” he whispered to Jhali.

      But she’d already thrown her first star and was readying a second and a third.

      The first burst into flames several feet from Luy Hano. Yanko sensed a shield rising—it was created by one of his friends, not him. The second and third throwing stars bounced off.

      Luy Hano roared and recovered enough to hurl an attack at Yanko.

      This time, it wasn’t a fireball but a mind attack similar to the one Yanko had used. Intense pressure arrived inside his skull. Yanko gritted his teeth through the physical pain and re-erected his physical barrier before dealing with the mental attack. And it was a good thing. All five of Luy Hano’s mage allies sent fireballs at him.

      Jhali cursed. The fireballs bounced off Yanko’s translucent barrier, and people gasped in the audience. For a surreal moment, he wondered what it looked like to them, watching from the outside, but the pressure increased inside his skull, and he could focus on nothing else but keeping his defenses up. Under Luy Hano’s pressure, it felt like his eyeballs would burst from his head. At the first break in fireballs, Yanko released his barrier so he could throw all of his energy into driving the presence out of his mind.

      He roared and tried to thrust the attack back at Luy Hano. But the mage was ready this time, and he walled off his mind. The mental attack bounced away just as the fireballs were doing.

      Yanko wrapped his hand around the warm hilt of his scimitar, wishing he could fight the man blade-to-blade and put to use all that sparring practice he’d done with Dak.

      “Why not?” he whispered, drawing a glance from Jhali. If they ran in close, maybe she could be more effective. The mages wouldn’t have as much time to hurl magic at those throwing stars.

      As more fireballs rushed toward them, Yanko drew the scimitar and sprinted at the mages, Jhali running on his heels. He kept his barrier up, and the flames did not reach them. The mages’ eyes widened, and they all threw their arms up, weaving defensive shields of their own.

      Yanko could sense their energy in the air, a collective shield such as his group had formed to repel the dragon.

      He slashed his scimitar at it, willing energy to flow out of the blade and destroy whatever it encountered. He didn’t expect it to work, but he sensed a faint pop, like a soap bubble bursting, and he sprang through it.

      Alarmed shouts assaulted his ears. One of the mages had a sword and whipped it out, lunging to block Yanko from reaching Luy Hano.

      Yanko feinted toward the man’s face, then, when the mage moved to defend himself, whipped his scimitar toward his gut. He sliced through silk and flesh. The mage cried out, dropping his blade and rolling away.

      Fireballs blasted toward Yanko, and he raised his barrier just in time. Heat still singed his face. He tried to protect Jhali with his barrier, but she’d rolled away from him. She sprang for Luy Hano.

      “Help!” the mage cried, lunging behind his allies.

      Someone blasted Yanko with a mental attack, the familiar dagger stabbing into his skull.

      Yanko gritted his teeth, dropping his barrier for an instant so he could take a swing at the mage responsible—the woman. She skittered back, and the pain disappeared. She flung a raw wall of energy at him, but he cut through the attack with the scimitar, again willing it to dissolve magic as it swung. He hadn’t realized the blade had the ability, but it worked again, the scimitar glowing a vibrant blue.

      “Look out!” Jhali cried and shoved Yanko to the side.

      A throwing knife spun out of the darkness and slammed into her shoulder. Yanko cursed and grabbed her, trying to push her behind him as three figures in white sprinted out of one of the tunnels. Mage hunters. Yanko recognized the one from the orb—Morin Shu.

      “I thought you said this would be a fair fight!” Yanko shouted, looking for Luy Hano.

      The bastard was still hiding behind his allies. He hadn’t given up—even as Yanko spotted him, he hurled another fireball—but Luy Hano no longer felt safe standing alone and in front. Coward.

      Jhali tore the throwing knife out of her shoulder and pulled away from Yanko and his attempt to defend her. He had to raise his barrier again to defend against a fireball and couldn’t grab her, but his heart nearly stopped when she rushed toward the three mage hunters, trying to keep them from reaching Yanko. Blood stained her shirt, but that didn’t keep her from fighting.

      Rage filled Yanko, and he poured all of his mental energy into channeling a blast of wind. He hurled it at all five mages, anger giving him more power. Wild, uncontrolled power. It knocked their defenses aside and launched them across the arena.

      “Down!” Jhali barked.

      Yanko’s first instinct was to raise his defenses, but he obeyed her command, throwing himself into a roll to the side since he had no idea which way the attack would come from.

      An oily blue-black throwing knife zipped across the arena and pierced his shield. Pierced it and popped it. The blade whistled past overhead before hitting the arena wall and clunking to the gravel.

      Yanko suspected it was from the same material as the anti-magic cube on Seventh Skull Island, but there was no time to contemplate it. Jhali fought Morin Shu and was throwing stars at a second mage hunter, keeping the woman from chasing after Yanko, but a third person in white rushed toward him. The white-garbed man raised another throwing knife, identical to the first, and he gripped more in his other hand.

      The mages found their feet, and Yanko sensed them readying attacks. They would time it, he realized, for when the mage hunter hurled one of those knives.

      Yanko ran straight at the man, thinking to engage him in a fight rather than being forced to duck and roll everywhere, a target for all those mages.

      The man had time to hurl his knife. Yanko was ready and dodged as he whipped his scimitar up and knocked the projectile aside. As soon as the blades connected with a clank, Yanko worried he’d made a mistake, that the anti-magic material would break his magical scimitar.

      To his relief, nothing happened to it. His blade didn’t destroy the knife, but it flew into the gravel several paces away.

      The mage hunter sprang at Yanko, two of the blue-black knives in his hands. One of the mages flung an attack at Yanko’s mind as he deflected a rain of stabs from his closer foe. Yanko hardened the mental walls around his mind, as if he were forming a shield around his body, and the attack faded from his awareness.

      A fireball roared toward him. Yanko knew the mage hunter would simply pierce his barrier if he raised it between them. With no time to contemplate other options, he raised a larger one around the two of them. It left his opponent inside his defenses, stabbing and slashing and doing his best to kill Yanko while the mages battered at him from outside the barrier.

      A scream of pain came from the side. Yanko glimpsed the female mage hunter falling to the ground, blood spurting from her cut throat as Jhali sprang away.

      Morin Shu roared in rage and rammed into Jhali like a battering ram. They went down in a tangle of fast-moving limbs.

      Yanko’s opponent slipped past his defenses and slashed his arm, and pain coursed through him. Yanko couldn’t pay attention to Jhali anymore, other than to pray she survived.

      Three fireballs roared toward him. Once again, they slammed into his barrier.

      The mage hunter, who would have been incinerated as readily as Yanko if that shield hadn’t been there, threw an incredulous look toward the mages. Because he couldn’t believe they were targeting him too? Yanko had no trouble believing it.

      “You sure you want to fight on their side?” he panted, the fight exhausting his body in a way that magic did not.

      “How are you blocking them and me at the same time?” the mage hunter demanded. “That’s not possible!”

      “My friends say I’m odd.”

      The mage hunter snarled and sprang at him again, his attacks more rapid than before.

      Sweat streamed into Yanko’s eyes as he whipped his single blade back and forth, outmatched by the man’s twin knives. And his speed. This man, trained from birth to fight, would have been Dak’s equal.

      Dak, where was he? Yanko needed his help. He couldn’t continue to fight so many at once—indeed, all he was managing to do was defend himself. He couldn’t win that way. And Jhali—would she be able to survive against Morin Shu? When she was already wounded?

      A tremendous boom came from somewhere in the coliseum, somewhere above the highest level of onlookers. Had Dak found his way to the roof?

      An explosion ripped from the floor of the arena less than ten feet away, startling Yanko so much that he almost dropped his scimitar. A shockwave flung him to the ground. Wood and gravel flew in a thousand directions, flames mingling with the debris and pelting him and the mage hunter.

      Yanko hastily re-erected his barrier around himself, leaving his foe on the outside this time.

      More explosions blew through the floor all around him, and he huddled in confusion, making sure his barrier was tight directly underneath him. An explosion like a volcano blew under the mage hunter, charring the man’s flesh as it hurled him into the air. When he landed twenty feet away, he did not move.

      Holes also blew near the mages, and Yanko sensed them protecting themselves with their magic. Four of them. Luy Hano and the woman were down—unconscious or dead?

      Yanko glared at the other mages and divided his power, willing some of it to tear down their defenses as the explosions continued, completely pulverizing the floor of the arena and blowing out the walls of the tunnels below. The roar of water came from somewhere in the complex, somewhere higher than Yanko.

      Alarmed shouts came from the stands, and he sensed fear as people tried to figure out what was happening. He also sensed the fear of the mages as they struggled against him, trying to raise their barriers. Yanko snarled and put all of his energy into tearing them down, battering at them with all his power.

      An explosion roared up from below the mages, right in the middle of their group. With their defenses down, they were as vulnerable as the mage hunter had been. They were flung into the air, burned and battered. When they came down, the ground was gone, leaving nothing but water where the tunnels below had been.

      Water? Yanko stared in confusion as the mages landed with splashes.

      Then water rushed toward him, a huge wave flowing out of the closest tunnel. Yanko could only reinforce his barrier as it struck him. The bubble kept him dry, but it didn’t keep the tidal wave from slamming into it, hurling him across the arena. The world spun for him, and then he pitched into a hole, his bubble bobbing wildly. Water completely covered him, battering his barrier from all directions.

      He reached out with his senses, worried for Jhali, who had no bubble to protect her.

      He detected her closer than he expected, alive but terrified. He willed the current to carry his bubble in that direction. The floor of the arena seemed entirely destroyed, leaving a lake to navigate.

      His bubble bumped against a pillar, and in frustration, he released it and swam toward her. For once, her mental defenses were down, and he sensed her pain, her fear.

      “Jhali!” he cried. “Over here.”

      The mage lights had all disappeared, and it was dark in the arena, only a few distant lamps on higher levels still lit. The roar of water lessened, the tidal wave fading, but Yanko didn’t know if he was safe. He finally navigated his way to Jhali and grabbed her.

      “Jhali,” he gasped. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said, though her pain came out in her voice. She patted him clumsily in the water, then parted from him, as if to say this wasn’t over yet, and they couldn’t leave their defenses down.

      Worried they were targets, Yanko checked around them with his senses. Just as he detected people approaching on a rim of the arena floor that hadn’t been destroyed, a hand reached down and grabbed him.

      His first instinct was to struggle, but he recognized the owner of that hand. He slumped, letting himself be pulled out of the water.

      He felt like a drowned rat. An especially scrawny drowned rat when his rescuer only needed one arm to hoist him into the air.

      Dak deposited him on one of the wood planks still in place near the wall of the arena. Yanko slumped against that wall, needing the support to remain upright. From this vantage point, he could see what his senses had told him, that most of the arena had turned into a lake.

      “Jhali?” Yanko looked around. “She was right here.”

      Dak pointed to where Arayevo and Lakeo were pulling her from the water. Jhali’s face contorted with pain, but she never cried out. His strong silent bodyguard. She was as stoic as any Turgonian. And far more beautiful.

      “I found the water tank,” Dak said, relish in his voice.

      “Yes,” Yanko croaked, feeling like half the tank had gone down his throat. “I gathered. Thank you.”

      “After I planted a bunch of explosives down below. Lakeo and Arayevo helped, so we managed to do it quickly. You were a good distraction.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Realizing he was safe for the moment, Yanko wobbled, exhaustion catching up with him. He would have crumpled to his knees if not for the wall—and Dak’s hand helping to keep him upright.

      He grew aware of cheers and the stomping of boots—the men and women in the stands hadn’t been affected by the water. Why would they cheer? Didn’t they realize that Yanko and his friends had killed Luy Hano and might have also killed his kin? Unless they’d survived that blast and flood. What of the mage hunters? Had any of them survived? Yanko didn’t see anyone crawling out of the water.

      “Do they know their side lost?” Dak asked.

      Yanko shook his head, his topknot half fallen out and hair limply plastering the side of his face. “They may be cheering for the entertainment value.” The thought of all this being simply to entertain people made him sick. He pointed to the closest tunnel. “Let’s get out of here before they realize we’re the enemy.”

      Dak tilted his head. A synchronized chant had started up from the stands, echoing from all sides of them.

      “White Fox! White Fox!”

      “I don’t think they consider you the enemy any longer,” Dak said.

      “I may throw up,” Yanko said, appalled at how quickly those people had been willing to change allegiance.

      “Do you want me to carry you out of here?” Dak asked dryly, as Arayevo and Lakeo came up behind them, Jhali supported between them.

      “Yes, but the crowd might stop cheering for me if we did that, so no.” Yanko shifted past Dak and hugged Jhali, careful to avoid her wounded shoulder. The others stepped back. “Thank you. I’m so sorry you were hurt protecting me.”

      “It’s what being a bodyguard is all about.”

      “And I’m sorry you had to fight your people,” he whispered. “I know it’s not what you wanted. And it’s not what I wanted.”

      “I know.” Anguish flashed in her eyes, but she masked it quickly. Then she let herself lean into his hug, accepting his support. “It’s what being a bodyguard is all about,” she repeated softly. To herself?

      Yanko wished he could take her pain away.

      “I would prefer it if you weren’t my bodyguard. I mean, you were wonderful, and I owe you my life, but I would rather you were…” He looked at her face as he groped for words, afraid he was mangling this and would offend her. “When this is all over, will you go out to dinner with me?”

      Jhali stared at him.

      “On a date,” he said, refusing to feel embarrassed that Dak, Lakeo, and Arayevo watched. “We’ve never gotten to do that.”

      “I don’t think that would be appropriate now,” Jhali said softly, looking down.

      “Right.” He smiled and brushed away a lock of damp hair plastered to her cheek. “Can we do it anyway?”

      “She agrees,” Lakeo said before Jhali answered. “Arayevo and I will find her a dress. One that has a spot for her throwing knives.”

      Jhali looked back at her, not bothering to hide her confusion at this unexpected show of support.

      “Is it hard to accessorize throwing knives?” Arayevo asked.

      “Nah, you just get a little handbag to keep them in,” Lakeo said. “Or she can strap some to her thigh under her dress. That serves as a double warning for Yanko not to get handsy. Men get intimidated when they’re sliding a hand up a woman’s leg and encounter sharp pointy steel.” She glanced at Dak. “Some men.”

      Dak’s eyebrows twitched. “You need more male friends, Yanko.”

      “I know.” Yanko met Jhali’s eyes hopefully.

      “I… agree to dinner,” she said.

      “Because you can take your knives?” Yanko grinned.

      “Because I’m now curious if you’ll get handsy.”

      “It might depend on how many knives you strap to your leg.”

      Now she grinned.
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      “Do you want me to carry you?” Yanko whispered to Jhali as his weary group shambled back to the palace. The gash in his forearm dripped blood, but it was his only injury, and he was positive he could support her.

      “No.” She was limping, in addition to clutching her wounded shoulder, but she glared at him and attempted to take the hitch out of her step.

      He’d been certain that would be her response, at least with witnesses around—Dak and Lakeo walked beside them and Arayevo walked ahead—but he needed to offer. He would love to help Jhali in any way possible and at any time, but especially now, after she’d fought her former colleagues for his sake, even pushing him out of the way and taking a knife that had been meant for him. He wished he could explain how much her loyalty meant to him. It was what he’d sorely missed when relatives and friends wouldn’t stick up for him because of who his mother was or just because they couldn’t be bothered.

      “Do you want to carry me?” Yanko asked, hoping an attempt at humor would take her mind off her pain until they reached the palace. He was glad that Zirabo had a couple of healers among his troops staying there.

      “What?”

      “I’m really tired. Someone threw the contents of a water tank at me.”

      Dak’s eyebrows rose. “I threw the contents at your enemies.”

      “While I was engaged in a sword fight with them.”

      “How was I supposed to know you’d be that close? Outside of our sparring matches, you’ve rarely used that sword for more than a belt decoration.”

      “Are you grouchy because the crowd wasn’t chanting your name?” Yanko asked. “Or because I didn’t offer to carry you?”

      “If the crowd knew my name, it would mean I’d messed up somewhere.”

      Despite the words, Dak huffed out a breath that was a little wistful. Would Turgonia ever know how much he’d helped Yanko and Nuria? Would Turgonia care if it did? Yanko wished he knew how to help Dak be recognized as the hero he was in his own land.

      “It does seem like a powerful mage and future Great Chief should be able to arrange some kind of transportation for his allies,” Dak said. “A floating pallet, at least.”

      Jhali nodded.

      Yanko looked at her. “You don’t object to being carried by my magic? Just by my arms?”

      “Not if your magic is carrying Dak too,” she said.

      “Someday, you’ll have to explain the rules to me about when and how it’s acceptable to offer you assistance.”

      “I prefer to be able to assist myself. And others. Not to be an invalid.”

      “Unless Dak is also being an invalid.”

      Dak skewered Yanko with his single eye.

      His comrades were grumpy considering they had been victorious this night. Granted, they were all soaking wet and tired. Yanko poked into alleys with his senses, searching for a suitable pallet. He could levitate them all without the use of an object to sit on, as he’d done before, but if Dak wanted a pallet…

      Ah, there. He levitated out a soggy rain-stained board that had been leaning against a wall for a long time. It smelled of mildew. Yanko tipped it onto its side, thickened the air underneath it so it would stay up, then patted the board invitingly as he looked at his comrades.

      Jhali, a testament to her pain and weariness, tried it first, sitting experimentally on the edge. When it didn’t give, she scooted more fully onto it, then finally lay on her back.

      Dak sat with his legs dangling off the side. “Huh.”

      “Yanko is giving rides?” Lakeo asked.

      She trotted over and jumped onto the board, causing it to rock slightly. Yanko firmed up the pressure underneath it, then climbed on himself, so he could see to steer.

      Arayevo came last, sitting gingerly on the edge and avoiding a moldy patch. “It’s a good thing we haven’t seen anyone watching from the windows. This might not be considered a noble enough conveyance for the great Yanko White Fox.”

      “If people think that, they don’t know me well,” Yanko said, sweeping in a current of air to push them from behind.

      “Isn’t that a foregone conclusion?” Lakeo asked. “They wouldn’t want you to be Great Chief if they knew you well.”

      “Have I mentioned how heartening it is to have such supportive friends?” Yanko asked.

      “No.”

      “Good.”

      Dak flopped onto his back, similar to Jhali, and Yanko wondered if he had received injuries too. With him, one might never know if there wasn’t blood visible.

      Guards jogged out when they reached the palace, Yanko floating the board and its riders toward the main entrance. As soon as the guards saw him in the light, they stepped back and bowed, making no objection to their passing. Or the smell of the mildewy board.

      “Time to dismount, my supportive friends,” Yanko said.

      As he brought them to a stop before the towering double doors, they opened, and Zirabo walked out, accompanied by Amaranthe and Sicarius.

      Yanko wondered what it said about his nation that there were likely more Turgonian secret agents in the capital than Nurian intelligencers. Sicarius and Amaranthe wore packs and weapons and looked like they were prepared to leave the city. Maybe they had done all that was required of them and planned to find a ship heading to Turgonia in the morning. Yanko imagined a lot of ships would attempt to slip out, now that the harbor was filled with pirate vessels. He could still hear booms, though they were less frequent. He trusted that the Sun Dragon sea forces would fade away now that Luy Hano was gone.

      “Is Dak alive?” Amaranthe asked. “Or are you bringing his body back for a funeral pyre?”

      Dak groaned and rolled off the board. Yanko rushed to assist Jhali off. Her face was pale, and she definitely looked like she should be carried.

      “Do you have a healer handy, Zirabo?” Yanko asked, slipping his arm around her waist, whether she wanted support or not.

      She leaned against him and didn’t object. Maybe support was permitted even if carrying was not.

      “Yes, of course.” Zirabo’s eyes glazed for a few seconds. “Someone is on the way to get her.” He looked to Amaranthe and Sicarius. “I guess I don’t need you to check on my wayward Great Chief, after all.”

      “Wayward?” Yanko asked. “Is that the right term for someone facing a deadly enemy, and all of his mage friends, in open battle?”

      “If the battle was open, then yes. Wayward and foolish.” Zirabo shook his head.

      “I recommended a stealthy incursion,” Dak grumbled.

      A man and a woman in yellow-and-white healers’ robes stepped outside and went straight to Jhali. Yanko was reluctant to let go of her, but they could do more for her than he could. He would check on her shortly.

      “I wasn’t opposed to stealth,” Yanko said, “but it’s hard to sneak in when your enemy is awake and senses you coming.”

      “For some people.” Amaranthe smirked at Sicarius. “You could have asked for help, Yanko.”

      “The boy had to navigate some of his own obstacles,” Sicarius said.

      Yanko felt like he had been navigating nothing but obstacles for months, but he said, “I had the help I needed.” He patted Dak on the shoulder. “But I thank you for the assistance you’ve already given me.” He bowed to Amaranthe and Sicarius. “I’ll do my best to make sure you are both welcome in Nuria in the future. Preferably for a vacation, not for work.”

      “Oh? How are the beaches in Nuria?” Amaranthe smiled. “We’ve been to a couple of secluded Kyattese ones and found the experience…” She looked at Sicarius. “Refreshing.”

      Yanko did not want to think about Sicarius cavorting on a beach—or whatever might qualify as refreshing for an assassin—so he took the moment to report to Zirabo.

      “Honored Prince, I must inform you that Luy Hano Sun Dragon is dead, as are some of his allies.”

      Zirabo nodded gravely. “That should make it a relatively simple matter to gain control of the rest of the city tomorrow and from there, the nation. I’d had reports that the Swift Wolves were falling apart even before you regained control of Yellow Delta. They spread themselves too thin, and more than that, some of the prisoners you rescued, those who didn’t stay with me, went off to enact revenge on their own. Numerous Wolves leaders have been assassinated in the last two weeks. I don’t have to tell you what this means.” Zirabo smiled at Yanko.

      “That there’s little point in me practicing to retake the Stargrind entrance exam next year?” Yanko made himself smile back, more because peace might finally come to Nuria than because he was excited about this new role that now seemed inevitable.

      “Yanko, you killed a dragon,” Zirabo said. “That’s an automatic pass for the exam. And I think it would qualify you to graduate as well.”

      Yanko shook his head skeptically. There had to be more to those years of study at Stargrind than learning to fling raw power around.

      “I’m going to follow those healers,” Dak said, “and see if someone can put my kidney back in the right spot.”

      So, he was injured. Yanko had thought so. He hoped a mage hadn’t found him fiddling with the water tank and hurled him against walls.

      “If you like, I’ll round up some former instructors, those we can find who still live—” Zirabo grimaced, “—and see if they would be willing to test you or assess your deeds and make you an official graduate.”

      The offer delighted Yanko. He would feel so much better if there was no reason for him to believe himself a fraud every time he donned his red robe.

      “I would like that,” he said.

      “He’s about to be made Great Chief, and he’s worried about getting a graduation certificate from Stargrind,” Lakeo said to Arayevo. “You’re still an odd boy, Yanko.”

      Arayevo smiled. “He’s a good kid.” She ruffled his hair and winked at him. “I had to get that in since I may not be allowed to do that anymore once you’re officially Great Chief.”

      “Because it’s unseemly for a leader of an entire nation to have his babysitter tousle his hair?” Lakeo asked.

      “Because he’ll be followed around by a squadron of bodyguards who might think I’m attacking him.”

      “Attacking him with… hair tousling?”

      “Well, I am a pirate now, you know. They’ll consider my tousles threatening.”

      Yanko left them debating the subject and headed inside to check on Jhali. He found Dak first, leaning against the wall outside the room she’d been taken to. Yanko sensed the two healers inside, using magic to mend her shoulder.

      “Is this the start of the line for their services?” Yanko pointed to the floor at Dak’s feet.

      “It is. You’ll have to wait behind me if you have a hangnail that needs attending.”

      “That seems fair.” Yanko smiled and met Dak’s gaze, trying to think of a way to thank him for all of his help and support. And to say that he was relieved that they hadn’t ever had to fight each other. More than once, he’d worried that their different nationalities and loyalties would prompt them to engage in something far deadlier than sparring. He was relieved that had never come to pass.

      Words eluded him for all that he wanted to say, so he stepped forward and hugged Dak. “Thank you,” he whispered, hoping it would convey enough.

      He expected his gruff Turgonian friend to stand there, startled or horrified at the idea of hugging, but Dak returned the embrace and patted him on the back before releasing him.

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      “I hope your people will one day realize what a heroic man you are,” Yanko said, “but if they don’t, you can come work for me.”

      Dak snorted. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I plan to offer Tynlee a job here in town,” Yanko said. “Zirabo agrees that she would be a good advisor. I hope to entice her by bringing in a publisher that likes spy novels about Turgonians.”

      “That might work.”

      “If you two decide to get married, we can throw the ceremony here at the palace. Apparently, it comes with the position.”

      “You’d rather have your log house by the lake, wouldn’t you?” Dak smiled.

      Yanko didn’t think his Turgonian friend had ever been there, but he’d spoken of his home often. All of his comrades likely knew it well, if only from his descriptions.

      “I would,” Yanko said, “but I’ve always known honor would dictate my actions, my life, and if this is what the people believe they need, I will live in the palace and study hard to try to become the best leader I can.”

      “You’ll do fine, Yanko.” Dak patted him on the back again. “There’s a lot of ground around the palace and in the inner courtyards. You can probably put in all manner of gardens. And have bees. And hounds.”

      “This is true. It would just be a long walk to take the hounds to the woods.”

      “Walk? If you’re the Great Chief, I’m certain you warrant at least a moldy floating board for transportation.”

      “Well, that’s heartening.”

      “I should think so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The ceremony on the dais outside the palace was surreal. Though it lasted more than an hour, with thousands of people gathered on the lawn and spreading into the streets beyond, it was a blur to Yanko. He only vaguely remembered bowing his head to receive the symbolic Wreath of Chieftains from a holy mage in a black-and-silver-trimmed blue robe, ancient runes of the gods sewn into it.

      Pey Lu and Gramon watched from the side of the dais, and onlookers kept glancing at them, but nobody objected to their presence. Yanko was surprised by every moment that passed that nobody objected to him.

      How strange and fickle people were. One month, his family was dishonored and Pey Lu forbidden to ever step foot on Nurian soil again. Then, a soul construct and a dragon later, and here he was, the most honored one could be.

      During the ceremony, Zirabo played a few songs on his magical flute, but Yanko didn’t sense him trying to sway the crowd. There was no need. The people agreed with this appointment.

      The night before, Yanko’s father had given him a huge hug and said how proud he was. Yanko would have appreciated the gesture more if he could have offered it for some lesser achievement, but he’d come to accept that his father was the man that he was, and that wouldn’t change. Father, Falcon, and the rest of Yanko’s family watched from the front row below the dais, more than one set of eyes gleaming with moisture.

      Lakeo, Arayevo, Tynlee, and Dak watched from the side opposite of Pey Lu. The other Turgonian agents had departed weeks earlier. Yanko wondered what report they had given their president. Not a suggestion that Yanko should be assassinated at the first opportunity, he hoped.

      Yanko wondered when Dak would go home and how he would be received there. Tynlee stood next to him, her arm linked with his, and smiled supportively when Yanko met her eyes. It still mystified him how many people seemed to believe he belonged here.

      Would he ever believe that? He couldn’t help but gaze out to sea, in the direction of the continent he’d helped raise. He ought to be able to visit it now and then, especially if he successfully staked out a portion of it for Nuria, but he wouldn’t live there. He wouldn’t personally oversee its development over the following decades. He would need to lead his people from here, but at least he had good company.

      Yanko caught sight of Jhali standing behind the others and gazing fondly at him. She wore rich forest-green and silver silks, her hair swept back in an elaborate braid with a few wisps teasing her cheeks, the feminine garb making him realize how striking she was. Yanko lifted his chin and attempted to look regal. Not like the goofy kid who felt he didn’t belong, who’d been tending the plants on the patio earlier in the hope that he could distract his mind and keep from hyperventilating.

      A familiar squawk came from overhead, and Yanko smiled. He’d done his best to suggest to the parrot that human political ceremonies were extremely boring and free of seeds, biscuits, and crackers, but he wasn’t surprised that curiosity had brought Kei out of the palace.

      “Hurry things along, please, Honored Priest,” Yanko murmured to the robed mage, who’d been making a theatrical event of this. “The parrot has a foul mouth.”

      “The what?”

      Kei landed on Yanko’s shoulder with an enthusiastic cry of, “Puntak, puntak!”

      “The parrot,” Yanko said mildly, hiding a grimace as talons sank into the tender flesh of his shoulder.

      Kei plucked at the wreath. Fortunately, it was made from silver rather than any edible foliage that a parrot might have decimated.

      The mage stared at Kei, appalled.

      The crowd, probably too far away to hear the racial slur, clapped and cheered. Yanko heard a cry of, “The mighty mage’s loyal familiar!”

      Kei leaned forward and swiveled his head to peer into Yanko’s eyes. “Crackers?”

      “Yes, soon.” Yanko waved for the mage to finish.

      He caught Jhali’s eye. To his surprise, she held up a throwing star and raised her eyes. She pointed, and for a moment, he thought some enemy was sneaking up on him from behind, but his senses told him nobody was back there. Then he realized she was pointing to the parrot.

      Yanko gave her a scandalized glare. She grinned and hid the weapon away. Yanko felt his own face turn to a grin, for he was delighted to see the gesture from her, especially when he thought of the humorless killer she’d been when they first met.

      “Please revere your new Great Chief,” the holy mage cried, raising his arms toward the crowd, “Yanko White Fox.”

      Revere? Yanko would have gagged on the request, but the people roared their approval.

      “Revere,” Kei squawked. “Revere!”

      Yanko rubbed his face, not sure if that was a better word for Kei to parrot than the slurs.

      As soon as the holy mage lowered his arms, Yanko hastened off the dais toward Jhali, Dak, Zirabo, and Tynlee. He already had a slew of appointments with various government heads that he was supposed to meet tomorrow, but he hoped he could spend the evening with his friends. His mother was already departing—something that would ease the faces of the numerous guards who’d been watching her with trepidation since she’d arrived. He wouldn’t mind seeing her again later, but it would be easier on one of her ships than on Nurian soil.

      From the startled expression on Dak’s face—he’d turned to peer toward someone in the crowd—Yanko doubted the rest of the day would go uneventfully. A large Turgonian man towered over the Nurians and even over the eight Turgonian soldiers who flanked him. His uniform and theirs were more ceremonial than the field uniforms Yanko had seen before.

      “Dak?” Yanko asked, hoping for enlightenment.

      The man was fit but older, with more white in his short hair than gray. A familiar wispy man stepped up to his side and murmured something. Professor Hawkcrest.

      Dak drew to attention, his spine painfully rigid, as the Turgonians approached.

      Jhali was the one to touch Yanko’s side and offer some enlightenment. “I believe that’s the Turgonian president.”

      “I—” Yanko stared. “Shouldn’t I have known he was here?”

      “One of your people must have invited him,” Jhali said. “He was in the back over there for the whole ceremony.”

      The holy mage smiled serenely at Yanko and then at the Turgonians, his hands clasped behind his back.

      The president—Rias Starcrest, Yanko’s numb brain filled in—stopped at the edge of the dais. Yanko hopped down, not wanting to look down upon the man. This startled Kei, who flew into the air and squawked in protest.

      “Relax, Dak,” Starcrest said in a rich baritone, his accent thicker than Yanko expected. Dak’s Nurian was much smoother, but he’d been speaking little else for the last six months. “You’re not in trouble,” Starcrest added.

      “Thank you, sir. I’m glad to hear it.” Dak also scrambled down from the dais and gripped arms with his uncle and also the professor.

      Yanko wondered what information the professor had given to the president when he’d gotten home.

      President Starcrest was as tall as Dak, and Yanko felt like a boy next to them. Maybe he should have stayed on the dais.

      “Though you could have sent us more updates,” Starcrest said sternly.

      “I thought your children were keeping you apprised of my movements.”

      “Only your movements on Kyatt. The rest I’ve had to deduce from random reports filtering in from various parts of our Intelligence network.”

      “I sent a report from Port Morgrant,” Dak offered.

      “Three lines of nearly indecipherable penmanship signed ‘more to come later’ is not a report.”

      Yanko watched their exchange with fascination, mostly because he’d never seen anyone effectively chastise Dak. Oh, that Admiral Ravencrest had locked him up in the brig and accused him of colluding with Nurians, but that had only pissed Dak off, as far as Yanko had observed. He looked uncharacteristically contrite under President Starcrest’s stern gaze.

      Starcrest’s gaze shifted to Yanko.

      “Honored President.” Yanko bowed politely. “I am pleased to meet you in person. I would have personally invited you to come, but, uh, I didn’t think you would. Also, the last Great Chief’s secretary fled the city in fear, I’m told, and he apparently took the special palace stationery with him. I only discovered this last night when I wished to write thank-you notes to the various officials who came. And visiting dignitaries. And the caterers.” His hand flexed in memory of the cramp all the writing had elicited.

      Starcrest scrutinized him curiously, and Yanko feared he’d been babbling. Or maybe it was that world leaders were supposed to discuss only politics and events of international concern when they got together.

      “Thank-you notes?” Starcrest looked at Dak.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t write your own, sir,” Dak said. He’d recovered his usual stoic expression.

      “I—”

      A squawk from Kei interrupted him. Starcrest’s bodyguards drew pistols as the parrot descended toward the president.

      “He’s friendly,” Yanko rushed to say, raising his hands—and preparing himself to create a barrier to protect the bird if necessary.

      But Starcrest had also raised a staying hand toward his men. Kei landed on his shoulder, swatting him on the back of the head with a wing in the process.

      “Banana shirt, banana shirt!” Kei cried with great enthusiasm.

      This caused everyone within hearing to stare in puzzlement.

      But Starcrest didn’t appear puzzled. “Hello, Kei. You’ve come up in my Intelligence reports almost as frequently as Great Chief White Fox here.”

      By the bear god, it sounded so strange to hear that prefix added to his name. Yanko was surprised Starcrest had used it, even if it was technically appropriate now. Did a man in his sixties find it odd—or insane—to acknowledge an eighteen-year-old boy as a fellow leader of a nation?

      “Banana shirt,” Kei replied. “Crackers?”

      To Yanko’s surprise, President Starcrest pulled a waxed paper bag out of a uniform pocket, drew out what looked like a dehydrated apple chip, and offered it to the bird. Kei snatched it out of his hand and ate it with relish, beak chomping and crumbs falling on Starcrest’s black uniform.

      “Uhm, Banana Shirt?” Yanko asked, realizing that had to be Kei’s name for the president. Before now, Zirabo had been the only one Kei had named, as far as Yanko had heard. He wasn’t surprised that Rias Starcrest was familiar to his wife’s family’s parrot, but that descriptor begged an explanation.

      “Yes. When I first arrived on the Kyatt Islands and hadn’t yet married Tikaya, her people were extremely wary of Turgonians, especially the Turgonian admiral who’d been responsible for the invasion of their islands during the war. At the time, it was very recent history, you see. I took to wearing unassuming and even silly clothing, in the hope that they would find me innocuous.”

      Yanko looked the six-and-a-half-foot-tall man up and down. “Did it work?”

      Dak snorted.

      “Not particularly well,” Starcrest admitted. “The yellow shirt was quite comfortable, though, and I did wear it often that first year. I might have worn it daily, but it horrified Tikaya.”

      That first year?

      “How old is Kei?” Yanko watched the bird bend over and pluck more apple chips out of the bag.

      “Oh, thirty or forty. Which is middle-aged for a Kyattese parrot, I’m told.”

      Kei almost fell off the president’s shoulder in his attempt to dig deeper into the bag. He flapped his wings for balance, swatting Starcrest in the head again. Then he plucked the bag itself out of his hand and flew away.

      “He seems young for his age,” Yanko offered.

      “Yes. But I’m told I shouldn’t hold that against a bird. Or person.” Starcrest met his eyes.

      Yanko wondered who’d told him that. His wife? Or maybe his children who were Yanko’s age.

      “That’s good. Uhm, do you want tea?” Yanko waved toward the palace, realizing a lot of the crowd lingered and were watching the exchange. He also realized this was his opportunity to discuss Kelnorean with the highest-ranking Turgonian of all. “Or apple brandy? If Prince Zirabo didn’t drink the rest of it, I know where there’s a bottle of some.”

      “Ah?” President Starcrest’s eyebrows rose. “That sounds good. And, yes, we should have a private chat.” He patted his nephew on the shoulder. “You too, Dak.”

      Yanko led them toward a doorway, glad when Jhali stuck close. He wanted moral support if he was going into a meeting with Turgonians. Nurian moral support.

      “It’s too late to object to him as the leader of Nuria,” Dak said, walking beside his uncle. “He destroyed a dragon in front of thousands of people. That has a tendency to make a mage popular here.”

      Starcrest snorted. “I destroyed ships in front of thousands of people. It had a similar effect. Turgonians and Nurians aren’t really that different.”

      Yanko didn’t know what to say to that, but at least it didn’t sound like President Starcrest was angered by his appointment. Maybe he approved because he thought a young and inexperienced leader would be unlikely to urge his people to go to war anytime soon. That was, admittedly, true.

      Yanko waved to Tynlee, hoping she would come and advise, or mind-snoop if needed. Had Admiral Starcrest received the same mage-hunter-esque training that Colonel Starcrest had?

      “It’s fortuitous that you’ve come, Honored President.” Yanko said as they stepped into the cool halls of the palace. “I’d intended to come visit you or the highest-ranking of your people that I could get to in regard to the newly raised continent of Kelnorean.”

      “The highest-ranking of my people?” Starcrest’s eyes glinted with amusement.

      “Well, at the time, I was merely Yanko White Fox, failed applicant to Stargrind and very unofficial assistant to Prince Zirabo, who was himself being hunted as his father’s last living son.” Yanko left out the part about how he’d been a criminal too. Nobody had brought that up, so he assumed all was forgiven. Or that Great Chiefs were above the law. That wasn’t an idea that pleased him though. A couple of days earlier, Yanko had mailed a letter to Senshoth in the Red Sky prison, asking him to send another copy of his book, if he had one, and also for the names of those guards who had died that night. He hoped he could at least make sure their families were well cared for.

      “I see,” Starcrest said. “Well, you shouldn’t have trouble getting high-ranking officials to take meetings with you now. As far as the continent goes, I appreciate the assistance that you gave my research team there.”

      “Research? It was very noisy research.”

      “They were supposed to be collecting plant and animal samples as well as prospecting and performing geologic tests,” Starcrest said dryly. “Though it didn’t occur to me when I approved the mission that there probably wouldn’t be any plant or animal life.”

      “There will be someday.” Yanko led the way into the office outside of his suite.

      A startled servant saw their group, eyes widening at both Yanko’s and Starcrest’s approach, then scampered out hastily to retrieve beverages and snacks. Yanko felt guilty for how often his presence now prompted such a reaction, though the looming Turgonians had exacerbated it this time.

      “I understand you’ve promised some of the land to people already,” Starcrest said.

      “Yes. If it weren’t for my people, it would remain under the sea, so it seems that we have a legitimate claim on the continent.” Yanko threw that out there, watching Starcrest for a reaction. And also attempting to use his senses on him, but his mind was almost as guarded as Dak’s or Jhali’s. Yes, he’d received training to learn to block his thoughts from telepaths.

      “Possibly so,” Starcrest said, “but if anyone has the greatest claim on the continent, it’s the Kyattese.”

      Yanko had admitted that to himself before. “Are they interested in it? They seem content on their tropical islands.”

      “They’re extremely interested in sending research teams down there—archaeologists, especially. They’ve already come to me, asking for permission to go. Well, not so much for permission as for a letter that would give them safe passage if they passed some of our warships patrolling the waters.”

      “And are your warships patrolling the water?” It distressed Yanko to think of the Kyattese going to Turgonia for permission, as if they already assumed the continent was theirs.

      “Just to keep an eye out for pirates. Though I understand most of the pirates in the world are anchored off your shore these days. My captain was rather alarmed when we had to sail past the flagship of Pey Lu Snake Heart.”

      “A young man with few resources can’t be too choosy when taking on allies.”

      “Yes, I’ve been in positions where I had to make do, when it came to allies and resources.”

      Yanko wondered if he should start the formal negotiation. So far, Starcrest had only spoken about the continent and not admitted whether Turgonia wanted it. Given all the gold Yanko had seen during his short visit, he couldn’t believe they wouldn’t want it. Maybe he was waiting to see what Yanko would do.

      “Honored President,” Yanko said, “would you consider developing Kelnorean jointly? We could set up a unique government with leaders from both our nations, leaders with equal power, and open it up for settlement, exploration, farming, and mining.”

      “Farming? I’ve seen our scientists’ descriptions.”

      “I intend to develop it over the years into an agricultural paradise. My passion has always been earth magic, and with what we understand now of farming and gardening, it should be possible to create a fertile land in time.”

      Starcrest sat in one of the seats—Dak and Tynlee had already flopped down on a sofa and were murmuring comments to each other. Yanko, realizing he should have invited the president to sit, perched on a chair across from him. The servant returned with six other servants, arms laden with trays, and they dispensed beverages and sweet and savory rice balls wrapped in taga leaves.

      “After speaking with General Aldercrest and Admiral Ravencrest, I thought you would propose that we split the continent down the middle,” President Starcrest admitted when the servants backed to discreet corners. “That seemed fair, and I was prepared to accept.”

      “I could foresee that leading to hostilities, raids across the border, a permanent us-versus-them mentality from those who colonize the area. I’d prefer not to encourage feuds.” Especially, Yanko added silently, since his first settlers would be pirates. “A joint government and a land developed in tandem seems like it has more potential to foster peace between our two nations. And I see no reason that the Kyattese couldn’t be invited to join too.”

      “Hm.” Starcrest leaned back in his seat and looked at Dak.

      You’re impressing him, Tynlee said telepathically, winking at Yanko.

      How can you tell? I can’t read his mind.

      I’ve been mind-snooping far longer than you’ve been alive. Tynlee shed her shoes and folded her legs cross-legged on the sofa.

      Are you sure he’s not simply relieved to have someone in charge over here who has no interest in war?

      That’s a possibility too. She winked again.

      “It’s an interesting idea,” Starcrest said. “Normally, I’d object to the cost of developing such a large piece of land, but it sounds like the ore could make it profitable enough to cover the expenditure of importing terraforming equipment and materials.”

      “I should think so,” Yanko said. “I’ve already found the small amount of gold I retrieved useful.”

      Jhali snorted. It was her first time speaking—or coming close to it. Even if they weren’t exactly mage and bodyguard any longer, she still stood with her back to the wall so she could watch the whole room. Yanko smiled warmly at her.

      “Then I agree to your proposal, Yanko.” Starcrest leaned out of his seat and extended his arm for a Turgonian handclasp.

      Yanko stared at it before realizing they were already agreeing on a deal. He’d expected the negotiations to be far more difficult. He glanced at Tynlee, since it seemed she would be the one to sense if Starcrest intended any treachery or deceit. She had shifted herself sideways on the couch to lean against some pillows—and rest her bare feet against Dak’s thigh. He’d let his arm fall to drape over them, as if promising a foot rub later. Tynlee smiled at Starcrest’s offer and nodded at Yanko.

      Yanko accepted the handshake, trying to figure out how to bow at the same time, since that was how deals were finalized in Nuria.

      “Thank you, Honored President.”

      “Please call me Rias.” Starcrest sat back down.

      “Or Banana Shirt,” Dak said, appearing more comfortable in his skin again. “As his feathered friends do.”

      The glare Starcrest—Rias—shot him wasn’t convincingly baleful. Rias looked back and forth from Tynlee, his eyebrows only arching slightly at her bare feet, to Dak.

      “For some reason, Tikaya thought you might like to be stationed here for a while, as a liaison and observer,” Rias said. “I couldn’t imagine you’d want to live among Nurians any longer, but I’m beginning to suspect she had some intelligence that I didn’t.”

      “Doesn’t she usually?” Dak asked.

      Rias grunted. “Yes.” He waved to them. “Is there a wedding on the horizon?”

      Dak looked at Tynlee, who wiggled her toes against his leg.

      “Maybe eventually,” he said. “Why, do you think it would help cement a cordial relationship between Nuria and Turgonia?”

      “I think it’s Dak’s relationship with Yanko that’s done the most to foment cordialness between Nuria and Turgonia,” Tynlee said.

      “I will miss having him as a bodyguard,” Yanko admitted when they all looked at him. “It’s hard to find people who are talented warriors and also too busy being dour and grumpy to be cocky about it.”

      Rias smiled for the first time.

      Dak glared at Yanko, then glanced at Jhali. “You seem to attract bodyguards like that.”

      “Jhali isn’t dour and grumpy. She’s professional and appealingly aloof.”

      Jhali folded her arms over her chest.

      “Oh?” Dak asked. “I thought we were fairly similar. Why am I considered dour instead of appealingly aloof?”

      Tynlee laid a hand on his forearm. “It’s the eye, love. Yanko finds it intimidating. Have you ever considered an eyepatch?”

      Dak turned his glare on her. Judging by her smile, she wasn’t intimidated.
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      Yanko grinned as he plunged his hands into the fresh soil. It had been strange having someone deliver it in crates to his walled-in courtyard, but he hadn’t received as odd a look as an earlier delivery had earned. That had involved crates filled with sludgy rock, sand, silt, and seaweed dug up from the harbor. He couldn’t precisely replicate the terrain of the new continent, but in huge, log-framed planting beds, he was doing his best to recreate the ground there. Once the beds fully dried, he would experiment with ways to remove the salt from the earth and create fertile soil. Anything he learned here, he would send along to the team he’d chosen to spearhead the development of the continent.

      Kei chirped now and then from a nearby perch. Yanko had expected the parrot to go home with “Banana Shirt” Starcrest, who’d mentioned he would stop at Kyatt to visit his children on the way back, but Kei hadn’t followed him to his steamer, despite Yanko’s attempt to convey the information telepathically.

      Yanko didn’t mind the feathered company though. He suspected it would be good to have someone who regularly beat him in the head with his wings. It would keep him from growing overly pompous and conceited. Or so he hoped. He did worry that the position would change him and that he would turn into one of the arrogant moksu mages that Jhali disliked so much.

      “Are Great Chiefs supposed to play in the dirt?” Lakeo’s voice floated across the courtyard.

      “I think they get to do whatever they want with dirt,” Arayevo said. “What I’m wondering is if we have to bow to him now? Or prostrate ourselves and knock our foreheads against the ground. That used to be the standard greeting, according to the stories. And then we would have to wait for him to touch our shoulder in acknowledgment so we could rise. If he didn’t, we would have to stay in place.”

      “He’s not touching me with those muddy hands. Look, there’s seaweed stuck to his robe.”

      Yanko plucked the offending strand of kelp off his hip as Lakeo and Arayevo weaved through the raised garden beds, accompanied by a servant—Yondru—who managed an expressionless face as well as any mage hunter. He was the most senior of the more than twenty-five palace servants who had returned when the dust settled, humbly asking for their jobs back. Yanko was doing his best to learn all their names. He didn’t know if he would ever feel comfortable being served. He’d already told them that he didn’t need any help in the bath, thank you very much. His grandmother would have laughed her head off if she’d lived to see someone standing by the tub offering to scrub his backside.

      “Hello, Lakeo and Arayevo.” Yanko wiped his dirty palms on his robe.

      Yondru’s lips twitched. He produced a handkerchief and rushed over and wiped off Yanko’s hands.

      “Does he do that in the toilet too?” Lakeo asked.

      “No.” Yanko did his best to keep his cheeks from warming. Surely, he was old enough and powerful enough now not to be embarrassed by Lakeo’s humor. “I was about to say it’s good to see you, but… Arayevo, it’s good to see you.”

      “Thank you, Yanko.” She winked and bowed.

      Lakeo folded her arms over her chest and glared.

      “It is a little odd that we needed to make an appointment to do so,” Arayevo added.

      “I had to make an appointment to play in the garden.” Yanko glanced toward the sky. The sun had set, and it would be dark soon. He’d had to make his appointment at the end of the day, after ten other appointments. “My secretary assures me that the life of a Great Chief must be highly structured to make the best use of his time and ensure the needs of all are met.”

      “Sounds stifling.”

      Yanko shrugged and smiled. He was getting used to it, and there were perks. Like being able to dredge the harbor in the capital city for dirt for a gardening project.

      “Arayevo, do you need anything? Are you going to stay with Pey Lu? Or do you want…” Yanko extended a hand toward the courtyard and waved to indicate the world beyond. “A job? A government appointment? Land? Anything? My life may be more structured than one might prefer now, but I’m in the position to help friends, at least.”

      “I know you’ll find this hard to believe,” Arayevo said, “but I’m enjoying being a hand on your mother’s ship.”

      “Just do me a favor and don’t do anything to become a criminal, please,” Yanko said. “Or if you do, don’t get captured afterward. I’d hate to be in the position where I had to determine proper punishment, especially when my own past is so checkered.”

      “If it makes you sleep easier, I’m sure my punishment would be determined by some loyal magistrate in a coastal town far from here.”

      Yanko grimaced. “That will not make me sleep easier.”

      Arayevo grinned and kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t worry. I won’t be around Nuria for a while. Pey Lu is going to harass the Kendorian seas next. I believe she doesn’t want to make your life more complicated than it already is.”

      By the pantheon, he hadn’t even considered what would happen if his mother was captured and he was expected to pass judgment on her. It had been difficult enough convincing the palace guards and local law enforcement to leave her be when she’d come to see Yanko wreathed. It had helped that little had been sorted out by then and nobody had officially been in charge of either division.

      “That’s supposed to make you look heartened, not more worried,” Arayevo said.

      “Yanko doesn’t know how not to worry,” Lakeo said.

      “This is true.”

      Yanko managed a smile. “Just take care of yourself, please.”

      “I’ll do my best. And you do the same. Don’t let anyone assassinate you.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      Arayevo stepped back, and Lakeo took a deep breath and came closer. A bracing breath? Was she nervous about something? Yanko couldn’t imagine it.

      “Yanko, I want to go to the Kyatt Islands and attend their university. I kept telling myself that it didn’t matter that much and that I’d learn magic on my own, but it matters. I think I would enjoy it there if I could get a second chance.” She licked her lips. “Will you give me an official letter with the Great Chief’s stamp that could—I don’t know. Fix things? Like ask them to take me even though I made a mistake with their books. I wish I still had them so I could return them, but maybe if I offer to pay for them…”

      “I can write a letter. Though it’s possible they’ll remember who I am and laugh.”

      “I don’t think it’s permitted to laugh at the Great Chief. Unless you’re his friend. And witness him making mud patties.”

      “I was amending the soil.”

      “Looked like a mud patty to me.”

      “Should you insult someone in the middle of asking for a favor?” Yanko asked.

      “That wasn’t an insult. It was an observation. Look, Yanko. I’d also like to take you up on the offer you’re giving all the pirates who helped you. A piece of land on the new continent. Preferably one with gold on it. And without lakes of poisonous plants.”

      “Picky. Are you going to live there after you finish school?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but I thought I’d mine it myself and earn enough to pay my way rather than…” Lakeo shrugged. “It would just be nice to know I didn’t owe anyone any money. I’d like to start my life over and do things right. If you could make something of yourself when you started out hated by most of Nuria, maybe there’s hope for me. I’m not nearly as offensive as you are.”

      “Oh, not in the least,” Yanko said as Arayevo snorted.

      Lakeo’s shrug wasn’t apologetic.

      “You are certainly welcome to your choice of parcel of land,” Yanko said. “Maybe I’ll even give you more than I give the pirates.”

      “You’re a generous as well as wise Great Chief.” Lakeo smirked, but when she came forward and hugged him, he sensed it was sincere. “Take care of yourself,” she whispered before stepping back.

      A hint of sadness touched him as he realized that his friends were departing and that he didn’t know when he would see them again.

      “I will,” he said.

      “And don’t let Jhali stab you in the back.”

      “You know she won’t.”

      “Yeah.” Lakeo lifted a hand in parting, and she and Arayevo headed out.

      Yanko sensed Jhali waiting at the entrance to the courtyard. She nodded politely to Arayevo and Lakeo—they returned it—and though Yanko could tell they would never be good friends, he was relieved to see them treating each other civilly. And they had helped her pick out a couple of dresses for her dates with Yanko. Arayevo, he understood, had the fashion sense, but Lakeo had been paramount in pointing out places where weapons could be inconspicuously attached.

      Yanko just wished he’d gotten the sense from those dates that Jhali planned to stick around. She’d been frustratingly vague about that, and he worried that she didn’t want to hurt his feelings by admitting she was leaving. She seemed certain that mage hunters weren’t appropriate matches for Great Chiefs. He didn’t know how to convince her otherwise. He’d been tempted to ask her to stay here as his bodyguard, since she’d fallen so easily into that role—and was good at it—but he didn’t want to be her employer and for there to be an awkward status difference between them. Unfortunately, he worried that would be the case now between him and everyone, or at least everyone who worried about such things. Lakeo would always tease him, he was sure.

      Jhali strolled out into the courtyard with her hands clasped behind her back. She wore loose turquoise and green silks that left a little more skin on display than her old mage-hunter garb had, but they were still fluid enough for her to fight in. The bottoms were just short enough to display a second turquoise anklet along with the one he’d seen on her before.

      He grinned foolishly at the sight of the gift he’d sent to her earlier that week. He’d received all manner of gifts in the days after officially taking his position, and it had made him uncomfortable—he hadn’t even known any of the people sending them. The answer, he’d decided, was to give gifts to his friends.

      A gold-accented black eyepatch for Dak that Yanko knew he would never use—and a fancy new dagger that he might. Some pretty writing journals for Tynlee. A new bow for Lakeo and a cutlass for Arayevo. His family members had received, depending on their age, rice wine or sugar-crystal-coated frog candies that were ridiculously popular in the Great City—apparently, there had been riots when one of the factions had thoughtlessly destroyed one of the factories where they were made. And finally, he’d asked a jeweler to make something special and unique for Jhali using the turquoise and silver she liked. He’d suggested something with a tortoise since they’d twice had bonding—and once kissing—moments near that shrine in Yellow Delta. The jeweler had made something much more elegant than he’d envisioned.

      “Good evening, Honored Mage Hunter,” Yanko said with a bow as she approached. “Did you come to see the progress I’ve made in the garden? Or perhaps the beehives I ordered? I haven’t gone hunting for swarms yet in order to populate them—something that will be interesting since we’re in the middle of a city—but that’s the plan. Bees will be incredibly important for pollinating vegetation and trees on the new continent.”

      Jhali stopped in front of him, grasped his hands, and kissed him. “Thank you for the anklet.”

      “You’re welcome.” He squeezed her hands.

      “And I’ve already seen your bee boxes. I didn’t know what they were and feared they might be explosives, so I inspected them personally when they came in the door.”

      “Explosives? That would alarm the bees.” He tilted his head. “You inspected them personally? Have you taken over as chief of palace security?”

      “Oh no. The guards are all disturbed by me. Even though I haven’t been wearing my mage-hunter clothes… and am not associated with the sect anymore, they all seem to know.”

      “That sounds like an excellent reason to be in charge of them.” He grinned.

      He was joking, but she hesitated thoughtfully. “Do you think I should apply for the position? I’ve been uncomfortable accepting the free food and room and just loitering around. But I haven’t been sure… Well, I’ve already admitted to you that I’m not sure what I am anymore. Now that I’m not what I was trained to be since I was a little girl.”

      “An incredibly competent warrior who can be anything she wants.” He squeezed her hands again and led her toward a bench near a wall full of vining plants.

      His brain boggled at the idea that she might have to apply for the job. If she wanted it, he would make that happen. But did she want it? She didn’t sound excited at that idea.

      Having her be chief of palace security might be better than having her as his bodyguard, when it came to status differences, but she would still be working for him, and they would have an employee/employer relationship when he wanted them to be equals. Equals and together. He wondered how President Starcrest and his Kyattese wife worked together, with her as his head of Intelligence. Was it ever strange? Did they butt heads? They’d been married for twenty years before either of them entered those offices, so they’d had a long time to grow comfortable with each other first.

      Across the garden, Dak and Tynlee entered, strolling down an aisle and admiring the part of the courtyard that Yanko hadn’t disturbed for his experiments. The flowers and fruit trees that had been neglected during the chaos were doing well now, thanks to his touch. He supposed he should hire a gardener, but coming out here in the early morning and evening before and after his various duties relaxed him.

      “I keep thinking I should bid you farewell and leave to find my path on my own,” Jhali admitted quietly after she and Yanko sat down.

      Yanko couldn’t keep himself from tightening his grip on her hand possessively. He made his voice light as he said, “But you’ve realized how terribly you would pine for me if you left?”

      “Something like that.” She bowed her head and rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb.

      The simple gesture sent a zing of heat through him, and if they had been alone in the garden, he would have been tempted to pull her into his lap for some vigorous kissing.

      “If you could have any job or career in the world, what would it be?” he asked, keeping the second part of the question to himself: And would it ruin it if I were the one to give it to you?

      “I’ve thought about that. Your suggestion of school was interesting, but I endured so much training that I’m not eager to spend my days at something similar. And I always preferred martial and athletic endeavors to academic ones. Back before this all started, I was starting to teach the younger girls at our sect. I enjoyed teaching.”

      “Oh? Maybe you should be in charge of the palace guard.” He smiled at her. “Or you could start your own school in the city. You could teach anyone who wanted to learn how to defend themselves or, uhm, preferably not how to assassinate people. Maybe you could even specialize in young women who want to become guards or soldiers or just be able to take care of themselves. The Great City is populous enough that you ought to be able to attract enough people willing to pay that the school could be profitable.”

      “Start a school?” she mused, sounding more intrigued than he would have guessed.

      Could he imagine the stern and taciturn Jhali mentoring effervescent teenage girls? He wasn’t sure. He also wasn’t sure when he’d started to think of teenage girls as being young, considering he still had another year before he would age out of that demographic.

      “I would invest in that,” Tynlee said from across the courtyard.

      “Are you eavesdropping, Honored Consul?” Yanko asked.

      “Of course. It’s so difficult to mind-snoop with mage hunters. I have to use other means of spying on their conversations.”

      “But you’re a Nurian diplomat. You’re not supposed to spy on Nurian conversations.”

      “No? Are you certain?” Tynlee looked at Dak.

      “I haven’t observed that she obeys many rules,” Dak told Yanko, then looked down at Tynlee’s feet.

      She wasn’t wearing any shoes. She wiggled her toes for him.

      “Invest?” Jhali asked curiously.

      “Of course,” Tynlee said. “If you’re going to start a business, you’ll need to rent a space, buy some equipment—mats and sandbags, at the least, I should think—and do some advertising to acquire new students. Perhaps you could target the moksu families that live in the city, parents who want their children to be able to defend themselves in case more unrest comes along. Let’s hope not, but the new Great Chief is descended from pirates. Who knows what manner of riffraff might roam through the streets on the way to visit him?”

      Yanko almost choked, but Tynlee burbled on.

      “Admittedly, a martial arts instruction academy shouldn’t cost too much to get started. If you allowed me to help finance it, while giving me a small percentage of the equity, of course, I have a great number of university contacts who could help get the word out. This would be a wonderful opportunity for me. I’ve had a little money stashed away but haven’t quite known what to do with it.”

      “I… shall consider it, Honored Consul.” Jhali touched a finger to her lips thoughtfully. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Yanko was surprised by how intrigued Jhali seemed, but perhaps he shouldn’t have been. What Tynlee described sounded a bit like what a mage-hunter sect might be like. A lot of martial training, camaraderie between those who worked and studied together, freedom from a lot of outside intervention. Maybe she would even end up with students who could take on various assignments once they were experienced enough. Not assassinations, he hoped, but convoy guards or city watchmen or women?

      And Jhali wouldn’t be employed by Yanko, so maybe that would make it less awkward when they dated. Or maybe even more than dated one day. If she owned her own business and didn’t have to answer to him, then they could have the relationship of equals, more or less, that he’d imagined.

      You’re welcome, Yanko, Tynlee said into his mind as she and Dak walked out of the garden, hand-in-hand.

      Thank you, Tynlee.

      It was the least I could do for a boy polite enough not to comment on finding his Turgonian bodyguard naked in bed with a Nurian diplomat, and his trousers dangling from the ceiling fan.

      Yanko couldn’t keep from laughing and asking, Will that adventure show up in your spy novel?

      The adventure of Dak’s trousers? Oh, I don’t think so. A girl must keep some things secret. Good night, Yanko.

      Good night.

      Jhali looked at him curiously, and Yanko tried to find a way to explain the laugh.

      He shrugged and said, “Tynlee and I were discussing Dak’s trousers.”

      “She’s a quirky woman.”

      “Yes, she is. What would you think of her as a business partner?”

      “That she would be wise and a good mentor. And also snoop in my students’ minds.”

      “I agree with all of those things. With her present for admissions, you wouldn’t have to worry about any of your students being an assassin in disguise.”

      “You’re far more likely to earn the ire of an assassin than I.”

      “Me?” Yanko touched his chest. “I’m affable, inoffensive, and, as everyone points out, naive. Who would point an assassin in my direction?”

      “Time for bed,” Kei called from across the courtyard. “Time for bed, puntak mouth-breathers. Puntak mouth-breathers.”

      “My parrot might earn the ire of an assassin.” Yanko wondered who’d taught him an addition to his slur. He’d noticed that the younger members of the palace staff found Kei’s crude mouth delightful and rewarded him with all manner of food treats when he slung insults.

      “Yes,” Jhali said. “You’d better keep Tynlee at the palace to screen potential threats to your pet.”

      “My pet? I don’t think I can call him that. I’ve heard rumors that he’s my familiar and can throw fireballs from his beak.”

      “I’ve heard similar rumors. Also that there’s a series of children’s books in the works starring his exploits.”

      “His exploits?” Yanko’s jaw dropped.

      Jhali squinted thoughtfully at him. “Were you hoping for books about you?”

      “No, never. Of course not.” Yanko frowned over at Kei. “But that was before I heard my bird was going to star in a book line. Now, I may be experiencing feelings of envy and inadequacy.”

      “Perhaps you could ask Tynlee to write a novel about your exploits.”

      “I don’t have enough muscles to interest her as a subject,” Yanko said glumly.

      “If that’s true, that seems shortsighted.” Jhali leaned closer and rested a hand on his chest. “Your muscles are nice. I was pleasantly surprised the first time I saw you shirtless.”

      “Really?”

      Jhali nodded, no hint of sarcasm or teasing in her eyes. “Really. There may have even been naughty dreams after I saw you sparring in the sun that day.”

      “Naughty dreams? About me?” He knew his grin was goofy, but he couldn’t help it.

      “If I told you a lot of women are likely having them now, will that help reduce your feelings of inadequacy?” Her eyes crinkled at the corners.

      “I only care what one woman thinks, the one fondling my chest.” Yanko slipped his arm around her waist. “You know, we’re alone in this garden now.”

      A few squawks came from the direction of Kei’s perch.

      “Alone, you say? I suspect we’d get an impressive amount of commentary if we had horizontal escapades in the courtyard.” Despite her words, Jhali slid her hand under his tunic and explored his muscles more closely.

      Yanko’s brain forgot how to make words for a moment. That was wonderful.

      She paused and raised her eyebrows.

      “We could be more alone if we adjourned to a room with a door,” he offered.

      “A room with a door and a bed?”

      “If you like. I’m amenable to having escapades with you anywhere. Garden benches. Picnic blankets. Tortoise shrines.”

      “All we did was kiss in that shrine.”

      “It’s not all I wanted to do,” Yanko murmured, gazing at her lips.

      “Is that so?” She clasped his hand and pulled him to his feet. “Why don’t you show me what else you had in mind.”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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