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Chapter 1

Yanko White Fox patted the soil down into the pot and hummed the Song of Growth while attempting to ignore the icy glares that Captain “Shark” Minark shot at him from the helm. A stiff sea breeze gusted across the deck, batting about Yanko’s topknot. The leaves of the two dwarf lime trees remained still, protected by the walls of the impromptu grow house Yanko had made. He had fastened the wooden back to the side of a cabin, so it would not slide across the deck, and with Dak’s help, he had also constructed special bases for the pots that would keep them level even when the ship tilted with the rise and the fall of the waves. Yanko had not been surprised when his thuggish, muscular, one-eyed Turgonian bodyguard had, in less than ten minutes, sketched him detailed building plans that looked like something that might have come out of an engineer’s office.

Yanko stroked the side of one of the slender trunks, encouraged that the fruit growing on the branches had, with the help of a tropical sun and a little earth magic, increased in size in the short time they had been at sea. The captain would soon have a source of scurvy-preventing limes right on his own ship. 

“Did you just stick a dead fish head in that dirt?” his traveling companion, Lakeo asked, coming up behind him.

“Yes. A live fish head would have been alarming, don’t you think?” 

“Any fish heads are alarming. Especially when thrust into dirt where they can rot.”

“That’s the whole point.” Yanko finished puttering with the soil and stood to face her. 

As usual, Lakeo’s muscular arms were bare aside from her leather bracers. Somewhere along the way, she had traded her sheepskin vest for a cotton one more suitable for the tropical waters they sailed. Perhaps she had stolen it, as she had priceless books from the Kyattese Polytechnic. Yanko hadn’t asked. 

“When the fish decomposes, the nutrients enrich the soil for the plant,” he said. “It’s a common gardening technique in the villages along the northern fjords back home in Nuria.”

“You’re full of useless information, aren’t you?” Not waiting for an answer, Lakeo tapped the bow she carried on her back. “I heard Baldie talking to your girlfriend.” She pointed toward Captain Minark. “If you and Dak don’t come up with some pirate treasure soon, he wants to throw all of us overboard.”

“Arayevo is not—”

“I know, I know. She’s just your imaginary girlfriend. What does Dak say when you’re imagining her from your hammock at night?”

By now, Yanko should have been used to Lakeo’s blunt uncouthness, but he couldn’t keep from flushing in indignation. He was relieved when the captain stalked across the deck to join them, the charms he wore at his waist jangling with each step. He stopped at Lakeo’s shoulder to glower at the trees and at Yanko. 

“Would you like to suck a lime, Captain?” Yanko offered, gesturing to the fruit and not commenting on how Minark’s sour expression made it look like he already was sucking a lime.

“I’d like you to help your brutish bodyguard produce the coordinates of this treasure that he promised me when I let you three troublemakers back on board.”

Yanko wished he could object to the idea that he was the troublemaker on a ship full of law-shirking smugglers, but he couldn’t, not when he was now labeled a criminal back home and also on the Kyatt Islands. Further, he had an irate warrior mage and an assassin after him, an assassin who was probably even more irate with him after he had collapsed a cave on top of her. He glanced toward the horizon behind them every hour, expecting his pursuers to find a new ship and catch up with him any moment.

“He’s working out the details in our cabin,” Yanko said. “I can’t help because there’s not room in that tiny broom closest for anyone else when Dak is standing up in there.” He didn’t mention that Dak was being secretive with his research, just as he was secretive with everything else, including his full name and where he had learned such unlikely warrior skills as engineering, mathematics, and how to close his mind off to telepaths. 

“You’re crowding me, Melon Head,” Lakeo told the captain, sticking her fists on her hips and thrusting her elbows out to push him away.

His dark eyes narrowed at her. “I’d say that I’m most looking forward to tossing your sarcastic mouth to the sharks, but that would be a lie.” He thrust a finger toward Yanko’s nose. “This is the reason my ship has been attacked by storms and fireballs.”

“If you hadn’t been so greedy about wanting a cut of our treasure, you wouldn’t have taken us aboard,” Lakeo said. “You’ve no one to blame for your troubles but yourself.”

Yanko tried to catch her eye as he made a subduing gesture with his hand. They didn’t need to antagonize their host. The captain might very well decide to dump them overboard.

“Land ho,” Arayevo called down from the crow’s nest, giving them a friendly wave, unaware of the tension on the deck below.

As usual, Yanko imagined that her wave and smile were just for him. Aware of Lakeo and Minark standing near him, he kept from gazing adoringly up at her when he returned the wave.

“That could be the island that holds the treasure,” Yanko said, hoping to placate Minark.

“For your sake, you had better hope it is. My crew and I weren’t enthused about being chased away by spear-throwing aborigines on the last island you dragged us all over.”

“There’s no need for you and your crew to come along when we check these islands,” Yanko said. “Dak and Lakeo and I are willing to take the risk of treasure hunting by ourselves.”

“Uh huh, sure you are. And then you’ll take note of the location of those riches when you find them, say you saw nothing, and come back another time without us.”

“I assure you, that would not be the case.” 

Yanko forced a smile. All he wanted was the Golden Lodestone, the centuries-old artifact that could reputedly lead the person who held it to the lost continent from which the Kyattese people had originated. The continent, once destroyed by a magical plague, might have recovered in the centuries it had been left alone. If he could claim it for Nuria, his people could use the land as an agricultural resource and possibly solve the food shortages back home and steal the momentum of the rebels trying to oust the Great Chief. And perhaps in finishing this quest, Yanko could come to the Great Chief’s attention, be absolved of crimes he had never intended to commit, and redeem his family’s honor.

“Besides, Captain, how would we get another ride back out into the middle of nowhere?” Lakeo elbowed Yanko. “Who else would be foolish enough to take troublemakers like us aboard their ship?” 

“No one,” Minark grumbled and stalked off. 

Yanko glimpsed a flash of blue and red out of the corner of his eye, his only warning before the parrot, Kei, landed on his shoulder, talons sinking into his shirt. 

“Puntak, puntak,” the parrot said enthusiastically. “Seeds!”

“I see that parrot is still insulting your eyes,” Lakeo said blandly. “And demanding food after it does so.”

“Yes.” Yanko had befriended many animals in his life using his affinity for the earth sciences, but this was the first one that could speak. It was definitely the first one to call him racist names. 

Kei’s head bobbed up and down as he scrutinized Lakeo. “Jorat, Jorat!” 

Lakeo scowled at the parrot. “I’m not a Turgonian.”

Yanko, who suspected she was half Turgonian even if she denied it, said nothing. Lakeo never answered questions about her parents when he asked.

Yanko fished into his pocket for a few of the sunflower seeds he had been using in an attempt to train the bird. He held them out, making a fist to hide them, though Kei was smart enough to know they were there. The parrot was willing to work for seeds, but Yanko had not yet been able to erase his vocabulary of socially unacceptable terms.

“Yanko,” he said slowly, waving his hand at his body. “Call me Yanko.” 

With a flutter of wing beats, one of which slapped Yanko in the face, Kei leaped from his shoulder and pecked at his fist. Yanko stumbled back, dropping the seeds. Kei dove down and plucked them from the deck.

“It’s a mystery that you weren’t accepted into Stargrind,” Lakeo said dryly, “when it’s clear your warrior mage skills are so supreme.”

Yanko scowled at her. He was used to her teasing, and could usually ignore it, but failing those tests was still a sore point for him. It bothered him that he had allowed his pride to get in the way that day.

“Managing nature requires more subtlety and patience than hurling fireballs,” he said. “It’s difficult to turn animals—and birds—away from their true nature.”

“That bird’s true nature is to peck at you and call you names to get food?”

“Apparently.” 

Arayevo skimmed down from the main mast and trotted over to join them, quirking an eyebrow at the parrot plucking up sunflower seeds from the deck. Kei finished and flapped back up to Yanko’s shoulder, making contented clucking sounds.

“Is this going to be the island with the treasure on it, Yanko?” Arayevo asked, smiling at Lakeo and at him. “I love exploring these places.”

“Did you also love having spears thrown at you on the last one?” Lakeo asked.

“I loved that none of the spears hit me.” Arayevo’s smile broadened.

“It’s possible this is the spot.” Yanko returned the smile and admired the way the wind tugged at her long black hair. What would it be like to stroke that hair? He had never dared, except perhaps as a little boy when she had been his babysitter. Then, he had likely been more interested in pulling at her long locks than stroking them. “Dak says he’s narrowed the likely islands down to six, and we’ve already investigated one.”

In truth, Yanko did not know how much of a clue Dak had as to the whereabouts of the stash that the seventy-years-dead Kyattese archaeologist turned “Mausoleum Bandit” had left behind. On the first two islands they had visited, Dak had been more interested in questioning the elders than in tramping through the jungles. He might simply be looking for first-person accounts because the books, maps, and old newspaper articles he had brought along lacked what he needed.

“The islands are interesting,” Arayevo said. “It’s too bad Minark offended the chief on that last one and we were driven off. The people seemed peaceful enough.”

“Until he started drooling on the chief’s daughter, yes. I—”

“‘Yevo!” a crew member with a spyglass called from the railing in the rear of the ship. “Did you see this?”

Arayevo frowned in his direction. The smuggler wasn’t looking toward the lush green island ahead of them, but instead to the rear of the ship. 

Yanko’s stomach knotted with worry. Had the other Nurians caught up with him? The warrior mage Sun Dragon seemed to be able to track Yanko whether he was in sight or not. He ran to the back of the schooner, joining the man at the railing even before Arayevo did. 

“See what?” Yanko asked.

The man pointed toward the water in the distance. Yanko searched for a ship on the horizon. With the sea calm today, visibility extended for a long way, but he couldn’t see anything except for the distant green smudge of another island they had passed. They were sailing through the Turtle Chain Keys to the northwest of the Kyatt Islands, and there were dozens, if not hundreds, of islands out here, so he doubted that had roused the smuggler’s interest.

“Closer,” the smuggler said. “Look at that tube.” 

He lowered his pointing finger, and Yanko realized he wasn’t gesturing toward the horizon but toward the waters about fifty meters behind them. Something small stuck up above the surface. It did, indeed, look like a metal tube. For an instant, sunlight glinted off something—glass?—at the top of the object.

“What is it?” Yanko wondered. 

At first, he assumed it was something stationary sticking up from the bottom of the ocean—the water must be growing shallower as they sailed closer to the island. Then he reached out with his senses, brushing past schools of fish, and found something unexpected underneath the water. 

“There are people under it,” he blurted as he detected four distinct human presences. None of them were familiar, but that did not fill him with relief. Sun Dragon may have sent them.

“It’s a flugnugstica,” came Dak’s voice from behind them. “An underwater boat.”

He stood a few steps away, a stuffed rucksack on his back, a short sword strapped to his waist, and a repeating rifle in hand. Even if his size, musculature, and olive skin hadn’t promised he was Turgonian, the firearm and his factory-made cotton clothing would have implied it. 

“That piece sticking up is the periscope,” Dak added. “They’re able to look all around on the surface with it.”

“An underwater boat. The Turgonians are following us?” Yanko slumped against the railing. 

He had been expecting the Nurians, but were Turgonians after him too? Yanko had accepted that his bodyguard was probably a spy for the Turgonian government, and knew that he might have to fight him for the lodestone someday, but what could he do? Without Dak’s help, Yanko would not have a chance of finding the lodestone. He couldn’t even read the Kyattese texts Dak was using for research.

“It could be Turgonians,” Dak said, his single eye pointed toward the tube. The device disappeared beneath the surface as he finished the statement, leaving nothing but the waves behind. “It could also be the Kyattese.”

“Which do you think is more likely?” Yanko watched his face carefully, positive that Dak had reported in to his embassy when they had been on Kyatt.

As usual, Dak’s face gave away little, and Yanko shifted uneasily when that one eye turned to regard him. Standing nearly six and a half feet tall, with broad shoulders and muscular arms, Dak would have been intimidating even without any battle wounds, but several scars and the missing eye left little doubt that he was a veteran soldier. Why he didn’t bother wearing an eye patch, Yanko did not know, but meeting the man’s gaze always made him uncomfortable. Maybe that was why Dak didn’t bother. 

“The Kyattese have been known to be secretive about their past,” Dak said, “which isn’t as peaceful as they would like the modern world to believe. They may not wish anyone to find evidence of their past failures. Or they may want to keep their lost continent to themselves, if such a thing truly exists.” He sniffed, as if he believed that unlikely. For someone who felt that way, he was spending a lot of hours in the cabin researching the lodestone.

“How would the Kyattese have come to know of my quest?” Yanko asked quietly, moving away from the smuggler with the spyglass. “Would Mela have told others?”

Dak snorted. “Maybe, maybe not, but what you’re up to isn’t much of a secret anymore, not with the authorities from multiple nations on your heels.”

Yanko grimaced. He did not know if Dak was trying to direct him away from the idea that the Turgonians were following him, but maybe it didn’t matter. Whether it was the Kyattese or the Turgonians, Yanko had to ensure that he found the lodestone first. 

A boom sounded from one of the aft cannons, and Yanko jumped. The projectile lofted away and splashed into the water near where the periscope had poked up. Minark jogged into sight and stopped beside the artilleryman. The second aft cannon fired from Yanko’s other side.

Out in the water, the periscope did not reappear. Yanko sensed startled fish diving toward coral on the ocean floor, and one scared octopus plastered itself to the side of the Falcon’s Flight. He also sensed the humans traveling away from the schooner. The cannonballs had not splashed down near the underwater boat.

“That’ll teach those Turgonians not to spy on us,” Minark said, tossing a glower in Dak’s direction. 

“Kyattese,” Dak said.

“What?”

“Kyattese spies. Or scientists, more likely.”

“How can you tell?”

Yanko wondered that, too, since a moment ago, Dak had not been certain.

Dak narrowed his eye at the captain. “If you had fired at my people, they would have fired back and sunk your ship.” Dak stalked toward a pair of rowboats that could be lowered for transport, passing Minark as he went. “There’s a cove on the north side of the island. Anchor there so we can row ashore.”

“I don’t care for taking orders from your bodyguard, White Fox,” Minark growled at Yanko.

Yanko shrugged. “He’s the one with the maps.”

“Maybe not for long,” Minark muttered under his breath, stalking off.

 




Chapter 2

The sun was warm, the salty breeze pleasant, and yet Yanko had an uneasy feeling as he and Dak rowed through the cove. Adobe buildings lined a black sand beach and perched upon rocky outcroppings that cupped the sheltered hollow. Shutters banged in the breeze, the only movement. Neither animal nor human voices arose from the village, and the fishing boats tied to the single pier with enough slack to rise and fall with the tide did not look like they had been used for a while. 

Using his mental powers, Yanko searched the palm and koa trees behind the dwellings. He did not detect anyone out there. Even the animal life was scant, with nothing larger than rats lurking near the beach.

“Those don’t look like ruins where treasures would be buried,” Minark said. 

He, Lakeo, and Arayevo were also in the rowboat, sitting while Dak and Yanko manned the oars. Several of the captain’s crew followed in a second boat. Lakeo had offered to row, but Yanko had a notion that men shouldn’t sit idle while women worked. Besides, this had given him the opportunity to roll up his sleeves so Arayevo could admire the rippling muscles of his forearms. Unfortunately, she was sitting next to Minark and looking at the dwellings instead of at his physique. 

“I’m talking to you, bodyguard,” Minark added when nobody responded.

Dak kept rowing. “I said nothing about ruins.”

“No, you said nothing about nothing. As usual. I’m the one making observations. What kind of pirates would bury their treasure in a populated village?”

“It’s not populated now,” Yanko said quietly.

Arayevo tilted her head. “Are you sure? I thought the people might be hiding. If there’s frequent pirate activity out here...”

“Nobody’s in the village. I’m not sure if anyone’s on the island at all. I can’t sense all the way to the other side, but maybe—” Yanko looked to where Kei perched at the stern of the boat. 

He reached out to the parrot with his mind and found him thinking about nuts and seeds that he might hunt for on the beach. Yanko planted the suggestion that there might be more nut trees inland, asked Kei to look, and also to let him know if he spotted anyone along the way.

The parrot squawked and sprang into the air, flying inland.

“Did you do that?” Minark asked. “Or did it suddenly get an itch to go look for a mate?”

“He’s more interested in food than mates, as far as I can tell,” Yanko said, avoiding the question. The captain might have seen him use magic often enough that he wouldn’t be surprised to learn Yanko could communicate with animals, but it did not hurt to keep a few secrets to himself.

“Judging by the way he beats Yanko in the head with his wings, it’s possible he thinks Yanko is his mate,” Lakeo said.

“Have I mentioned how glad I am that you accompanied me from Kyatt?” Yanko muttered.

“Have I mentioned that Kei left a gift on the back of your shoulder the last time he visited?” 

Yanko sighed.

“There.” Dak nodded toward the end of the pier, a single wooden boardwalk stretching into the cove. Nets and buoys decorated the wooden posts, the rope frayed and worn. He pulled the rowboat close enough to tie it, but he paused in the middle of the task, turning his head toward the beach and sniffing the air. 

“What is it?” Yanko climbed onto the dock, the sword he had borrowed from the ship’s limited armory bumping against the edge. He sniffed, too, but couldn’t smell more than dead fish and seaweed. 

“I don’t think the villagers left.” Dak pulled his rifle off his back, checked his ammunition, and strode down the pier, not waiting for the other boat to be tied.

Yanko trotted after him. “What do you mean?”

“I’d hoped to talk to these people and ask if any of the elders remembered Heanolik Tomokosis,” Dak said, giving the Kyattese name for the Mausoleum Bandit. “Reports I got from the police archives said he came here often to resupply and visit a woman. The Kyattese tried to lay a trap for him in this cove once, before they ultimately got lucky and sank his ship elsewhere. Someone here might remember him and have an idea if he had a cache on this island.”

“Are we sure there is a cache?” Yanko asked as they neared the head of the pier.

“None of the items he stole from the museum were recovered with the wreck. If he’d sold the purloined items, some of them should have turned up in personal collections and made their way back to Kyatt over the years. I did some research while you were hiding in the volcano, and I can confirm that nobody has seen that lodestone in decades.”

“We weren’t hiding. We were fleeing for our lives from a lava flow.” Yanko shuddered at the memory—he had lost his only pair of good walking shoes to that lava and was stuck treasure hunting in sandals. “In a brave and manly way.”

“Lakeo was being manly?”

“She’s better at it than I am.”

“I heard that,” Lakeo called from behind them. 

She and Arayevo were heading up the pier behind Yanko and Dak while Minark and his crew members discussed something back at the rowboats—probably a strategy for clubbing Yanko over the head as soon as he found the treasure.

The dead fish scent grew stronger. Yanko half expected to see the carcass of a seal or other large creature washed up on the beach. Only dried palm fronds littered the sand. A door banged against a wall somewhere in the village, and a creaking noise drifted on the breeze.

Dak led the way toward a dirt road that traveled from the pier to the houses. The scent of death increased as they grew closer to the dwellings, and the uneasy feeling that had been nagging at Yanko grew more prominent. He began to grasp what Dak had meant when he said that the villagers hadn’t left. 

Dak pushed at a partially open door with the tip of his rifle. Crows squawked and flew out, and Yanko stumbled back, readying his magical defenses before his mind caught up to his instincts.

“Just some birds,” he whispered to himself, but that didn’t make him feel any better. With the door open, the stench of death increased, and he had to fight the urge to gag.

“Who died in this remote hole?” Lakeo asked, curling her lip.

“This person, for one.” Dak pointed his rifle into the house’s interior.

Surprise flashed across Lakeo’s face. Maybe she hadn’t realized how accurate her question had been.

Yanko doubted he wanted to see the house’s contents, but he leaned close enough to peer around the jamb. A gray-haired woman in a dress dangled from a rope tied to a ceiling beam, her bare feet swaying slightly, disturbed by the crows. Her eyes had been pecked out, and her flesh had started to rot.

The stench assailed Yanko’s nose, forcing him back. He gripped his belly. He did not want to throw up, not in front of Dak, and not in front of Arayevo or Minark, either. They were walking up the beach together, and he waved for them to stay back. It gave him an excuse to take several more steps from the house and the sight—and smell—of the dead woman.

Dak walked into the room.

“Turgonians,” Yanko muttered. Death probably did not bother him at all. Yanko wouldn’t be surprised if there was a Turgonian cologne that mimicked the stench of a battlefield.

Dak soon walked out and moved on to the house across the street. Yanko followed him but paused when he spotted a coconut husk doll lying on the clay tile floor inside the threshold. He stopped and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to come face to face with children strung up from the ceiling beams.

Yanko dropped his chin onto his fist, staring bleakly at the packed earth outside of the house, the stink of death all around him. He didn’t know these people, but he couldn’t help but empathize with them, especially when his own village had so recently been destroyed, his own home burned. He had no idea if his brother and cousins and great uncle and father were alive or dead, and he had no way to get in touch with someone who could tell him.

Dak walked out of the house, shaking his head slightly when he met Yanko’s eyes. He did not say a word, but his grim face spoke for him, saying, Don’t go in there.

Yanko could have kept following him and helped him search, but Dak did not request help, and his face darkened more and more with each home he exited. Yanko walked back out to the beach to where Arayevo and Minark had stopped. Lakeo came with him, her face a few shades paler than usual.

“Are you all right, Yanko?” Arayevo asked.

He shook his head. “Better than the people who live here. Lived here.”

“There’s not some disease that killed everyone, is there?” Minark fingered one of the charms at his waist as he watched Dak stalk from building to building. 

Sometimes, Dak came right out, but sometimes he remained inside for longer. Once, he folded a paper as he exited a home. He tucked it into a pocket and continued searching.

“Not unless the disease required them to hang themselves as they died,” Yanko said, haunted by the memory of the woman on the rope. 

“People have weird funeral practices,” Minark said. “And weird superstitions to ward off death.”

“Someone came here and killed them. I can’t imagine why.” Yanko considered the beach and the village. There was nothing of great value. Who would have bothered killing these people, and why?

“Why is your bodyguard looking in houses?”

“Searching for clues, I think,” Yanko said.

“Why does he need clues?” A dangerous edge came to Minark’s voice. “I thought he knew where the treasure is. It’s in one of six spots, he said, when he led us to the first island.”

Yanko was fairly certain Dak had said that to buy time, perhaps in the hope that he would find an answer on one of those islands. 

“He’s trying to narrow it down so we don’t have to look on every island.” 

“Or is it that he doesn’t know where this supposed treasure is? Is that it, kid?” Minark asked. “I’ve been thinking about how you showed up on my gangplank last week, and I think you would have said anything to escape that harbor before the police showed up.”

“It wasn’t the police I was worried about.” A warrior mage that wanted him dead, a mage hunter that wanted him dead, two nations that now considered him a criminal... those were things to worry about.

“Yanko is honest, Minark.” Arayevo laid her hand on her captain’s arm and smiled. “If he says there’s a treasure out here to find, you can trust him.”

The endorsement didn’t make Yanko feel that good, especially since Minark was close to the truth. Yanko would have said almost anything to escape that harbor before Sun Dragon came to kill him. Dak, however, had been the one to promise a treasure and negotiate a percentage with the smugglers. Yanko didn’t even know how much a bunch of artifacts stolen from a museum basement might be worth. His only interest was the lodestone.

“I’m not staying here after dark, not in a haunted, diseased village full of dead people,” Minark said, lowering his voice, his words for Arayevo.

He stared intently into her eyes as he spoke, and Yanko shifted uneasily. He hadn’t wanted to acknowledge that those two had a relationship that went beyond captain and sailor, but he also hadn’t looked hard for evidence to support that. He didn’t know where Arayevo’s cabin was on the ship, nor had he ever tried to find her after dark. The idea of her sleeping with the bald, sarcastic captain made him feel hurt and betrayed—and frustrated. What could she see in him? He had to be fifteen years older than she was, and he was a smuggler.

“It’s not diseased,” Yanko muttered, turning away from them and looking toward the sea. This was an inappropriate time to worry about who was sleeping with whom—or who wasn’t sleeping with him. 

“You don’t know that. It’s—” Minark broke off as Dak approached.

Dak still carried his rifle, but from the way it drooped at his side, Yanko doubted he expected to find trouble. Living trouble.

“Everyone who was in the village when they came is dead,” Dak said. “Some of the men and women look to have been tortured before they were hanged. A few of the houses are empty. It’s possible some people escaped into the jungle or took boats to other islands, but none of the prints are fresh.”

“Tortured?” Yanko asked. “For what reason? And by whom?”

“I don’t know. This is all I found that I know didn’t originate on this island.” Dak held out a tobacco tin with a burly lumberjack painted on the front. 

“That looks Turgonian.”

Dak nodded. “It’s a popular brand back home. It’s exported to Kendor, the desert city-states, and the Kyatt Islands, so its presence doesn’t necessarily mean my people were here.”

“I doubt the Kyattese did this.” Lakeo jerked a thumb toward the houses.

“Probably not,” Dak said. “Their methods of getting information are more subtle.” His lips thinned.

“Dak, can I ask you something?” Yanko tilted his head toward the beach to suggest he wanted privacy. Lakeo gave him an irritated look but did not follow. He thought about waving for her to join them—Minark was the only one he didn’t want to listen in—but she sniffed and turned her back first.

“I don’t think it was Turgonians,” Dak said as soon as they were alone.

“That’s not what I was going to ask, but why?”

“My people are willing to use torture to learn what they need to know, but not outside of a military context, and there are rules against torturing women.”

“Rules about who it’s all right to torture? How noble.” Yanko bit on his tongue to keep from voicing more sarcasm. He would be naive to believe his own people did not engage in such practices. He knew that mind mages who served in the Great Chief’s armies learned ways to forcefully take information from enemies. “Sorry. Who do you think it was if not Turgonians?”

“Someone who wanted information.”

“That’s vague. Can you tell how long ago this happened?” 

“A week perhaps. Bodies decompose quickly in this heat.” Dak pinned Yanko with his gaze. “How many other people know what Prince Zirabo told you in that letter?”

Yanko leaned back on his heels, resisting the urge to touch the letter nestled under his clothing and against his chest. “Are you implying that these people were tortured and killed by someone else looking for the lodestone?”

Dak spread a hand. “What else could villagers out here know? Besides, when I was picking out texts to borrow from the Polytechnic library, I noticed that a number of articles from the time period I was researching had already been removed. I had to go down to the basement to find other copies.”

Yanko’s stomach clenched. “Removed? Not checked out?”

“Stolen, yes.” Dak shrugged his big shoulders. “They could have been taken years ago, but I doubt it.”

Yanko rubbed his face. “I’m not sure how many people know. My brother was followed when he left the Great City with Prince Zirabo’s note, and he was attacked twice before he made it home to deliver it to me. The prince wrote that there were spies in the capital and that enemies might have found out about his research. Sun Dragon, the warrior mage who’s after me, implied he worked for the rebels, one of the factions that would like to see the Great Chief replaced.” 

Yanko hadn’t even known that there were multiple factions among the rebels until Dak had told him as much when they had started traveling together. He’d been utterly unprepared when rebels had shown up to claim the salt mine. If someone had warned him earlier, maybe Yanko could have been ready, could have shored up the mine’s defenses and found mages to help fight. Instead, Uncle Mishnal and countless miners were dead. Yanko blinked his eyes, fighting back tears that wanted to form. He had gone eighteen years without seeing much death only to be inundated with it these last few weeks. Why had Prince Zirabo thought he was the person to handle all of this?

“I didn’t know the mage had spoken to you.” Dak frowned in censure, as if Yanko had chosen to chat with his enemy without telling his bodyguard.

“Sun Dragon likes to pop into my head and make threats.”

Dak glanced toward Arayevo and Minark, who were arguing while Lakeo looked on. The crew members Minark had brought were skipping stones in the cove, apparently unmoved by all the death in the village behind them. 

“Our captain is superstitious,” Dak said, watching Minark fiddle with his charms.

“A village full of death could make anyone superstitious,” Yanko said, eyeing the trees in the distance. 

Kei hadn’t returned yet. Yanko hoped it was because he had found a particularly fruitful nut tree, not because he had run into trouble.

“I’m going to check on something.” Dak turned toward the trees behind the village.

“Wait,” Yanko said. “What was on that paper? The one you put in your pocket?” 

“A map. It was crumpled and in a waste bin.” Dak removed the paper from his pocket and unfolded it.

Yanko leaned close, noticing the light was fading, that shadows had grown long across the beach. He could understand why Minark wouldn’t want to spend the night here, among the spirits of the dead. 

“Is that Kyattese?” Yanko asked, touching a name or a title in the center.

“Yes, it says Oracle Hill.”

“Were these people Kyattese?” Yanko thought of the woman, trying to gauge what her skin color had been before death and scavengers had marred it.

“I believe this was a colony that broke away a couple hundred years ago. I didn’t see a library. You’d expect one in a modern-day Kyattese settlement.” Dak waved the paper. “What you wouldn’t expect them to have is a religion that spoke of oracles. The Kyattese believe in a single god, and their belief doesn’t allow for others in the heavens.”

“Only one god? That’s so strange.” 

Dak grunted, and Yanko recalled that Turgonians were atheists. Even stranger. Who answered their songs of prayer?

“There wasn’t a body in this house, but judging by a portrait on the wall, the owner was quite old. Perhaps old enough to remember when Tomokosis came through.” Dak folded the paper and returned it to his pocket. “I’m going to follow the map, see if he might have been visiting their oracle when this happened.”

Yanko started to follow him, but he paused when a parrot flew into view.

Kei? He tried to get a sense of what the bird had seen. 

“Puntak, puntak!” the parrot blurted, landing on Yanko’s shoulder and filling his mind with imagines of green pinecones that he had thoroughly de-seeded. Kei made a contented cooing sound, then shared an image of Yanko also eating seeds.

“Did he see anything?” Lakeo asked, walking over now that Yanko’s conversation with Dak had broken up.

“He saw a lot of seeds.”

“Well, that’s important, isn’t it?”

“I think he’s disappointed that I didn’t come inland to feast with him.”

“Because he thinks of you as his mate. Mates eat together.”

“Ha ha.” Yanko jogged after Dak, debating if the parrot felt heavier on his shoulder. “Any chance you saw any humans while you were gorging yourself, Kei?”

“Sea monkeys,” Kei announced.

Yanko’s step faltered. “That’s Kyattese slang for a sailor, isn’t it?” 

“By slang, you mean an offensive term that land lovers use to describe those who scurry about in rigging, right?” Lakeo asked.

“Yes, most of what comes out of Kei’s mouth is offensive.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say about your mate.”

Yanko sighed at her.

Lakeo lifted her hands. “Sorry, I’m just jealous because I don’t have anyone, furred, feathered, or skinned to share my hammock at night. I didn’t get much of a chance to look for company on Kyatt, and most of these smugglers have missing teeth.”

“Missing teeth aren’t acceptable, but fur and feathers would be?” Yanko picked up his pace so he could catch up with Dak, who had started up a trail through the trees, heading toward a rocky rise that overlooked the village and the sea.

“It’s not an ideal world that we live in. You can’t be too choosy if you want love to find you.”

Yanko glanced toward the pier as they started up the trail. One of boats was being rowed back toward the ship while the rest of Minark’s men prepared the second boat. He thought he spotted people scurrying about on the deck of the Falcon’s Flight too. Making ready to sail? 

“Lakeo?” Yanko held out a hand to stop her. “I’m going to follow Dak, but would you do me a favor?”

“Make sure they don’t leave without us?” She frowned down the hill toward the end of the pier.

“Yes.” Yanko shuddered at the notion of being left on this island and having to spend the night near the village.

Lakeo thumped a fist into her open palm. “They had better not be.” She nodded curtly and jogged toward the pier. 

Yanko hurried after Dak. He doubted anyone would be lingering on this Oracle Hill if the villagers had been killed a week ago, but he, too, longed for clues and hoped against logic that they might find some.

The slope grew steeper, the trail turning to switchbacks. As he gained elevation, Yanko could see the beach, village, and cove spread out below, as well as the sea to either side of the island. Lakeo had reached the end of the pier and looked to be arguing with the men there. Arayevo and Minark stood on the beach near the head of the pier. She had her hands planted on his chest and her feet spread. Trying to keep him from leaving? 

Yanko picked up his pace. “Dak?”

They might have to forgo this side trip.

Down on the beach, Arayevo appeared to switch tactics. She stopped Minark by clasping his hand and pulling him away from the pier. Yanko couldn’t hear their words, but the captain went with her. They headed toward palm trees rising from a hillock at the end of the beach. Arayevo pulled Minark between two of them, leaned her back against a trunk, and rested her hands on his waist. She said something, then pulled him close, and they kissed. 

Yanko tripped over a root and fell face-first to the ground. Kei squawked and flew off his shoulder.

Yanko groaned and climbed to his feet quickly, his face hot as he wondered if anyone had seen. He had missed the switchback, walked off the trail, and was lucky he hadn’t tumbled down the slope. He brushed dirt off his hands. Arayevo and Minark were too busy kissing to have noticed his fall. 

He turned up the trail, putting his back to them, and ran faster than he had been before. Maybe Arayevo was just trying to help him, distracting Minark so he wouldn’t leave, but even if that was her motivation, Yanko could not bear to watch. By the time he crested the ridge, he was sprinting. He leaped over roots and fronds stretching across the trail, his only thought that he wanted to get away, so far away that he couldn’t look back and see Arayevo kissing someone else.

 




Chapter 3

When Yanko reached the top of the hill, he rounded a bend and would have crashed into his bodyguard if Dak hadn’t turned and caught him.

“What is it?” Dak took in Yanko’s sweaty face and heavy breathing. “Trouble?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know yet.” Yanko did not want to admit that the reason he had been running was because the love of his life was kissing another man. “The captain is sending his people back and looks like he’s ready to go.” 

Ready to go... or ready to lie down in the tall grass and make love to Arayevo... 

Yanko snarled at himself, annoyed that he couldn’t push the image out of his mind or stop thinking about it. 

Dak jogged over to a large square rock on the crown of the hill. It probably gave him an excellent view of the cove and everything around it. Everything.


“I see,” Dak said, hopping down.

Yanko realized that the rock wasn’t simply some boulder. It was one of several black cubes that had been carved from lava rock and hauled up to the top of this hill. They formed a circle around brick pavers laid in the shape of a turtle. Yanko thought of the turtle goddess, even though it wasn’t the same symbol the Nurians used. Three columns rose behind the pavers, and crumbled blocks on the ground surrounding them suggested there might have been a roof once. A squat ceramic pot with a lid rested between two of the columns.

“I came to tell you that there’s not time to visit this Oracle Hill,” Yanko said, trying to make his voice more composed as his breathing slowed down, “but I guess we’re already here.”

“It seems so.” Dak walked around the outside of the turtle, examining the grass trimmed back from the pavers. Looking for tracks?

Yanko found his gaze turning in the direction of the beach, even though he was too high to see it without walking over to the rock Dak had stood on. He firmed his chin and did not walk in that direction. Instead, he stepped onto the brick turtle, wondering what gods the people who had lived here had worshipped. None that had helped them when they had needed it.

A faint tingle ran across his skin, the air seeming to hum around him. At first, he thought himself the target of some spell, and he turned in all directions, but nothing stirred except wind whispering through the grass and rustling leaves on nearby trees. He reached out with his senses. A fox watched them from another hill, but Yanko and Dak were the only humans here.

Yanko knelt and touched the bricks. They seemed to be the source of the power he felt. Perhaps this was a sacred place, something once used by the gods. He slid his hand along the pavers, wondering at their age. Was it possible that Nurian gods had been here once? His people had long traveled the seas, since before the Kyattese and the Turgonians had found their respective lands.

A soft scrape sounded, Dak removing the lid and looking in the pot. 

He snorted. “I suppose this is the true source of the oracle’s wisdom.” 

“What do you mean?” Yanko walked over to join him. As soon as he stepped off the turtle patio, the tingling sensation left him.

Dak pulled out a dried plant that reminded Yanko of rosemary, if there was such a thing as blue rosemary. He looked at some artwork etched into the column behind the pot.

“It looks like you chew on this before sitting in the circle—on the turtle.” Dak waved to the pavers, his tone going dry as he continued. “Somehow, I’m guessing you get a vision whether you pray to a god or an oracle or not.”

Yanko wondered if Dak would think him a fool if he did just that, nibbling on the plant, then kneeling to pray for guidance. If the gods had a presence here, perhaps they could help. If they considered him worthy of help. Earlier in their journey, Yanko had wondered if some god might be guiding his steps, reuniting him with Arayevo, Lakeo, and Dak, so that he had the allies he needed to complete his quest. Now, as he stood in the cooling evening air, his cheeks still flushed with embarrassment from seeing Arayevo kissing that smuggler, he suspected such thoughts had been foolish. What did the gods care about him?

“Want to give it a try?” Dak waved the blue rosemary.

“It could be poisonous.”

“The man on the column is flossing his teeth with it.”

“You don’t think a column would lie?” Yanko took the dried sprig. It was probably meant to be consumed fresh, but nobody had been up here to replenish the pot. He rubbed it across the inside of his arm to see if it gave him hives or a welt. That was a good indication that ingestion would be a bad idea.

Dak walked across the patio and hopped onto the rock again. 

“Is the ship still there?” Yanko looked at his skin in the fading light, but saw no sign that he was allergic to the plant.

“Yes. The captain is distracted.”

“Still?” Yanko couldn’t help it. The word came out as a whine. In all of his fantasies, he hadn’t imagined kisses with Arayevo lasting that long. Well, maybe in some. In some, the kisses had segued into other things. 

“Sorry, Yanko.” Dak sounded sincere.

Yanko wondered what it meant that the Turgonian bodyguard that he’d manipulated into working with him treated him better than anyone else along on this mission. Probably that he would feel much more betrayed when Dak stabbed him in the back and took the lodestone to his people.

Grumbling, Yanko chomped on the dried herb, hardly caring if it killed him, and stalked onto the pavers. It had a surprisingly minty taste, as if it belonged in a dessert instead of in a prayer pot. 

Out on the turtle, Yanko removed his sword belt and knelt, facing away from Dak, not wanting him to hear his off-key muttering of the Song of Prayer. Yanko took a deep breath and closed his eyes, sweeping thoughts of jealousy and women out of his head. He chanted softly and, as he had been taught as a boy by his great uncle, imagined pouring all of the thoughts out of his head, like water spilling from a pitcher. With his mind empty, he opened himself up for the wisdom of the gods.


The breeze teased his hair and tugged at his shirt. The sweat he had developed sprinting up the hill cooled, and he shivered as the sun dropped lower. 

Yanko did not know how long he knelt upon the pavers, but his knees started to ache. He did not receive any visions. Finally, he sighed and opened his eyes. This side trip had been a waste of time.

Twilight blanketed the island, and he wondered if he would be able to find his way back down to the beach. Before he rose to try, something stirred in the foliage between the trees. A branch snapped, a large branch. Yanko’s heart rate doubled.

Behind him, a soft click sounded. Dak checking the readiness of his rifle’s ammunition. 

As Yanko climbed to his feet, he used his mage senses to investigate the shadows. Immediately, he held up a hand toward Dak.

“It’s not dangerous,” he said.

“It’s big enough to break a lot of bones if it steps on your foot.”

Yanko snorted. Dak must have better sight than he had, or maybe he had seen the giant tortoise moving around in the trees earlier.

“Did you receive a vision?” Dak asked neutrally. He sounded like a man who did not believe in such things trying to be polite to someone who did.

Disappointment flooded Yanko. He wished he could say he had received a vision, that one of the gods had promised to help him.

“No.”

The giant tortoise shuffled out of the trees, flattening the grass as it ambled closer. It stopped at the edge of the pavers and stared at Yanko.

With a start, he realized the gods might be communicating with him after all, or at least offering a means to help. He reached out to the tortoise, as he had done thousands of times with his hounds, trying to get a sense of its mind and of what it had seen in its life. He could not remember communicating with a tortoise before. Its mind was strange, much different from that of a hound. It seemed very orderly, the thoughts slow and steady, methodical.

Yanko put an image of the village into its mind, wondering if it had been a silent witness to what had happened there. To his surprise, the tortoise thought of the moment the invaders had come right away, perhaps because it, too, had been concerned by the invaders. As if from the tortoise’s eyes, Yanko saw the arrival of black-painted boats at the pier, of intruders coming in the night, men and women carrying cutlasses and pistols. Three people wore robes, the symbols on the hems glowing with golden energy, and Yanko’s stomach twisted into a knot. Nurians. His own people had attacked the village?

The others were not wearing uniforms, so they weren’t part of the military, rebels or otherwise. Some of the intruders had colorful clothing, yellow and red sashes wrapped around the waists of loose silks, but others appeared more Turgonian in dress, with factory-made garments. Still others wore clothing Yanko had never seen before.

As one, the intruders charged into the village, breaking down doors and dragging people into the night. One of the last boats to arrive brought a woman in a fiery red robe, and Yanko’s jaw sagged open. It was the woman he had seen on a wanted poster in Kyatt, an older version of the woman his father kept a portrait of in his room.

Yanko’s mother, Snake Heart Pey Lu, strode up the pier to the village, her power almost crackling in the air around her. A big man with a saber and a pistol trailed at her back. Her bodyguard? 

Pey Lu stopped with her arms folded over her chest as her people lined up the villagers on the beach, forcing them to kneel in the sand. Her men held swords to the natives’ throats. Her bodyguard and two other men tormented the people, questioning them and then dragging them up to their houses to hang them. Yanko wanted to tear his gaze away, but it was as if his mind was locked to the tortoise’s now. An unbreakable link held him, forcing him to watch. Any fantasies he might have had of his mother being misjudged by his people were dashed. There was nothing good about her. She stood and watched it all, her face hard and indifferent. 

 




Chapter 4

When the pirates finally strode back toward their boats, leaving death in their wake, the tortoise’s vision ended. Yanko flopped onto his back. The coolness of the bricks bled through his shirt. 

After a couple of minutes, Dak appeared, looming over him, his head a dark silhouette against the deepening sky. “Were you communicating with that tortoise or were you mesmerized by looking into its eyes?”

Yanko groaned. “You’re not going to accuse me of attracting animals that want me for a mate, are you?”

“No.” Dak’s deadpan tone suggested it wouldn’t occur to him to make such a tasteless joke. Until he added, “But I suppose if you sought to do that, a hundred-year-old tortoise would be more reliable than a flighty bird.”

Yanko rolled to his feet. “The tortoise showed me what happened, Dak. It was my—it was the pirate, Snake Heart.” 

He didn’t know why he switched from admitting that it had been his mother. Dak already knew that disgraceful family secret. Maybe he thought he could disassociate himself from her by using her name.

“She was here? She tortured and killed those people?” Dak’s voice grew cold, as if he took the affront personally. 

“Yes, she oversaw it all. The tortoise showed me.” Yanko looked toward the heavens, wondering if the turtle god had sent the creature by at the right time to share its knowledge. In case he had, Yanko sent up a silent thank-you.

“Did it see anything else interesting in the last seventy years or so?” 

Yanko froze as he realized what Dak was asking. Might the tortoise be that old? Was it possible that it had been a witness to the pirate thief’s visits all those years ago? Or maybe it had traveled across the entire island and knew where things might be hidden. 

Yanko rubbed his jaw. For some reason, the tortoise hadn’t moved. It had stopped with its feet on the pavers, waiting. Yanko couldn’t imagine how to dig into its memories to find some tidbit from decades in the past. Most animals lived in the moment, having no concept of the future and little concern about the past. Still, the tortoise had shown him the beach, something that had happened a week earlier.

The creature shuffled closer, as if it wanted to share with Yanko.

With another glance toward the heavens, Yanko crouched down beside it. Hoping the tortoise would not mind, he rested a hand on the cool shell. Close contact might help, but he did not know how to get the creature to think about something that had happened decades in the past.

“Dak, you don’t have a picture of the Kyattese thief, do you? Something from one of the newspaper articles?”

“I do.” Dak removed his pack, lit a lantern, and rummaged through his belongings. He walked over with the light and crouched, holding out a faded newspaper clipping.

Yanko tried to turn the portrait into an image of a person in his mind, then shared it with the tortoise. He could feel the minutes tick past and the stars come out as the creature thought about it. 

Finally, the tortoise shared another image, and Yanko saw it, a younger and spryer tortoise hustling down a forest path that led toward the interior of the island. It passed rocks and trees, and skirted a ravine before slipping into a pool with a waterfall pouring into it. The tortoise paddled sedately across it, enjoying the sun warming its shell. 

As Yanko started to think that his divinely provided guide was distracted as easily as Kei, the tortoise noticed a human picking his way along the thick foliage at the pool’s edge. The man’s face was identical to the one from the Kyattese newspaper article, and he carried a bulging sack over his shoulder. 

Tomokosis tripped and slipped on the damp rocks surrounding the pool, stepping over thick bushes and vining plants. When he reached the waterfall, he kept going, ducking behind the curtain of water. After he disappeared, the tortoise continued to paddle about, enjoying the sun. It climbed out on the far side and munched on leaves. Yanko resisted the urge to groan or try to rush things along. He doubted tortoises knew how to rush. Besides, if Tomokosis hadn’t come out of the cave yet, this indicated he was doing something that took a while. Finally, the tortoise turned its head toward the waterfall as the human exited, this time with an empty bag hanging over his shoulder.

Yanko wished the tortoise had followed him back to his ship, so that he might see where it had set anchor in order to access the waterfall, but of course his guide had no interest in the happenings of humans. It was mere chance that it had chosen that moment to cool itself in the pool. Chance... or divine intervention.

Lowering his hand and breaking contact, Yanko leaned away from the creature. He wondered if the turtle god had left this representative here to watch over the island. He supposed the gods would never speak to him directly, so he would never know for certain. Still, this was the most interest they had shown in him, at least that he was aware of, and he murmured the closing to the Song of Prayer before standing up. The creature must have understood that they were done, for it shuffled back into the trees, disappearing from sight.

Dozens of stars had come out in the deep night sky. How long had Yanko been communicating with the tortoise? For a moment, he worried that Dak had disappeared and that he would have to spend the night on this island full of death by himself. More than a night, if the ship left without him.

“Dak?” Yanko took a few steps toward the path back down the hill.

The tiny flame of Dak’s lantern came into view between two columns.

“Here,” Dak said. He sat with his back to one of the columns, his pack resting so that it would block his light from anyone coming up the trail. A book lay open in his lap. “Find anything?”

“The tortoise remembers Tomokosis stashing some items behind a waterfall somewhere in the interior.” Yanko waved in the direction opposite of the beach. “I have no way of knowing if the lodestone was in the bag, but this island didn’t seem very large when we were sailing up to it. I’m sure we can find the waterfall.”

“Huh.” Dak closed his book and put it away. “I guess it’s good that I bumped this up from the sixth spot on my list of places to check to the third. I almost made it the first, but those other islands were on the way.”

“What made you bump it up?” Yanko wondered if the Nurian gods might be influencing his atheistic Turgonian. 

“I did it when I learned Tomokosis had a woman here. Wouldn’t you return often to a port where you could get your snake greased?”

“My, er, snake?” Yanko decided that pretending not to understand the euphemism would be better than admitting he lacked snake greasing experience. 

“Never mind. Let’s—”

A crash in the brush came from down the trail. Dak grabbed his rifle and cut out the lantern.

“Gods cursed trees everywhere,” came a snarl and a thump from farther down the trail.

Yanko relaxed, recognizing Lakeo’s voice. “Might want to re-light that lantern, Dak. It’s easy to trip on that trail.”

“Yes.” The dryness in Dak’s tone made him wonder if he had witnessed Yanko’s trip. 

“The ship,” Lakeo blurted as soon as she spotted them. “They left. It’s gone.” 

The light of the lantern revealed water dripping from her clothes and her usually frizzy wild hair plastered to her head.

“You tried to stop them?” Yanko guessed.

Dak set the lantern down and jogged to the rock he’d stood on before. 

Lakeo wiped her face. “Yes. Two of Shark’s men rowed into the cove, said another ship was on the horizon, and everyone decided that meant they should leave too. I tried to stop them—knocked some teeth out, but there were too many of them. Someone shoved me off the pier. It was too high for me to climb back up, so I had to swim to the beach. Shark and your girlfriend ran past while I was swimming—I don’t even know if they saw me. I shouted for them to wait, but by the time I reached the beach, the boats were all being rowed back to the Falcon’s Flight.

Dak joined them again, the lantern highlighting his face from below, casting shadows across his grim features. “Judging by the lights, there are three ships out there.”

“In addition to the Flight?” Yanko asked.

“The Flight is gone.”

“Gone? Already?” Yanko’s thoughts of being abandoned on the island returned to him in full force. Whoever these new ships belonged to, there was no guarantee they would give his little team a ride back to civilization. If anything, this could be some fleet that Sun Dragon had put together.

“The view is limited from up here,” Dak said. “Minark could have moved to the other side of the island to avoid notice. His ship could also be running with its lanterns out.”

“Or it could be gone forever.” Yanko closed his eyes.

“I’d put my money on that, if I had any.” Lakeo propped a fist on her hip. “What’re we going to do?”

Yanko sighed. “Find a waterfall. Before those ships find us.”

 




Chapter 5

“Are you sure we’re going the right away?” Lakeo asked after tripping for the twentieth or thirtieth time.

“No,” Yanko said. 

He had tripped at least forty times. The villagers apparently hadn’t been big explorers of the lush interior of their island, because trails through the thick foliage were scarce. Whenever Yanko tripped, Kei squawked a protest from his shoulder. More than once, a wing slapped him in the back of the head. He wasn’t sure if it was because the parrot was catching his balance or if it was meant as punishment for being an unreliable porter.

“It’s dark, and all I have for a map are the memories of a tortoise,” he added.

“Anyone ever tell you how odd you are, Yanko?” Lakeo pushed a branch aside, one that whipped back and almost smacked Yanko in the face.

“Not everyone is as blunt as you are.” Yanko glanced back for the hundredth time. Logically, he knew it was unlikely that the newcomers could have anchored, sent in boats full of men, and started to search already. Still, he couldn’t help but believe Sun Dragon would know where he was and have little trouble catching up.

“So others only think about how odd you are?”

Dak, who had the lantern and was leading the way, gave them a dark look over his shoulder, clearly feeling this wasn’t the time for chitchat. Yanko wanted to lift his hands in protest—he hadn’t started the conversation—but he was too busy pushing aside branches and fronds. He kept thinking that he should be leading, since this was his quest, but Dak had grunted something about having a map of the island in his head. 

Yanko wondered what he would do if they found the lodestone behind the waterfall. Could he keep Dak from grabbing it and claiming it as his own? A true warrior mage would have the power to beat a mundane warrior, but that presumed that the mage had a bodyguard to keep the warrior at bay while he concentrated on using that power. What did one do when one’s enemy and one’s bodyguard were the same person?


“Stop worrying,” he muttered to himself, trying to still his whirring mind. Going forward without a plan would be foolish, but worrying himself to death would be equally foolish. If they found the lodestone, he would just have to get it before Dak, then run into the rainforest and disappear. He would hide until Arayevo convinced Minark to return, or until he had another chance to get off the island.


“Talking to yourself is even odder than talking to turtles, Yanko,” Lakeo said.

“Is it?” He struggled for a light tone, not wanting to worry her with his dark thoughts and definitely not wanting to let Dak know what he was considering. “Are you sure?”

“Well, maybe not.”

Leaves rustled overhead, and a monkey howled down at them, irritated at being woken by their passage. At least there were animals now that they’d moved away from the village. The silence that had pervaded that area had been almost as unsettling as the dead people.

Yanko stepped between two ferns. A branch snagged the hem of his soggy silk trousers, the material damp from dew already forming on the plants. He growled as he bent to free himself. He would have to find other clothing if he was going to continue hunting around for treasures on wild islands. And real shoes too.

Up ahead, Dak grunted in surprise. A thud sounded, followed by the breaking and thrashing of foliage. The lantern disappeared, leaving Yanko and Lakeo in the darkness.

“What happened?” Yanko whispered when it grew silent.

“Dak found a hole,” Lakeo said.

Yanko hurried up to her. She stopped him with a hand to the chest. 

“You can’t even see the drop off.” She pointed at dense leaves that looked like the same undergrowth they had been pushing through, especially in the dark. 

If the lantern had remained lit during Dak’s fall, Yanko could not see it. Only when he checked the area with his senses did he get a feel for the narrow and deep ravine. What looked like undergrowth ahead of their path was actually the canopy of trees growing up from the bottom and from the sides.

“Dak?” Yanko could sense him down there and knew he was alive, but he could not tell if he was in pain or had broken any bones. Usually, he could feel it if people were in pain, but Dak could guard his thoughts from telepaths. All Yanko could tell was that he had slid down more than fifty feet.

“Dak?” he tried again, a fresh new worry starting to spread through him. Even knowing his bodyguard was Turgonian and likely a spy, Yanko couldn’t help but appreciate the help Dak had given him these last couple of weeks. He didn’t want to see him injured or trapped where some predator could attack him. 

“I’m here,” Dak’s voice finally drifted up from below. He sounded more annoyed than pained, but he also seemed like someone who would hide his pain well. And he would probably do so in front of a couple of Nurians. 

“Can you get out?”

“I hope so.” 

The distant snapping of twigs drifted up. 

“We’re going to have to find a way around,” Lakeo said. A warm orange glow started up as she created a small ball of light.

Yanko grimaced, realizing he should have been doing the same thing all along, not relying on Dak’s lantern. Maybe with more light, Dak would have spotted the ravine. Yanko had been too busy worrying about his problems to think of using magic. How self-centered.

“Do you need me to come down and help?” Yanko still didn’t know if Dak was injured. If he was, he might have trouble maneuvering through the bottom of the ravine and finding a place to climb out. 

“No.”

Yanko was inclined to believe him and leave him alone, but then it occurred to him that Dak might find a way across the ravine and to the waterfall before he and Lakeo did, especially since he was the one who had studied the map. What if he reached the treasure stash first, found the lodestone, and pocketed it before Lakeo and Yanko caught up?

A few more snaps drifted up from below. Dak was on the move. He might be out of earshot soon.

“Dak?” Yanko called. “Which way should we head? You didn’t mention where the pool is.”

“That’s because I’m guessing. The map only shows the coastline. Find a way around the ravine and head west. I’ll find you on the other side.”

“Or he’ll find our treasure and not find us,” Lakeo grumbled.

Yanko looked at her sharply. “Are you saying that because you’re pessimistic by nature, because he’s Turgonian, or because you have reason to believe he’s lying?”

“All of those things. You can’t trust a Turgonian.”

“I’ll go down to... help him.” Yanko waved a hand and created a mage light of his own, keeping the soft blue glow subtle, not wanting anyone anchored out at sea to glimpse it. “Want to go ahead and try to find the waterfall first?”

Maybe Lakeo could do exactly what Yanko had imagined Dak doing—go in first, locate the lodestone, and hide it.

“I’ll try,” she whispered. “Delay him if you want me to have time to search.”

“Will do.”

Lakeo pointed at his shoulder. “Your sleeping parrot have any better directions to give than head west?”

“He’s not sleeping. He’s being quiet because it’s dark.” Yanko wondered if Kei had seen a waterfall while he had been off gorging himself on that nut tree.


“How do you know he’s not sleeping?” Lakeo asked.

“Seeds!” Apparently, Kei had noticed they were both looking at him.

“Just a hunch,” Yanko said. He tried to share the tortoise’s memory of the waterfall with the parrot while asking if Kei had seen such a place.

The bird stood higher on his shoulder, flexing one set of talons and then the other. He squawked, a pleased sound this time, rather than a complaining one. An image filled Yanko’s head, one where a pool and a waterfall were in the background, and the focus lay on a giant berry bush at the water’s edge. 

“How did you get there, Kei?” Yanko whispered, trying to get an aerial view rather than the close-up of the parrot pantry. After a couple of minutes of cajoling the bird into thinking of more than food, he was able to see how Kei had arrived at the spot.

The crashes and snaps from the ravine below were growing distant. Yanko would have to scramble down quickly to catch Dak. 

“Head that way,” Yanko said, pointing north, along the edge of the ravine. “You’ll have to go to the beach before you can cross, I think. And be careful, because the ravine stays deep until the end. Once you reach the beach, follow it west until you see an outcropping of lava rocks. There’s a river at the bottom that empties into a bay. Follow that river upstream. You might make it to the pool before we do.”

“Why don’t you try to make sure that happens?” Lakeo whispered, tilting her head toward the ravine. 

“I’ll see what I can do. But be careful if you go behind the waterfall—I expect that an old pirate would booby trap his treasure cave.”

Lakeo waved in dismissal and started north. “I’m always careful.”

“Also, don’t eat the bush full of red berries. Kei has claimed those for himself.”

“Odd, Yanko. You’re an odd boy.”

Yanko warned Kei that he intended to climb down to the bottom of the ravine, figuring the parrot might not want to go along for the ride, especially since he wasn’t sure how controlled of a fall it would be. He could levitate objects decently enough, but he hadn’t tried to lift himself that often, not the way Gold Hawk had at the mage exams. 

Kei made a grumpy noise and hopped onto a nearby branch.

“Sorry,” Yanko whispered. “I was supposed to go to school for five years before having to do these things in the real world.”

The parrot did not respond. Yanko crept to the edge of the ravine, carefully pushing the foliage aside to identify the drop-off point. It was abrupt and well-hidden, as Dak could surely attest. Yanko decided to try climbing down instead of testing his magic.

As soon as he started, a mass of soft dirt gave away, and his climb turned into a rapid descent. Alarm surged through him, and his mage light went out. His toes slipped through earth, knocking clumps free. He skidded and bumped over roots, as leaves and branches clawed at him. He struggled to find the concentration necessary to levitate, or at least slow his fall. Air ruffled his damp silks, and he could feel pressure pushing against his feet. In the dark, it was hard to tell if he was slowing or not, especially with the entire forest scraping and clawing at him on the way down.

There was too much brush to see the ground approaching, so the landing startled him. It was surprisingly soft. Despite the distractions, he had managed to slow himself down. 

Water trickled past nearby, and mud lay beneath his feet. He had the sense of the ravine only being ten or twenty feet wide at the bottom. 

Though moderately pleased that he hadn’t broken any bones, Yanko couldn’t waste time patting himself on the back if he wanted to catch up. He hurried in the direction Dak had gone. He had barely taken five steps when a dark shaped loomed up in front of him. Right away, he sensed that it was Dak, but he still blurted a startled gasp and stumbled back. 

“I thought you were farther away,” Yanko said, embarrassed by his reaction. 

“I heard you fall.”

“It wasn’t so much a fall as a rapid descent,” Yanko said, not wanting Dak to think he had been so inept as to stumble into the hole after him.

“In Turgonia, we call that a fall.”

Yanko shrugged. “I thought you might need help getting out.”

Dak grunted and turned back the way he had been heading. Clearly, he was overwhelmed by Yanko’s concern.

They headed up the ravine in the opposite direction from which Lakeo had gone. Yanko was tempted to share that Kei had shown him a better way, but reminded himself that he wanted Lakeo to arrive first, even if it meant extra trekking in his abused sandals. 

He did not intentionally walk slowly—he wasn’t sure why it mattered, but he had a hard time making himself appear more inept than usual in front of Dak—but he also did not point out the spots where the ravine walls were less steep and they might have climbed out. The foliage made it hard to see those walls, or even the creek meandering past beside their feet, but his senses could detect the rough contours of the terrain around them. He created a blue mage light to send ahead of Dak, but he did not make it overly bright.

Now and then, Dak paused, looking upward and listening. 

“Where did you send Lakeo?” he asked after one such stop.

You send? Yanko wasn’t sure if that implied that Dak knew they had been up there whispering about something. Why hadn’t he asked, where did Lakeo go? 

“She’s trying to find a way around the ravine,” Yanko said.

Dak continued on without questioning him. Using his sword, he hacked at foliage choking the way. He hadn’t done that up above, but maybe he wasn’t worried about anyone tracking them through this. Who else would be foolish enough to fall—or rapidly descend—to the bottom of a ravine?

“Looks like we can climb up here.” Dak pointed his sword up a slope that wasn’t as steep as most of them. Numerous roots and branches offered handholds. 

With some alarm, Yanko realized that by pushing inland, they should now be in a straight line with the waterfall. He had sent Lakeo on a path that would be easier to navigate, but it was also more roundabout. Dak wiped off his sword, sheathed it, and reached for the first handhold.

“Dak?” Yanko asked, making him pause. “Are you worried about what we’ll do if Minark doesn’t come back?”

“No.” Dak started climbing. Did he know Yanko was trying to delay him, or was he just being his usual, terse Turgonian self?

“Because you think Arayevo will talk him into returning? Or because you think his greed for treasure will prompt him to check and see if we found it?”

Dak was already disappearing up the slope, passing out of the influence of the mage light. Yanko sighed and started climbing too.

“The Kyattese are out here too,” Dak said, his voice drifting down from above, along with dirt that smacked Yanko on the top of his head. 

“Your backup plan is to get a ride home with them? Are you sure they would have you?” Even as Yanko asked the questions, he wondered if that truly was Dak’s backup plan. What if sailing home with the Kyattese was his primary plan? He hadn’t seemed surprised by the underwater boat’s appearance. Maybe he had instructed the Kyattese to follow the Falcon’s Flight.

“Why wouldn’t they have me?” Dak asked.

“Uhm, you’re tall and big. Do you even fit in an underwater boat?”

Dak was too far above him for Yanko to see the look he probably shot down, but he could imagine it. 

“Do they not care that you’re Turgonian and from a warrior culture?” Yanko asked, attempting a more serious question. “They seem very... Well, they claim to be pacifists, don’t they?”

“They prefer peace. They’ll fight if you try to take over their islands.” More dirt trickled down. “I see the top.” 

Yanko climbed the rest of the way without asking further questions. He would assume that Dak had a way to get home if he found the lodestone. Yanko wished he could assume he did.

By the time he reached the top, sweat trickled down Yanko’s spine. He flopped onto a boulder.

“Can we rest for a second?” he asked.

Dak had already started into the trees, but he paused. His face was masked as he gazed back, the mage light just illuminating him. Yanko looked down, trying not to feel like a wimp. He could have continued on, but more than ever, he felt it might be best if Lakeo got there first. What if that underwater boat could go right up the river to the pool and pick up Dak and his shiny new lodestone at the waterfall?

“It’s hard work communicating with tortoises,” Yanko said, feeling the need to make an excuse for his supposed weariness.

“Is it?”

Yanko wasn’t sure whether that question indicated skepticism or if Dak honestly wondered. 

“Using the sciences for any extended period of time is, yes.” Yanko dragged his sleeve across his brow, wiping the sweat away. It did not cool off much here at night, not like in his mountain homeland.

Dak kept looking to the west, clearly agitated by the delay.

“What honor do you seek, Dak?” Yanko asked. 

“What?”

“When I asked why you wanted to go on this treasure hunt, you told me, ‘You are not the only one who seeks honor.’”

“You have a good memory.”

“Should you sound so gruff and displeased when you give a compliment like that?”

Dak snorted. “Probably not. Nobody’s ever accused me of being tactful.”

“Do you have a father or someone who expects a great deal from you? A father who you’ve never been able to please?” It seemed strange asking someone with gray sprinkled in his hair if his parents’ good opinions still mattered, but Yanko couldn’t imagine that it ever stopped mattering. Maybe one eventually learned not to base one’s life around those opinions. He didn’t know yet.

“My father sits in a rocking chair with his gun, looking out over the orchard and shooting coyotes that come too close to the chicken coop. Sometimes, he shoots people who come too close to him. All he expects is to be left alone. He’s not overly concerned about my career anymore.” 

“So... you inherited his grumpiness?”

Dak gave him a flat look. 

Yanko probably deserved it. “Anymore, you said. Was there a time when he put pressure on you to be something other than what you wished to be?”

“He wanted me to be a soldier. It was all I wanted too.”

“And that’s what you are?”

“Yes.”

Prince Zirabo had implied that Dak was more than that, that he had some political or diplomatic significance. Yanko didn’t disbelieve Dak necessarily, but he doubted he was only a soldier. Turgonians had a warrior caste rather than honored families—it was their version of an aristocracy—and their military officers came out of it. At the least, Yanko suspected Dak was one of those people.

“A soldier who seeks honor,” Yanko said, realizing Dak hadn’t answered his original question.

“Yes.”

“I want honor returned to my family, not just because it’s what my father wants, but because over many generations, we earned a place of trust with the government leaders and had a say in major decisions. It’s not right that my mother—that one person destroyed that for us. But I also... Dak, my people are in trouble. If this lodestone could lead us to a new fertile land... I have to recover it.” He wasn’t sure why he was still talking, except that he would prefer it if Dak did not fight him over the lodestone. Maybe somehow, he could persuade Dak to look the other way when Yanko took it.

“I’m aware of the trouble of which you speak, but Nuria has been the predominant military power in the world for longer than my people have even had a homeland. I am skeptical that there truly is a lost continent—perhaps there is an island shrouded by magic somewhere—but if there is... Yanko, no other nation wants to see Nuria with more land that could be used to birth more armies, more mages. Turgonia isn’t the only nation that would fight to make sure that doesn’t come to pass.”

Yanko clenched his jaw. He should have valued Dak’s honesty over secrecy and lies, but it was hard to accept the blunt words. “The rest of the world wants to see us starve and for our nation to collapse into civil war?”

“My people would like to see Nuria cease to be a threat. How that happens doesn’t matter, just that it happens.”

“But preferably with great violence and upheaval?” Yanko couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. He remembered being a boy, out in the woods with Great Uncle Lao Zun, and questioning why some loggers targeted the largest and oldest trees in the forest when lesser trunks could just as easily provide timber. His uncle had said that it was human nature to enjoy seeing the mighty fall. At the time, Yanko hadn’t applied it to more than trees. 

“It needn’t be,” Dak said, “though powerful nations rarely break up without violence. There’s too much of value that people will fight over.” After a moment’s pause, he added, “It’s unfortunate that you’re caught in the middle. No matter what your father says, this isn’t your war. Generations’ worth of self-centered human beings created the problems in the world that you were born into. Your elders owe you a debt, not the other way around.”

Yanko shook his head. “Sometimes, you’re born with obligations and don’t have a choice—that’s what it means to be moksu. It’s not—in my culture, you respect your elders and acknowledge the wisdom that comes from living many years. You don’t get the option to... condemn them. You do what your family needs you to do. There’s no other choice.”

“You always have a choice, Yanko. To pretend you don’t is to make yourself a victim.”

Yanko rubbed the back of his neck, weary from the long day and from the conversation. Perhaps it was time to end it. He didn’t need a Turgonian whispering insidious words in his ear, planting dangerous thoughts. 

“You have a choice, Dak? You’re here, dealing with a whiny Nurian kid, entirely because you want to be?”

“Shocking, isn’t it?” Dak offered his hand. “Ready to continue? Someone else was here a week ago, remember. Delays may not work in our favor.”

“Good point.” Yanko shouldn’t be worrying about Dak as competition until they were in the room—or secret waterfall cave—with what they sought. Until then, they had external competition to consider, others who could keep them both from their goal.

Yanko did not need assistance to rise, but he accepted Dak’s hand. They headed into the brush, Dak again leading. Yanko did not try to delay him further, not after that reminder that Sun Dragon might be out there, and that, thanks to his tortoise friend, Yanko now knew that Pey Lu was in the area. What if she also sought the lodestone? If she did, she’d had a week longer to search the island.

After twenty minutes of maneuvering through the rainforest, Dak halted, holding up his hand. Once Yanko stopped, he caught the sound of voices in the distance. Male voices. That meant it wasn’t Lakeo or Arayevo.

“They’re on the beach to the south.” Dak veered from his course, heading toward a rocky summit that rose above the trees. 

Yanko hesitated, tempted to veer in the other direction, toward where he believed the pool lay. He wished Kei had stuck with him, but couldn’t blame the bird for avoiding the fall into the ravine. Besides, parrots were supposed to sleep at night. Kei might not reappear until dawn. 

Dak moved quickly, almost running, and Yanko decided to follow. He wanted to know who those voices belonged to. Besides, he had Lakeo looking for the pool. 

As they scrambled up a black rock slope, the vegetation thinned. The voices disappeared, replaced by the sound of the ocean. They climbed above the treetops, and Dak hunkered low. Feeling exposed, Yanko did the same thing, banging his knees and his sword scabbard on the harsh lava rocks.

The sound of the ocean grew louder, seeming to come from both sides of him now. Dropping to all fours, Dak headed for a cliff. Yanko paused before following, reaching out with his mind to try and get a better feeling for what lay below their peak. The sound of water off to his right wasn’t from the ocean at all, but from a waterfall. The tortoise’s waterfall. Yanko could see the pool with his mind, perhaps six hundred feet to the side and a hundred feet below their position. 

He bit his lip and looked at Dak’s back. Might he sneak away and look behind the waterfall before Dak caught up? 

The sound of voices drifted up again, just audible above the ocean’s roar. Yanko had to know who was out there. He didn’t sense anyone by the pool yet, so there should still be time to investigate it. A quick peek at the beach wouldn’t hurt.

Yanko crawled up to Dak, who now lay flat on his belly as he looked over the cliff. Following his example, Yanko pulled himself up to the edge on his elbows, the rock jabbing into his hipbones. 

They had reached the opposite end of the island. A ship was anchored beyond the reef, braving choppier waves. It had a dark hull, and Yanko could barely make it out against the black water. If not for a few lanterns along the railing, he would not have spotted it at all. 

Several rowboats had entered a lagoon and were pulled up on the beach. One held a crate or chest with something lumpy leaning against it under a tarp. It was too dark out to see what the cargo was. 

There was light farther up on the beach—mage light. Yellow and orange orbs floated in the air, highlighting weathered faces. Armed men and women were gathering around a man speaking and gesturing, giving orders. The pale-skinned, red-haired man wore travel clothing with numerous pockets, and he was waving something about. A map? The onlookers had a variety of hair and skin colors and wore a mixed collection of garments that represented the styles of numerous nations. Two of the men wore the orange robes of fire mages, but most looked like they had borrowed their clothes from friends—or enemies. The people reminded Yanko of those in the tortoise’s vision, and he shifted uncomfortably, rocks digging into his belly.

Dak gazed intently down at them. Counting numbers? 

Yanko poked him in the shoulder and pointed back the way they had come. He crawled a dozen feet from the edge before standing, not wanting to risk being seen. 

Dak did not move to follow him. He pulled out a spyglass and peered at who knew what.

“Dak,” Yanko whispered. “If they have mage lights, they have mages. Mages who might sense us.”

He didn’t know if his soft words carried, but Dak collapsed the spyglass, returned it to his pocket, and scooted away from the edge.

“They have a prisoner,” he said.

“What? Where?” 

Lakeo? It had to be. Who else was on the island? Why hadn’t she gone to the pool? Why had she been out where pirates could capture her?

“He or she is tied up in one of the boats, under a tarp. There’s just a hand sticking out. It’s hard to tell, even with a spyglass, but it looks like a woman’s hand.”

Yanko groaned. That lumpy object next to the chest. It must have been Lakeo, tied up and taken prisoner. 

“We’ll never get her as long as they’re all on the beach,” Dak said.

Yanko was relieved that Dak wanted to get her and wasn’t dismissing her as expendable, but he didn’t know how that helped them. “If we wait until they’re aboard their ship, we’ll never get her.”


“I can go down, wait for them to disperse on their hunt, and retrieve her then,” Dak said. “But that leaves you without a bodyguard.”

Yanko gazed in the direction of the waterfall. “I’ll go with you. I was the one to send Lakeo to this end of the island. I can’t leave her to pirates.”

Dak held up a hand. “Just give me a distraction, if you can. Then go complete your mission.” 

He wanted Yanko to find the lodestone? Before him? Or was it just that he considered Nuria having the lodestone less troublesome than some pirates having it? Maybe he believed that if Yanko had it, he could more easily retrieve it for Turgonia later. Either way, Yanko would be foolish not to accept the offer. If anyone could rescue Lakeo alone, it would be Dak.

“All right,” Yanko said. “Go down to the beach and hide. I’ll create a distraction, then check the waterfall.”

“Good.” Dak waved his rifle, then jogged back the way they had come. 

Scaling the cliff would have been more direct, but would have left him in view of the beach. Yanko dropped to his belly to scoot close and look over the edge again. The meeting had dispersed, and most of the pirates were walking down the beach, following the man with the map. It wasn’t as direct a route as climbing over the cliff, but they would reach the river leading to the waterfall before long. 

At least Dak should have an easier time with most of the men gone, including the two wearing Nurian mage robes. There were still ten pirates on the beach, two standing guard next to the boat with the prisoner. Yanko groped for a distraction that might help him. Had there been great predators on the island, he might have convinced them to attack the pirates, but he hadn’t come across anything more ferocious than a mongoose. 

Yanko remembered the monkey that had howled down at him earlier and let his senses drift out as far as they could reach, checking the trees that grew along the beach below his cliff. Many birds roosting in the branches, and yes, the trees also housed some monkeys. 

Keeping his touch subtle so the fire mages wouldn’t sense someone using power nearby, Yanko brushed the minds of the monkeys. As he woke them from their sleep, he pointed out that enemies had come to their beach, enemies with dangerous weapons. He felt guilty for bothering them when they were in no danger, but one look at the form slumped under the tarp reminded him that there was a good reason for this deception.

One monkey howled a warning cry. It was soon taken up by others, up and down the beach. The monkeys leaped from branch to branch, knocking coconuts and leaf litter to the ground. The pirates watched the commotion, drawing closer together and pointing. 

Yanko hoped it was enough of a distraction for Dak. He couldn’t see the big Turgonian down there, but gave him a mental salute, then backed away from the edge of the cliff. He had a lodestone to find and not much time in which to do it.

 




Chapter 6

It took Yanko longer than he expected to scramble down from the rocky escarpment in the dark. He dared not create a light to guide him, not with so many people on the island now. He couldn’t be sure those pirates would stick to the beach. If they had a good map or knew where they were going, they might cut inland early.

More than once, Yanko knocked rocks loose as he descended. Every time, he winced at the noise. He could see the pool through the trees, the roar of the waterfall growing louder. It lay entirely in darkness, no hint of lanterns or mage lights in sight. He hoped that meant he was alone, but before he stepped out of the trees, he forced himself to close his eyes and study the area with his mind. 

Here and there, birds and small animals snoozed in the bushes and treetops, but nothing larger lurked around the pool. The waterfall drowned out the noise of the ocean. It could drown out the sound of approaching voices or footfalls, too, so he stretched his awareness as far down the river as he could, figuring that was the most likely direction the pirates would come from. He did not sense any people approaching, but as he was withdrawing, he stumbled upon the unexpected.

There was something in the water. It wasn’t a person or any form of life, but it wasn’t rock, either. He always struggled to feel non-living things, since they lacked the presence that people and animals had, but he slowly worked out the shape of the object. A metal cylinder. He crept forward, wondering if he could make it out with his eyes. Was it completely below the surface? Or had it—

With a jolt, he realized what it was. A Kyattese underwater boat. 

It had to be the same one that had been spying upon the Falcon’s Flight. At least, he thought it had been spying upon them. Maybe it had simply been coming here, the crew already knowing about the waterfall and not needing to stop to interrogate villagers—or tortoises—along the way.

Yanko groaned to himself as he picked his way along the edge of the pool. He could just glimpse the top of the underwater boat with his eyes, a darker shadow poking above the surface. Only a hatch on a small portion of the top was visible, with the majority of the vessel under the water.

When he drew even with it, Yanko stopped to check it with his mind again. When they had seen it before, he had sensed people inside of it, even though it had been a good hundred meters away. This time, he didn’t sense anyone. Had the crew all climbed out to search behind the waterfall? If so, he was surprised they hadn’t left a guard, but maybe they hadn’t known the pirates were coming. 

Yanko tried to sense behind the waterfall. He could feel the shape of a cave back there, or at least the opening of one, but beyond that, it grew fuzzy to him, almost as if some magical camouflage lay over the area, thwarting his probe.

“Wonderful,” he muttered.

He continued toward the waterfall, leaving the underwater boat without disturbing it. A part of him was tempted to swim out, to try to get in and snoop around. Maybe the Kyattese had maps and information that he and Dak lacked. But he hadn’t forgotten the pirates heading this way. He didn’t have much time, and if the Kyattese were already inside, he might be too late. What if they were pulling out the lodestone right now? What would he do if he came face to face with four armed men, one of whom might be a far more experienced mage than he?

Despite the worries jumping around in his head, Yanko kept going. He skirted ferns dangling in the water and found a six-inch-wide rock ledge that led up to the waterfall. Heavy droplets spattered him, soon drenching his silks, but he found his way behind the curtain of water and to the cave mouth. 

In the utter darkness, he relied upon his mental senses to guide him. Even with that advantage, his sandals kept slipping on the damp rocks, and he nearly pitched over twice. He was considering whether a light would be visible to someone outside when he stubbed his toe on something. Whatever it was clattered away. Driftwood, he guessed, or the remains of some old campfire. He decided to risk his light, since his senses felt muted in here, as if he were trying to hear but someone had plugged his ears. Besides, entering a cave in the dark was eerie. He remembered warning Lakeo that there might be traps back here.

When he conjured a sphere of illumination, the soft blue light showed the cave, less rugged and natural than he expected. It looked like someone had hewn it from the rock, or even used magic to carve it out. The striated stone walls were relatively smooth.

Yanko looked down to verify that he had kicked a piece of wood, but gasped and stepped back. It wasn’t wood. 

A human skull had rolled over to the rock wall, the jawbone missing, the empty eye sockets staring accusingly at him. The bone was yellowed and worn—it must have been there for years, if not decades. That did not make him feel better about stumbling across it here.

“Sorry, fallen one,” he whispered, then mentally added a quick chorus of the chant for the dead, one that encouraged resting souls to continue resting instead of returning to haunt those in the present. It seemed a wise precaution to take after kicking a skull.

“Talking to bones? Is that better or worse than talking to turtles?”

Yanko whirled, his hand dropping to his sword before he realized who it was. “Lakeo!”

He gaped at her. Her wild hair dripped onto her shoulders, and her clothes were ripped and stained. She still carried her weapons, though, a sword and a bow.

“Were you expecting someone else?” Lakeo asked.

“How did you get away from the pirates?” Yanko blurted at the same time as she looked around and asked a question of her own.

“Where’s Dak?”

“He went to rescue you,” Yanko said. “From the pirates.”

“What pirates?”

They stared at each other, their brows creased. 

“I haven’t seen any pirates or anyone else since leaving you,” Lakeo said slowly.

“Then who was under the tarp?” Yanko scowled down at the skull as if it might have answers. 

Realizing Lakeo had no idea what he was talking about, he waved for her to walk deeper into the cave with him and explained. He hadn’t had much time before, but now he worried that he needed to finish up more quickly so he could go look for Dak, who might be rescuing somebody they didn’t even know. And maybe someone who didn’t need rescuing at all. What if that had been a ruse? A trap designed to lure Yanko and his party in? If so, they had surely fallen for it.

“Slow down, will you?” Lakeo jogged a couple of steps and grabbed his arm.

“There’s not much time.” He looked into the darkness ahead, his light showing them a passage about ten feet high and wide that curved toward the cliff Yanko had been on top of earlier.

“Unless someone was using this as a burial chamber, we might want to make time.” Lakeo pointed to bones in the dirt at the edges of the tunnel. 

Yanko had assumed they belonged to the same person as the skull and that some animals had been back here and scattered them around, but now that he took a closer look, he spotted duplicates of arm and leg bones. More than one person had died in here.

“I’m guessing the Mausoleum Bandit didn’t want people raiding his treasure chamber,” Lakeo said.

“True, but I think there are some Kyattese back in here. They should trigger any traps first.”

“The Kyattese are here? How do you know?”

“They left their underwater boat in the pool.” Yanko wasn’t surprised she hadn’t seen it in the dark. If he hadn’t been searching the area with more than his eyes, he would not have, either. 

“That’s perfect.” Lakeo clenched a fist. “I was worried about how we’d get off this island if Baldie didn’t come back. We can just make sure we get out of here before the Kyattese and borrow their boat.”

“Borrow? Steal, you mean.”

“I always get those two words mixed up. Look, either they go home with the prize or we do.”

“We could barely drive my father’s carriage down to Red Sky. What do we know about piloting an underwater boat?”

Yanko shook his head and continued forward. He did heed Lakeo’s warning and advanced at a slower pace, searching the walls, floor, and ceiling with his mind while watching with his eyes. It was possible the Kyattese knew there were traps and how to avoid them, so he shouldn’t assume the other team would trigger them. He didn’t even know for sure that they were back here. The Kyattese could be elsewhere, exploring the island. 

His senses jangled, and Yanko stopped, frowning at the ceiling. The passage ahead did not appear any different from what they had been walking through, but he had the same feeling he had when in the presence of Made objects. Something was either hidden behind the rocks up there, or the rocks themselves had been imbued with the ability to do something.

“Maybe we could kidnap one and force him to pilot,” Lakeo said.

“What? Are you still thinking about the boat?”

“Yes, aren’t you?”

“Not presently.” 

Yanko picked up a rock and tossed it into the passage ahead, expecting it to trigger the trap. It clattered along the stone floor loudly enough to make him wince. They had traveled deep enough that the roar of the waterfall had faded, leaving him aware of the silence—and breaking it.

“That looks like a fun game.” Lakeo picked up a rock. “Shall I throw one too?”

“There’s a trap there.” Yanko waved toward the ceiling.

Lakeo threw her rock at it. Nothing happened. “You’re sure?”

“You can’t feel that something Made is there? Close your eyes and concentrate. See if you can sense it.”

She squinted at him, as if suspicious he was making this up, but she did as he suggested. Meanwhile, he wondered if they could get past it without being hurt. If he knew what was coming, he might be able to thwart the attack, but knowing a Made item lay ahead did not tell him what it might do. He thought about digging into his pack and putting on his mother’s warrior mage robe, but he doubted it would make him any more intuitive or clever with his magic. It seemed to help with stamina and with channeling his power more effectively. Maybe he would need that later, but even here, on this remote island, he struggled to get past the idea that wearing that robe was a crime for him. He was no warrior mage, not yet. Maybe not ever unless he succeeded in helping his nation, and the Great Chief deigned to allow him entrance to Stargrind.

Yanko used his meager telekinesis skills to prod at the ceiling with his mind. When nothing happened, he switched his prodding to the floor, reasoning that the trap would be set to trigger when someone walked across. If he were better at levitation, he might have simply floated through the area. Maybe the Kyattese had done that.

Something in the rock depressed as he was poking around. Even though he should have expected something like that, it startled him.

Light and heat flared with the intensity of a sun. He stumbled back, raising an arm for protection and trying to channel cool air from behind him into the passage to push back the flames. His attempt to diminish the fire did nothing, and it continued to flood the tunnel with heat. Fortunately, all that heat stayed in the passage ahead. Yanko and Lakeo were far enough back that they were not hurt. After a minute, the inferno died out, leaving the tunnel as empty as before.

“I feel it now,” Lakeo announced.

“Your skills are progressing nicely.”

“Dak’s not here. I could smack you.”

“I do win most of the encounters when we spar, you know.”

“Yeah, but if a woman smacked you, you would let her, because you’d know you deserved it. If Arayevo smacked you, you’d probably gaze back at her with adoring moon eyes.”

Yanko did not want to think about Arayevo, especially if she had slept with that knob-headed captain, and then taken off while leaving them behind. 

“It looks like the trap can be triggered again and again,” he said, studying the ground and searching for more places that could be indented. “I think I can lead us past it now that I know what I’m looking for.”

“Think, huh?”

“Step precisely where I step.” Yanko thought of the skeletons near the mouth of the cave. Had they belonged to people who had been caught by the flames? Maybe they had run, their skin scorched and melting from their bodies, hoping to find relief in the pool. But they had never made it. Or maybe some of them had. If one dove to the bottom, would one find more skeletons? 

“What if I wait here and don’t do any stepping at all?” Lakeo muttered.

Yanko had already started through the trap area, but he paused to look back. Maybe it would be better if she did stay behind. Why endanger both of them? But he didn’t like the way she was gazing back in the direction of the waterfall, her face full of contemplation. Was she thinking of stealing the underwater boat again? Yanko doubted that submerging and steering it would be easy skills to master, especially if it relied upon Turgonian technology instead of Kyattese magic. She might end up damaging it or sending it to the bottom of the pool where nobody could use it.

“That’s up to you,” Yanko said, “but I’m not going to loot anything back there except for the lodestone. If you want riches, you better come along.” 

Lakeo propped a fist on her hip. “Really, Yanko? If you found a pirate’s stash, you wouldn’t bring back a valuable piece of treasure for a lady? That’s inconsiderate.”

Yanko continued on, concentrating on the ground and the trigger points rather than replying.

After issuing a dramatic sigh, Lakeo followed him, shadowing him step for step. 

“We’re past the area,” he said when they had left the Made rock behind. “I’ll continue slowly and watch for more trouble.”

“Good thing you’re leading. Apparently, I have the senses of a rock.” Her tone had gone from flippant to disgusted.

“You just need practice.”

“I need a good school. That’s all I want the money for, you know. I don’t want to steal things to pay for it. But a seventy-year-old pirate’s treasure, that’s fair game, right? Anyone can claim it—and sell it to pay for a ridiculously exorbitant education.”

Yanko wasn’t so sure that Tomokosis’s stash would be considered “fair game” by the Kyattese, not when the stolen items had come out of their museum and had been recorded and itemized in their archives and newspapers. There would be no question as to who the rightful owners were. It was possible Tomokosis had dragged other items back here, he supposed, ones whose provenance would be unknown. Those might be claimed. 

“Perhaps you could find someone who would take you on as an apprentice,” he suggested, then lifted a hand, sensing another Made item ahead of them. It felt similar to the last, where the rocks themselves had been treated. He spotted more of the places on the ground that could be indented and nodded to himself.

“I don’t know any masters who would train a... me,” Lakeo said.

“You are nettlesome.”

“Careful, Yanko. You’ll offend someone with that profane mouth someday.”

He pointed at the ground. “Follow my steps again.”

“Same kind of trap?”

“It appears to be so.”

“How unimaginative. I figured the second trap would involve a flood or maybe the walls would come crashing together and squish us.”

“Just be glad they’ve been magical so far.” Yanko walked close to the wall, avoiding the triggers on the ground. “Tomokosis must have had a Maker for a cohort. If he’d had an engineer... well, I wouldn’t be able to sense non-magical traps.” He grimaced at the thought. What if Tomokosis had brought an engineer with him, or had possessed such skills himself? Yanko had better watch for physical tripwires as well as magical ones.

A scream tore through the air, coming from ahead of them.

Yanko jumped, then cursed himself. If he was careless and brought a foot down on one of the trigger spots, he could never shield Lakeo and himself in time. He wasn’t even sure he had the ability to shield against the power of the infernos.

“That sounded like a woman,” Lakeo whispered, a step behind him.

A second scream traveled down the passage to them, this one followed by a man’s yell. 

“It has to be the Kyattese team,” Yanko said. 

He focused on the ground so he could get them through the dangerous area. Once past it, he resisted the urge to hurry, lest he stumble into more traps. But the screams and shouts continued. They made him want to rush forward to help. Even if these people were his competition, he didn’t want to see them get killed. Also, a selfish part of his mind couldn’t help but think he might sneak in and grab the lodestone while the Kyattese were dealing with... whatever it was they were dealing with.

An eerie screech echoed down the passage, raising the hair on the back of Yanko’s neck. 

“The ox god’s puckered butthole, what is that?” Lakeo demanded.

“Nothing natural.”

Yanko drew his sword before continuing down the passage. More screams sounded, screams of utter pain. Someone was shouting choppy orders, but Yanko could not understand the language. The tunnel curved and grew lighter. Lanterns or perhaps a fire burned up ahead. The dancing yellow and orange flames flickered, reflecting off the walls and mingling with the blue from Yanko’s mage light. He let his magic fade, not wanting to herald their arrival.

The tunnel widened ahead of them. Something huge and reddish-gray ran—almost flew—through his view. It was gone before he could identify it. He’d received a vague impression of an animal, but as the inhuman cry sounded again, he became even more certain that nothing natural had made it. This must be some other trap, some eternal guardian left to protect its master’s treasures.

Bows twanged. The person who had been screaming stopped, though a few whimpers were audible underneath the scared shouts. Yanko crept closer to the chamber. He doubted that bows or swords would stop whatever this creature was. Unfortunately, he didn’t know if he could stop it, either. 

A bow twanged from right beside the entrance to the chamber. Yanko hesitated. Should he reveal himself? 

The reddish creature leaped into sight. It rose on two fat, column-like legs and beat at its chest with fists—no paws. Sharp fangs leered from a mouth more human than animal, and the red eyes that stared at Yanko were utterly alien. Visible to his mind’s eye, multiple auras swirled around it, almost like human souls, but they were knotted and tangled, all mashed together into one body. 

As the creature crouched to spring, realization crashed into Yanko, and he knew what he was looking at, what was looking at him. A soul construct. One of the earliest ambulatory Made creations, powered by death, by the souls given up in a ceremony to create it. He’d read of such things, but had never expected to see one. Nobody used such savage and cruel methods for crafting magical constructs anymore. There were modern ways, more advanced ways, ways that didn’t require killing groups of people.

As indignant as he felt by the creature’s presence, Yanko had little time to contemplate it. Since its eyes had locked onto him, he was sure he would be its next target. Would his sword do anything to harm it?

An arrow clanked into the construct’s head. It bounced off, not leaving so much as a chip in the rock-like body. No, a sword wouldn’t do anything. The creature took a step toward Yanko. But then a wave of wind-driven power slammed into its side. Yanko could not see the attack with his eyes, but he felt the magic being used as a draft of air was sucked past him, drawn into the chamber before being channeled at the construct. The team had a weather mage, or the Kyattese equivalent. 

The creature did not appear damaged from the gust of wind, but it screeched again and spun toward its attacker, someone that Yanko could not see from the tunnel. The construct charged in that direction. The bowman he’d heard earlier cursed, then ran into the chamber after the creature. 

Hoping nobody was watching his passage, Yanko crept out. He would have liked to leap out, flinging fireballs the way Sun Dragon could, but he knew he should apply his strengths. He might only get one chance to attack.

To his left, a couple of bulky bags, a stack of books, and some other items he didn’t have time to examine leaned against the wall. To the right, two men and a woman battled with the soul construct. One other woman lay on the ground, crumpled against a wall, blood saturating her clothing. She might already be dead. The other woman carried no weapons, and Yanko felt her drawing upon power, trying to attack the soul construct with her mind while the men leaped at it with swords. They had dropped their bows and were trying to hack at it like loggers, driving it away from the woman. The creature must have known she was the most dangerous, because it wouldn’t be distracted from her. 

No longer bothering to hide himself, Yanko tried to come up with an attack he could use. His first instinct would have been to collapse part of the chamber and bury the monster. But with the Kyattese all around it, he couldn’t risk burying them too. He considered how rock-like the construct’s body was and wondered if earth magic had been involved in its creation. If it was comprised largely of stone or clay, maybe he could affect it with his earth magic. 

He stretched his hand toward it, as if that might help him get a sense of faults and weaknesses within the blocky body. His vision blurred as he tried to see how the pieces had once gone together, seeking tiny fractures he might exploit. But the thing seemed to have been melted together with great heat, and he could not find any cracks inside of it. 

The construct knocked one of the swordsmen aside with a massive arm. The man cried out as he was flung into the air. He smashed into the wall with an audible crack, his head striking stone. He crumpled and did not rise. 


Yanko cursed himself for hesitating, for taking so much time to assess the creature when people were in trouble. He threw an attack, trying to snap and break off one of the creature’s arms, using the same method he would to sheer rock from a cliff. 

The construct screeched and spun toward him. Its arm did not fall off. It was as if his attack had slid right off the creature. 

Both of those bulky arms raised, and it sprang toward Yanko, more like a cougar than a heavy two-legged monster. With no time to concentrate on magic, Yanko relied on his reflexes. He leaped to the side as the construct sailed toward him, throwing out a desperate slash with his sword. 

The blade met what felt like solid stone, clanging uselessly off and jarring his arm. At least he avoided being hit. He rolled several times before coming up. A bow twanged and another arrow bounced off the construct. The creature did not even notice. It ran after Yanko again. 

Cursing himself for wasting his surprise attack doing something that hadn’t worked, Yanko sprinted along the wall, trying to keep ahead of the construct. He glimpsed Lakeo—she was rummaging in the goods, but she leaped out of the way, pressing her back to the wall as Yanko raced past followed by the construct. He wanted to yell at her to help, but arrows and swords were doing nothing. It would take magic, powerful magic.

A gust of wind slammed into the construct with such ferocity that it tottered, bumping into the wall. Yanko felt the tail end of that blast and was almost hurtled into the wall himself. He caught his balance, sprinted to the other side of the chamber, and turned back, hoping he had time to launch an attack.

The construct’s attention had once again been diverted toward the weather mage. The Kyattese woman, her blonde hair tangled about her face, her clothes torn and stained with blood, stared grimly at the creature. She raised her hands and threw another gust of wind. It struck the construct, but again did not damage it, only delayed it. Still, it gave Yanko the seconds he needed to try another magical attack.

“Go with what you know,” he muttered and examined the ceiling with his mind. The chamber might have been carved out by a mage decades ago, the walls smooth and unmarred, but he sensed the ancient and porous lava rock above it.

As the construct recovered from the wind attack and started toward the woman, Yanko channeled his power into some of the pockets of air in the rock above the center of the chamber. Snaps and cracks sounded, a warning of the inevitable. The Kyattese heard it and understood what it meant—the two who still stood and fought skittered back to the far wall. Yanko held his final thrust of energy, waiting for the construct to step beneath the spot. Then he threw his strength into bringing down an eight-food-wide section of the ceiling.

More cracks and snaps sounded, so loud that they seemed to bang at his eardrums, and then the ceiling fell. Tons and tons of rock crashed down, more than Yanko had intended. He backed to the wall, suddenly aware that the exit was on the opposite side of the chamber from him. 

As dust and rock plunged down from above, Lakeo sprinted along the wall and into the passage. She was carrying something. He couldn’t tell if it was the lodestone or if she had simply grabbed what looked valuable. Either way, he was relieved that at least she would make it out, so long as she could navigate those traps on her own.

He grimaced as more rocks tumbled into the chamber, a cloud of dust obscuring everything. Would she be able to get past those traps without him? He had better survive so he could help her. He reached up with his mind, intending to shore up the ceiling above him. The collapse was already slowing, however, and he slumped against the wall in relief. He had known it would take a great deal of rock to crush the soul construct, but he hadn’t meant to bury them all.

The rocks stopped falling, the silence odd after the cacophony of clatters and clunks. Dust still filled the room, and Yanko couldn’t see more than two feet in front of him. 

The woman said something, coughs interrupting her words. Yanko wouldn’t have understood anyway. He almost said something in Nurian, so they would at least know his language, but a few rocks shuddered and clacked against each other. With dread rushing into his stomach, Yanko knew the noise hadn’t originated in the stone above them. The construct was still alive under the rubble—and it was trying to get out. 

He had no idea what else he might throw at it in order to kill it. 

“We have to get out of here,” he said, already edging around the rubble pile and toward the entrance. He felt cowardly for contemplating leaving the Kyattese, especially when they were injured and would have to carry out two of their people—if those people were still alive. But he wasn’t a healer and didn’t know what else he could do. He had no weapons that could hurt the construct further. “If we leave, maybe it won’t follow.”

The Kyattese did not respond to him. Maybe they didn’t know Nurian, or maybe they were too worried about their injured people. 

His toe bumped against something as he crept toward the exit. A rock? No, he was passing the spot where the pirate’s goods had been stored. Lakeo had escaped with some items, but not everything. Had she searched for the lodestone? Had she found it? Or should he take the time to look?

The rock pile shifted again, several stones rolling off the top and down to the floor. An unearthly and extremely angry screech emanated from within. Yanko shuddered, certain that screech meant the construct had him marked for death.

“Yanko, damn it, get out here,” Lakeo yelled from somewhere down the passage. From the closest trap, most likely.

Hoping he wasn’t making a mistake, Yanko left the treasure and ran for the exit.

“Get out of here before it escapes,” he called to the Kyattese, one last warning. If they couldn’t figure that out, he did not know what else he could do for them. 

The dust filled the tunnel, clouding it almost as badly as the chamber. He would have run into Lakeo’s back if she hadn’t been cursing him for taking so long.

“I’m here,” he rasped, his vocal chords feeling as if they were caked in dust. He gripped her arm. “Follow me.” 

Another angry screech came from behind them. He forced himself to check the floor carefully, not to rush, as he guided Lakeo through the trap.

“I almost fried my eyebrows off trying to find the way on my own,” Lakeo said. “I did sense the attack right before it went off, and I had time to jump back.” There was a hint of wonder in her voice.

“Good.”

With his ear toward the chamber, he couldn’t manage much more of a response. He worried the construct would know Lakeo had taken some of its treasure and charge after them as soon as it escaped. He was all too aware that they were on an island and without a means off, unless they could indeed get away in the underwater boat. Or if they could grab one of the pirates’ rowboats. If they rowed out far enough, would the soul construct be thwarted? It did not seem like something that should be able to swim. 

“We’re through the first trap,” Yanko said, picking up his pace. 

A loud thud came from behind them.

“Uh, I think it’s coming.” Lakeo glanced at her hands. She was carrying a small chest and also had a bag slung over her shoulder in addition to all of her usual gear. The woman had the stamina of an ox when it came to toting stolen goods.

Yanko wanted badly to ask about the lodestone, but they reached the second trap, and he needed his concentration for that. Another bang came from behind them, then an ominous thud, thud, thud. Footsteps. Heavy footsteps.

“Definitely coming,” Lakeo whispered. 

Light flared behind them. The first trap being triggered. Yanko wished that meant the construct would be incinerated, but he doubted it. 

The thud, thud, thud continued, growing closer.

They were almost through the second trap. Lakeo was so close to him that he could feel her breath on his neck. Yanko risked a glance back and wished he hadn’t. The construct loomed right behind them, about to enter the trap. 

Alarm surged in Yanko’s every fiber as he realized it would trigger the trap and that he and Lakeo were still in it.

“Run,” he yelled.

“But the—”

“Just run.” Not worrying about the pieces of floor that could be depressed, Yanko sprinted toward the entrance, toward the distant roar of the waterfall. 

Light flared once again, more intense since they were so close. As Yanko and Lakeo sprinted away, the inferno burst from the walls, filling the passage. They reached the end of the trap a second ahead of it and escaped unharmed. For a moment, the fire swallowed the construct, and it disappeared from sight. But the thud of its footsteps continued. 

Yanko ran so quickly, he couldn’t turn to follow the ledge around the waterfall in time. Instead, his feet slipped on the slick rock. He tumbled into the waterfall. 

Its power crushed him, smashing him into the pool. He was turned over and over, water filling his nostrils and his mouth. He flailed about, trying to swim, but he was so disoriented that he did not know which way was up. 

If the current hadn’t carried him into calmer waters, he may never have figured it out. He bumped into slimy rocks—the bottom of the pool. His sword—he wasn’t even sure how he had kept hold of it—scraped along the pebbles. He twisted around, getting his feet underneath him, and pushed off. He kicked until he broke the surface. He gasped for air, his throat and lungs burning from inhaling water. 

Shouts came from somewhere nearby. Confused, he dashed water out of his eyes. Before he could see clearly, he grew aware of lights. Lanterns. Many lanterns. 

Lakeo came up near him with a gasp. Yanko treaded water, certain he should swim in one direction and try to escape, but which direction? The lanterns completely ringed the pool. The pirates had found them.

 




Chapter 7

“Get those two in the water,” a woman said from somewhere in the crowd near the waterfall.

Yanko glanced toward the other side of the pool, wondering if there was any hope of swimming across and slipping out into the dense foliage. But lanterns burned on that end of the pool too. There had to be a hundred pirates ringing the area. How had they found this spot? Were the gods sending tortoise visitors to guide everyone?

Earlier Yanko had felt pleased at the divine intervention, but now he wondered if someone up there loved the pirates even more than they loved him. A disgruntling thought.

“Duck.” Lakeo shoved down on his shoulder.

Yanko had little choice but to submerge. Trusting that she had seen trouble, he paddled backward several strokes before coming up. When he did surface, he only lifted his eyes out, hoping the darkness would make him tough to target. He looked for the underwater boat, thinking to hide behind it, but it wasn’t where it had been when he had gone in. He didn’t see it at all.

“I said get them, not shoot them,” the woman said, her tone dry. “I want them questioned. I—”

A distressingly familiar screech erupted from behind the waterfall. The soul construct.

Lakeo bumped his arm. “Let’s get out of here.” 

Yanko did not need the suggestion. He was already paddling backward, the monster worrying him more than the pirates. Since he had struck the most grievous blow to the soul construct, it was probably still after him.

As one, the pirates turned toward the waterfall.

“What is it?” a nervous-sounding man asked. 

Numerous rifles and crossbows pointed at the waterfall as another screech came from behind it. The soul construct leaped straight out into the pool. The heavy curtain of water did not affect it as much as it had Yanko, and the creature landed with a splash. 

Yanko used his mind to stir up a great wave and send it crashing into the construct’s blocky face, but he doubted that would stop it when tons of rock had not. Before his attack landed, he spun and swam full speed for the nearest bank. His sword and his pack weighed him down, but he barely noticed. Heavy splashes came from behind him. A dozen rifles fired. Yanko doubted that would do any more to hurt the creature than the swords and arrows had.

His knee banged against the slick bottom. He found his feet and charged up to dry land, hardly caring that some of the pirates’ rifles pointed at him.

“Run, run,” he blurted and dove straight toward them, trying to push through.

He thought they might let him, that they would focus on shooting the creature and barely notice him as he squeezed past. Instead, two towering men with barrel-like builds stepped together, blocking him. He bounced off, and his foot slipped on a wet, mossy stone. He went down at their feet. 

Another time, he would have been embarrassed, but he was too concerned about the soul construct. He whirled, rising to his knees and scrambling to prepare a defense that might keep the magical creature from ripping him in half.

It was every bit as close as he had feared, charging out of the water, arms raised, ready to grab him. More guns fired. The bullets bounced off, doing nothing. Men shouted orders, a dozen people giving useless advice.

Yanko lifted a hand, thinking to create an earthquake under its feet, imaging it toppling backward into the water. Before he struck, the night lit with an immense surge of flames. A blast of fire that seemed as large as the pool itself slammed into the soul construct. 

Yanko scrambled backward, both because of the fire but also because of the power. It railed at his mental senses almost as intensely as the heat and light railed at his body. The flames wrapped around the creature, burning so brightly that he couldn’t make out its contours within the inferno. The air stank as the monster burned. Another inhuman screech came from within the fire, this one sounding more like cries of agony than of anger, and Yanko remembered that human souls had gone into creating this monstrosity. Even as he continued backward, trying to escape the heat, as well as the monster, he imagined them trapped in that hulking body, tormented for eternity—or until the construct died.

This time, the pirates let him back away because they were backing up themselves. Thoughts of escaping returned to mind, but the men weren’t that distracted. A meaty hand reached for him. Yanko whipped up his sword. To fight against so many would be futile, but if he could surprise this handful of men in front of him, he might slip into the dense foliage and disappear.

An invisible force landed on him from above. It came down so hard that his knees buckled. He soon found himself flat on the ground, his cheek pressed against the cool, mossy rocks. He still held his sword, but he couldn’t lift his arm. He couldn’t lift anything. Only his eyes could move, allowing him to see the inferno at the edge of the pool dissipating. Nothing remained standing there. A few ashes floated in the fading light. Night returned to the pool, the darkness once again broken only by the pirates’ lanterns.

The gunfire and the shouts had stopped, with silence falling over the jungle. The faint shifting of pebbles reached Yanko’s ear, someone walking toward him. The sets of boots that blocked the way into the trees scooted back. The force pressing down on Yanko lessened, but he could still feel magic all about him, like invisible ropes binding him, promising he could not escape. Was this truly the power of one of those two fire mages he had seen? He could imagine them hurling that inferno, though he was amazed that they could have destroyed the soul construct so completely when his own power had simply bounced off it. But the magic holding him now felt like weather magic. Usually only warrior mages had command over all of the elements.

The footsteps stopped. “You have something of mine.” It was the woman’s voice again. 

Blessed badger goddess, it wasn’t her, was it? He had absolutely no memory of her voice, of her.

He swallowed, not sure whether to be curious, terrified, chagrined, or all three. 

The magic holding him down lessened. Yanko pushed himself to his knees and then to his feet, moving warily, not sure if rising would be allowed. He turned to regard the speaker. He saw Lakeo then, too, standing about ten feet away, two pirates gripping her arms. Her pack and the small chest she’d taken from the cave lay at her feet. She’d had more items when they had been running, but she must have dropped them in the pool. She alternated between glowering at her captures and sending scathing looks at the woman. 

Relieved that she was alive, if not happy, Yanko focused on the person in front of him, the leader of the pirates. He might not have any memory of her, but he recognized her from the wanted poster he’d seen on Kyatt. Captain Snake Heart Pey Lu. His mother.

Her face was cool and aloof, though slightly puzzled as she regarded him. She had high cheekbones, piercing dark eyes, and features that remained elegant enough that Yanko could still see some of the beauty that had drawn his father to her. His father would be appalled by the tattoo running down the right side of her neck, a viper’s tail curling toward her throat.

Feeling self-conscious under her scrutiny, he stood straighter and made himself meet her gaze. He was surprised that he was a couple of inches taller than she. It seemed that someone with a reputation such as hers should be at least six feet tall. 

“Actually, I don’t think I do,” Yanko said, remembering that she had spoken to him, even if it hadn’t been a question. He spread his hands so she could see the sword was the only thing he held, that he had not found the lodestone. He resisted the urge to add the words Honored Mother or a variation of the greeting, as he often would do when speaking to a Nurian elder. He was speaking to a pirate, not to anyone he should honor. “The cave was guarded. I didn’t get a chance to search for anything.” 

He kept himself from glancing at Lakeo, not wanting to draw attention to her, on the chance that she had gotten to search and had found the lodestone. Instead, he looked toward the waterfall and what lay behind it. He wondered if the Kyattese were still alive or if the soul construct had killed them before storming out. 

“Search the cave, Gramon,” Pey Lu told a gray-haired pirate at her side. 

Yanko recognized him from the tortoise’s vision. He had been leading the interrogation of the villagers. 

“No please?” He wriggled his eyebrows at her.

“You can please me by finding what we’re looking for.”

He snorted and swatted her on the butt with the flat of his sword before walking toward the waterfall. Pey Lu’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she did not fling a fireball after him. The rest of the pirates didn’t bat an eyelash at the display.

Yanko barely kept from gaping. Stoat’s teats, they weren’t lovers, were they? 

For some reason, that notion stunned him almost as much as finding his mother in the middle of his quest. Villainous captains weren’t supposed to have lovers that they joked with. They were supposed to treat their subordinates like slaves, kick puppies out of their way, and dramatically flap their black capes that swirled darkly about them as they walked.

Despite the gray hair, the man—Gramon—looked as strong and fierce as Dak. His nose had definitely been broken as many times as Dak’s. He wore so many weapons—everything from pistols to serrated daggers to throwing knives to the sword in his hand—that he jangled as he walked away. He was definitely Turgonian. As he disappeared behind the waterfall, Pey Lu turned her gaze back to Yanko.

“I meant you have something of mine in your backpack,” she said. 

Oh. Her robe. She must be able to sense it, the same way that he had when he had gone into his father’s room. Should he tell her who he was? He didn’t see any sign of recognition in her face, but she must have some inkling, if only because of the robe. Who else would have been raiding their family homestead for supplies?

“It was getting dusty in Father’s cabinet,” Yanko said. “I thought it might want to see daylight again.”

She snorted. “Possibly so. You’re young for it though. Which one are you?”

Which one are you? He couldn’t keep from gaping at her. Even though she had left when he was a baby and Falcon was only three, and he logically knew she couldn’t be expected to recognize him seventeen years later, it floored him that she wouldn’t know. He closed his mouth. At least he knew she wasn’t an expert in the mind sciences.

“Yanko,” he said.

“Sixteen?” she asked.

“Eighteen. Falcon is twenty.”

“Falcon?” Her eyebrows rose. Some of the pirates were exchanging befuddled looks, but nobody spoke.

“Shun Chu,” Yanko said, realizing she had been long gone when his brother had received his nickname. “He’s a faster runner. He was.” He grimaced, thinking of the last time he had seen Falcon, using a cane and limping because of an arrowhead recently pulled from his thigh. Would he ever run again?

“Was?”

“He’s not dead. He wasn’t when I saw him last, I mean, but he was injured. Our home was burned. Everyone in the village—” Yanko swallowed and scowled down at the rocks. He did not want to show his emotions in front of someone who was an enemy—it didn’t matter that she had given birth to him. To think of her as anything other than an outcast and an enemy would be a dishonor to his family. And to himself. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he said firmly. And it probably didn’t to her. If the village and the family had mattered, she never would have left. 

“Hm,” was all she said. “Red Tail, search them, and if you don’t find what we need, take them back to the ship. I’ll question them further there, if it’s necessary.” She looked to the waterfall again, probably waiting to see if her weapons-toting lover returned with the lodestone.

A scruffy pirate with several days’ worth of beard growth tugged Yanko’s pack off without any gentleness. Someone else came forward and grabbed his sword hand. He gritted his teeth, not wanting to let the weapon go, but what was the point? What could he do to resist against so many? Two other pirates were pulling Lakeo’s pack off, and a hundred more were in the area, including the two orange-robed fire mages. If it had just been the pirates, Yanko might have created an earthquake, something that would distract everyone while he ran away, but the sheer power his mother had used against the soul construct told him that fighting her would be useless. He would never win. She had been legendary during the war more than twenty years ago, and people’s powers rarely decreased over time. It was usually the other way around, with a mage learning refinement and subtly, how to draw upon less power to create greater effects. 

“Quit touching my goods, you mouth-breathing leper,” Lakeo said, shrugging away from someone patting her up and down. Her gear, the treasure, and her utility knife had already been knocked to the ground. She must have lost her bow somewhere in the flight from the cave.

“Captain said for us to look over your goods.” Scruffy leered at her. 

She twisted, getting an arm free for a second, and tried to punch him. The blow would have landed on his nose, but he saw it coming and dodged, grinning the whole time. The pirate behind Lakeo caught her arm and restrained her again.

Yanko clenched his fists, wanting so much to fight these people, to launch a magical blow that would stun them all. But Pey Lu looked on, her eyes narrowed. Seeing Lakeo and Yanko treated roughly and pawed over did not bother her. If even half of her reputation was deserved, he doubted much would bother her. He hadn’t forgotten the tortoise’s vision, the one that had shown her watching impassively as those villagers were interrogated, then killed. She must have been the one to order their deaths, though they had clearly told her what she wanted, or at least given a clue that had eventually led her to the waterfall.

The man Yanko had seen directing the group at the beach came forward to talk to Pey Lu. Not many of the pirates had pale skin, and the few who did wore cotton shirts and buckskin trousers more typical of Kendorians, but this blond man definitely looked Kyattese. Was he a prisoner? Not likely, since he had been giving directions, and he wasn’t bound or being watched. Had Pey Lu hired him? Why would he betray his own people and try to help these pirates get the museum items?

“Nothing on the boy, Cap’n,” one of the men searching Yanko said. 

He ground his teeth at being called a boy and also at seeing his belongings spilled out on the rocks, including the warrior mage robe. His spare smallclothes lay draped across the book he had received from the mind mage at the prison. A wonderful thing to have on display for a bunch of strangers. And his mother.

Pey Lu walked close enough to read the title on the thick, leather-bound book. “Musings and Applications of Mental Magic, the Complete Essays by Senshoth Fire Badger?” She did not comment on the smallclothes. 

“It was a gift,” Yanko said. A gift given under false pretense and one now sodden from his swim in the pool. He hoped it would still be legible when it dried out. “What do pirates want with this old stuff?” Yanko waved at the cave.

“The Golden Lodestone is wanted by many.”

Hearing the blunt admission that she sought the same thing as he was alarming, even if he had assumed as much already. “What’s a lost continent to a fleet of pirates?” 

“Nothing,” Pey Lu said, “but people and governments are willing to pay a fortune for the pretty rock.”

Several pirates chuckled and nodded their appreciation at the word fortune. 

“Why do you need money? Don’t you just steal what you need?” 

Her eyes closed to slits.

Maybe it would be wiser not to provoke her, but Yanko couldn’t bring himself to smooth her silks. 

“I have seven ships under my command,” Pey Lu said. “The crews expect to be paid. I make sure that happens regularly, even between opportunities for acquiring booty. It’s why they stay with me.” 

Acquiring booty. Stealing. 

“Anyone of them who want to ought to be able to retire off what people are willing to pay for that rock,” Pey Lu added.

“Is that what you want to do? Retire?” Yanko shook his head in puzzlement. She never would have had to work if she had simply stayed in the village. The White Foxes weren’t rich, but they had land enough to support the family. Unless she dreamed of ridiculous wealth, there had been no reason to leave. Even if she did dream of ridiculous wealth, an entrepreneurial person in an honored family would have the resources to increase the family coffers legitimately. Why turn to crime?

“Retirement would be dull, I imagine,” she said.

“Then why—”

An angry protest came from the waterfall, a woman cursing her captors in Kyattese. Gramon, Pey Lu’s lover or first mate or whatever he was, had a firm grip on his prisoner’s arms, forcing her toward his captain. Other pirates followed in his wake, one restraining the male archer, who walked with a limp, his face contorted in pain. The two Kyattese who had fallen in the chamber were not brought out. Yanko looked over at Lakeo, meeting her eyes. Were they dead? And if so, had it been from the soul construct? Or because of the pirates? 

Pey Lu, apparently considering her conversation with Yanko over, waved at Scruffy and jerked a thumb toward the river. The pirates behind Yanko startled him by hoisting him off his feet. He was slung over some hulking Turgonian’s shoulder, as if he were a toddler instead of a grown man. Heat flushed his cheeks, and he wasn’t sure if it was more indignation or anger.

Before he could do more than contemplate an attack, he spotted one of the orange-robed Nurians walking at his side. The man arched an eyebrow at Yanko and formed a fist-sized ball of fire in his hand. Yanko wanted to scoff, but in truth, he had little experience battling mages. With Sun Dragon, there had been a half mile between them, distance enough to see the fireball coming and work up a defense. Would he have time to deflect such an attack if it came from two feet away? 

In addition to the mage, no less than ten pirates with swords and firearms walked alongside the man toting Yanko. Alas, this was not the time to pick a fight.

“I’m not a rolled-up carpet to be toted to your estate, you dung-licking baboons,” Lakeo said. She was getting the same treatment.

Yanko twisted his head, looking back toward the pool. Many pirates remained with Pey Lu, and he struggled to see what was going on. Several men headed into the cave. Others were ordered to jump in and search the bottom of the pool. Yanko glimpsed the two Kyattese. They had been forced to their knees on the pebbles beside the waterfall. Yanko’s stomach filled with dread. It reminded him far too much of the interrogation scene the tortoise had shown him.

As his captors moved farther away from the pool, the intervening brush and trees blocked his view. The area grew darker, Yanko’s captors carrying only a couple of lanterns between them. They tramped down a freshly made trail along the river heading out to sea, the air pungent with the scent of broken foliage and sap. 

Yanko searched his surroundings with his mind, doing his best to concentrate with a meaty Turgonian shoulder jammed into his abdomen. He hoped to find Dak out there. If Dak could take out a few of the pirates, Yanko might come up with an attack to neutralize the mage. 

But the rainforest was empty of anything larger than bats and lizards. Dak might have already been captured—or worse. Especially if that prisoner they had thought was Lakeo had been designed to trap them. 

Startled birds fled from a bush that one of the pirates bumped with his sword. Yanko wondered if Kei was still back by the ravine, sleeping in whatever roost he had found. He was too far away for Yanko to communicate with. Kei might wake up in the morning to find Yanko and every other human being on the island gone. Would he feel lonely? Perplexed? Betrayed? It saddened Yanko to think of leaving him behind, when the parrot had known such a fine home in Kyatt. That was what happened to people who joined forces with him. They were destined for unpleasant fates.

Two shots came from the direction of the pool, and Yanko closed his eyes, afraid the man and woman he had fought beside in that cave were dead. By his mother’s hand. 

 




Chapter 8

When they reached the lagoon, the thug carrying Yanko dropped him in front of the beached rowboats. The abruptness startled him, but he twisted in the air and managed to land on his feet. Someone grabbed his hands, yanked them behind his back, and started tying them before he could think of resisting. There were still too many pirates to bother resisting, anyway, and that fire mage hadn’t gone far.

“Time for a ride,” someone behind Yanko said, pointing a pistol at him while his buddy finished tying his hands. 

Lakeo hit the beach next to him, falling hard on her side. She gasped, then turned it into a growl and lashed out, kicking at the big brute who had dropped her. Her heel smashed into his shin, and he jumped back. Two men lunged in and tried to pin her. Lakeo was like a cat trapped in an alley. She kicked, bit, and scratched at anyone who came near. There wasn’t any hope of winning, and her fighting seemed born more of frustration and fury than calculation, but she was distracting them.

The man who had been tying Yanko growled and strode over to help subdue her before finishing the task. Yanko shook his wrists to loosen the rope while concentrating on a pistol in a pirate’s holster. He lifted it free with his mind, hoping it would go unnoticed in the darkness. 

Someone heavy dropped onto Lakeo, pinning her like a wrestler. The pistol floated over to Yanko, as he managed to free his hands. He wrapped his fingers around it and glanced around, hoping he might back away without being noticed. If he could escape, he could help Lakeo later.

The big Turgonian who had been carrying him came up behind him, a lantern in hand that illuminated Yanko’s intentions. He spotted the pistol right away and batted at Yanko’s wrist. Yanko yanked his hand back in time to avoid the blow, but he hesitated to fire, afraid his status might be changed from prisoner to corpse if he were to kill any of them. Trying something he had read about in Senshoth’s book, he formed an image of an inferno in his mind and attempted to share it, to make the pirate believe he was seeing an actual attack. 

To his surprise, the big man stumbled back, waving his hands before his eyes. Several of the pirates did. The one on top of Lakeo screamed and rolled away from her.

“Run,” Yanko barked, continuing to hold the image in the men’s minds.

A pricking at the back of the neck warned him of someone else calling upon the mental sciences. He dropped to the ground and rolled down the beach.

Fire—real fire—blasted through the air just above him. He didn’t quite escape it, and it licked at his hair and the back of his shirt as he rolled. Heat bore through his clothing to his skin. He gasped in pain, but he kept rolling, trying to squelch the flames. He ended up in the lagoon, banging his foot against one of the rowboats. The flames went out, and the cold seawater eased the pain of being burned, but by the time he jumped to his feet, the pirates had recovered. They swarmed around him. Eight pistols pointing at Yanko’s chest left no question as to what his fate would be if he tried another magical attack. The orange-robed mage stood behind the men, a sneer riding his lips. 

“Get in, you say?” Lakeo touched her knuckles to a split lip, her hand coming away bloody. Sand covered her clothes and hair, and she looked like she had taken as many blows as she had given.

“Whenever you feel like it,” one of the pirates said, “your yacht awaits.” He gestured at the boat Yanko had kicked. 

Yacht, sure. He spotted at least ten places where holes in the bottom had been patched by tar. 

Sighing, he clambered into the rowboat. At least he had avoided having his hands tied, for all the good it would do. Lakeo joined him, sitting beside him on the bench. Four pirates climbed in after them, two grabbing oars. Yanko was surprised they didn’t make their captives row, but maybe they wanted to keep him up front, where they could watch him. The other pirates and the fire mage filled other boats. Three craft headed out into the water, with the mage in the bow of the boat right behind Yanko’s boat. He could feel the man’s eyes boring into his back.

“Any chance your mama is going to put us in an officer’s suite and invite us to breakfast?” Lakeo asked. 

“Do pirates have officers?” Yanko wished he could say they would get special treatment, but he truly had no idea. Maybe they were already getting special treatment. After all, they hadn’t been shot. 

“I don’t know, but I want my chest back.”

Yanko glanced at the front of her vest.

“The chest full of coins I found.” She glowered at him.

“Oh.”

“I nearly drowned lugging that through the pool, and now those pirates have it.”

He lowered his voice to a murmur barely audible above the roar of the ocean beyond the lagoon. “Any chance you found the lodestone?”

“Not unless it was in that bag of interesting stuff I grabbed. Either way, that bag is on the bottom of the pool. I couldn’t swim with everything.”

“Ah.” Yanko stared down at his feet, unable to hide his disappointment. He supposed it wouldn’t have mattered if she had found it, since the pirates had taken all of their belongings.

“There wasn’t much time to rummage around with you and that rock monster tramping around the cave,” Lakeo said defensively. “What was that thing?”

“A soul construct.”

She let out a low whistle. “I thought those were just things of legend.”

“They’re supposed to be. Nobody makes them anymore.”

“Not nobody.”

Yanko sighed, feeling tired and defeated as the rowboats traveled across the dark lagoon, toward one of the large black ships now anchored beyond the reef. He should have known from the beginning that this was the Midnight Fleet. No wonder Captain Minark had fled. A small part of him wanted to hope that Pey Lu would treat him well because he was her son, but it was hard to foster that hope. She had abandoned the family and destroyed its honor. Why would she care one way or another about him now? 

“At least it wasn’t Sun Dragon who caught up with us,” Lakeo said. “We’d be dead for sure. There are only so many times you can outrun molten lava.”

Yanko tried to find this heartening and to agree, but it was hard to feel anything but defeat as the black ships loomed larger as they drew near, lanterns lit along the deck to welcome their prisoners.

Something bumped the bottom of the boat. A rock? Yanko looked back at the beach. They were quite far out to be hitting rocks, but the lagoon could be shallow all the way out to the reef.

The pirates kept rowing and did not comment.

Less than three seconds later, an explosion ripped through the night. It did not come from their boat but from one of the boats behind them, the one with the fire mage in it. Yanko nearly fell off his seat as he turned to look. The night lit up, as it had when his mother had hurled that fireball, but he hadn’t sensed magic being used. This was a mundane attack. An effective one. The boat was blown into thousands of pieces. Screaming men flew through the air, flailing their arms until they splashed down several meters away. 

The pirates in Yanko’s boat cursed and shouted, and the oarsmen rowed harder. A wave surged toward them from the explosion site. It slammed into the back of the boat, and Yanko was dumped out of his seat. He caught himself on the side to keep from going overboard, but then realized that was the opposite of what he should be doing. Nobody was looking at him. He hit Lakeo on the shoulder, jerked his head, then dove into the water. 

He started swimming before he was fully submerged, paddling and kicking to put as much distance between him and the boats as he could before coming up. By the time he ran out of air, he had gone fifty meters. He turned and spotted the burning remains of the mage’s boat. The other two craft were still afloat. One rowed toward people in the water, some waving, some floating, their bodies still. Yanko could not tell if the mage was alive or not. 

The other boat... He gulped. It was coming toward him. Two men stood with pistols raised, aiming toward the water between Yanko and them, the water where Lakeo had come up.

She gulped in air and looked like she would dive below the surface again, but the pirates started shooting. Yanko rounded up water the same way he did air, and he channeled it into a wave. He hurled that at the boat. It rose over the sides, splashing into the pirates with enough force to startle them. One went over the side. 

“Lakeo,” Yanko shouted. “Get down and—”

Something grabbed his foot.

Before he could do more than suck in a quick breath, he was pulled underwater. His first thought was of the kraken he had convinced to attack Sun Dragon’s ship, but his senses told him that a human had sneaked up on him. Sneaked up from below. 

Though he was confused and his instincts wanted him to struggle, he recognized Dak’s aura. Yanko might not trust Dak to do what was best for Nuria, but he trusted him to help with pirates.

Still, it concerned him that Dak wanted to pull him down. He could understand if Dak were yanking him toward the shore, but he was dragging Yanko toward the bottom of the lagoon. He couldn’t imagine what good that would do, since he could only hold his breath for a limited time. Surely, the pirates would not leave in the next minute and a half. And how was Dak able to hold his breath all this time?

He tried to touch Dak’s mind, the way he did with animals, to share his bewilderment and hope that Dak might communicate a response, the way Kei sometimes did. Unfortunately, trying to communicate telepathically with Dak was like trying to communicate with a brick wall. He got nothing from the man, nor could he tell if Dak sensed his feelings.

He had no choice but to trust him at this point, so he twisted around and swam in the direction Dak had been pulling him. Yanko’s ears ached as they descended, but they finally reached the bottom and leveled out. He had lost his sense of direction and did not know if they were heading toward the beach or the reef. 

As they continued to swim along the sandy floor of the lagoon, a faint light penetrated his blurry underwater vision. It didn’t come from the surface but from the bottom. The urge to breathe grew in Yanko’s chest, but he was somewhat reassured by the fact that they didn’t seem to be that deep. Fifteen feet? He could make it back to the surface if he needed to, but he followed Dak. 

As the light grew, he picked out a blurry black cylinder and realized what waited for them. The underwater boat. How had Dak gotten it over here? And could a person enter it when it wasn’t on the surface? Wouldn’t it flood?

Dak pushed him toward a hatch on the side. Thanks to the light, Yanko could now see that he wore a strange helmet that swallowed his whole head. Before he could further assess it, Dak shoved him through the hatchway. He entered a tiny, water-filled... closet. He was sure that there was no Nurian term for whatever the Turgonians and Kyattese called it. There was another hatch on the inner side, but it was closed.

Dak pressed a gloved hand to Yanko’s chest and held up his hand in a stay-there motion. Then he disappeared, pushing off the bottom and leaving bubbles behind. 

Yanko stared after him for a moment. He must be going to get Lakeo. Yanko understood that, but his lungs were already demanding air. How long was he supposed to wait? He turned toward the inner hatch, which presumably led into the underwater boat, and tried to turn the circular handle. It did not budge. 


For the first time, fear trickled into him, making his heart beat faster, harder. Was he using more of what little air he had left? He tried the hatch again. Still, it didn’t move. He tried knocking on it, as if there were someone inside who might answer. To his surprise, someone knocked back. He reached out with his mind. Arayevo? Yes, it was her. She was right on the other side of the hatch. He knocked back. Why wouldn’t she open it and let him in? He tried to brush her mind, to suggest that opening the hatch would be a very good thing. By now, his lungs were screaming for air, and panic had him thinking about pushing out of the tiny chamber and swimming to the surface as quickly as he could. He didn’t even care if the pirates were waiting to shoot him.

A hesitant, uncertain feeling came to him from Arayevo. He knocked again, silently pleading with her. Just as he was certain he could hold his breath no longer, a shadow fell across the doorway. Lakeo was pushed into the space with Yanko, mashing him against the wall. Dak with his big helmet came in behind him, cramming into a spot that surely was meant for one person, not three. He shut the outer hatch behind them, plunging them into darkness. Sheer terror filled Yanko, and he wanted to thrash, to find a way out, but his arms were pinned.

A clank sounded, then a whooshing sound. A trickling followed it, like water draining into the pipes under a shower. Yanko closed his eyes, trying to find some meditative state that would let him control his lungs. He could feel them on the verge of gasping, even though his brain knew that nothing but water surrounded him. 

The coolness of air touched the top of his head. He did not understand what was happening, but he jumped up, trying to find that air. His lips broke the surface at the same time as his head cracked the top of the strange closet. He couldn’t see anything, but he knew air when he felt it against his damp skin. He tilted his head back so that his lips broke the surface and sucked in a deep breath. There could not have been more than four inches of air, but it was enough. He inhaled long and deep.

A sputter and a cough came from beside him.

“Lakeo?” he rasped.

“Who else do you think is jammed into this coffin with you?” she demanded between coughs and gasps.

“Isn’t Dak the one smashing you into me?”

“Yeah, but he’s got a fishbowl on his head. I don’t think he needs air.”

Was that what the helmet did? Yanko had never heard of such a thing.

“Just when you thought Turgonians couldn’t get any uglier,” Lakeo went on. “I thought some kind of bulbous squid monster had grabbed me.”

“Ugly? Didn’t you once say he was handsome from the lips down?”

Lakeo snorted. “Maybe. Do you think he can hear with his fishbowl on?”

The water level was falling quickly, and Yanko could now stand on the deck with his head out of the water. He assumed Dak’s head was above the surface. As tall as he was, he probably had to hunch to fit into the tiny chamber. 

“Probably,” Yanko said, “but I’m sure he already knows about his attributes.”

“Wonderful.”

Whether Dak could hear them or not, he did not speak as the water continued to drain out. Finally, only Yanko’s feet remained under the water. It was a good thing his sandals had a strap that fastened around his ankle, or he would have lost another pair of footwear during this crazy night. Given the cramped confines of the cubicle, he felt relieved that nobody was standing on his feet. Dak’s shoulder was mashed into his ear, and Lakeo’s hair kept tickling his nose. 

A second clank sounded. The inner hatch creaked as the wheel finally turned. A crack of light appeared, and Yanko, still pressed against the hatch, stumbled into a corridor. Half blinded after being in the darkness, he would have fallen if someone had not gripped his shoulder.

“Arayevo?” he asked, squinting. The light pouring from the ceiling came from Made lamps, rather than lanterns. It brightened the entire corridor to almost a daylight level.

“Yes, it’s me.” She patted his shoulder and guided him out of the way so Lakeo and Dak could step out.

“I thought you left with Minark.” Yanko glanced at Lakeo. She had implied that.

Lakeo shrugged, only meeting his eyes for a moment before looking up and down the corridor in bewilderment.

“No,” Arayevo said. “He left without me. The bastard. I said we weren’t leaving you three on an island full of death. He said he wasn’t spending the night on an island full of death. I tried to, uhm, divert his attention, but he’s superstitious. He was so nervous, it was like—never mind. It got three times harder to convince him to stay after it got dark. When the pirate fleet showed up on the horizon, he piddled himself and ran back to his ship faster than a spanked dog.”


“Save the reunion for later,” Dak said. “Those pirates may figure out we’re down here.” 

 




Chapter 9

Dak removed his helmet, pushed Yanko, Arayevo, and Lakeo out of the way, and headed past bunks and equipment stations toward the front of the craft. Yanko could just make out a room with two chairs, wall-to-wall controls, and a large viewing porthole.

“Do you want us to do anything?” Arayevo asked. 

Unlike Lakeo and Yanko, who were soaked through and dripping water onto the grid-like metal decking, she was dry and didn’t look like she had been wet all night. Dak was dripping as much as they were, but he wore a strangely textured water-repellent outfit and boots. He removed the helmet and clunked it down on the deck before perching on one of the two seats up there. He did not bother to remove the brass tank strapped to his back, and it clanged against the back of the metal chair, forcing him to sit on the edge as he pushed levers and checked gauges. 

Not knowing what else he should do—it wasn’t as if he had dry clothes to change into—Yanko went up to the control room and sat in the other chair. Dak glanced at him, but did not say anything. He seemed to be concentrating, both on the gauges and on what lay outside the large viewing porthole. An exterior lamp formed a cone of light on the sand and rocks in front of them. 

Dak pushed a lever up, and a hiss came from somewhere within the bulkheads. Bubbles drifted upward, visible through the porthole. The craft rose a few inches from the bottom with a faint shudder. 

“It’s supposed to do that, right?” Yanko whispered. 

“It’s within operational parameters.” Dak flicked his fingers toward a gauge with a needle in it. 

Considering Yanko could not read the numbers or any of the other labels in the control room, it wasn’t that helpful. “I’m glad you know what you’re doing.” He slid Dak a sidelong gaze. He didn’t know how much concentration was required, so he didn’t want to interrupt, but the curious part of him couldn’t help but ask, “Do all Turgonian soldiers learn to operate underwater boats?”

“No.”

Yanko lifted his eyebrows, hoping Dak would expand on his answer. He did not.

“So Dak stole the Kyattese underwater boat,” Lakeo said from behind them. She leaned her hands on the back of Yanko’s seat. “Yanko, are you not going to frown disapprovingly at him the way you did at me when I suggested it?”

“I don’t think the Kyattese have any further need of it,” Yanko said. He was not in the mood for humor after the meeting with his mother. “How did you get it out of that pool?”

“I piloted it down the river and out to sea.” Dak frowned over at Yanko. “What happened to the Kyattese?”

“Before or after the soul construct almost killed us all?” Lakeo asked.

“After.” Dak’s gaze remained on Yanko’s face.

“I didn’t see it, but I believe Captain Pey Lu—” Yanko still couldn’t bring himself to say my mother, “—shot the Kyattese man and woman who survived the attack. I don’t know if she found the lodestone. She was looking for it when we were dragged away by the party you rescued us from. Thank you for that. I wasn’t sure what our fate was going to be. At the least, we were going to embarrass ourselves further with our escape attempts.”

“I wasn’t trying to escape, and it wasn’t embarrassing,” Lakeo said.

“You just started punching our captors for no reason?” Yanko asked.

“Oh, there was a reason. I was angry.”

Dak leaned back from the controls, though the underwater boat continued traveling forward, the light brushing over blobs of sponge-like coral along the bottom of the lagoon. “If it’s possible that they might find the lodestone, then we shouldn’t go far.”

“Staying here wouldn’t be a good idea,” Yanko said. “I’m sure Pey Lu would be able to sense us. Or sense me, anyway. The same way Sun Dragon did. From what I’ve seen of her, I believe she’s more powerful than Sun Dragon.”

“Much more powerful,” Lakeo said. “We saw her incinerate a giant soul construct with her mind.”

“All magic is done with the mind,” Yanko said.

“Some is more worth emphasizing than others.” 

Dak looked blandly at him. “You said this is your mother?”

“Yes.” A fact that Yanko did not want to dwell upon. “Shouldn’t you be looking out that porthole? That coral is getting tall.”

“I’m watching it, but I’m also wondering what our course should be after we get past the coral.”

“We don’t have the numbers to face her,” Yanko said. “I bet she can wave her hand and destroy this tub.”

“Tub.” Dak’s eyebrows twitched. “Really.”

A stolen tub, at that. Yanko rubbed his face with damp hands and fought back a shiver. The temperature wasn’t cold inside, surprising considering they were surrounded by ocean water, but his clothes and hair were still wet. He wished he had something dry to wear. 

“How much trouble will we get into if we don’t return this to Kyatt right away? Will you be punished or fined for borrowing it? And how did Arayevo get here?” Yanko spotted her sitting on one of the double bunks fastened to the bulkhead behind Lakeo.

“Dak rescued me,” Arayevo said when Dak didn’t respond. 

His attention had been drawn back to the porthole by the maze of coral before them, now rising higher than the underwater boat, almost to the surface in some places. It was strange to navigate through a reef rather than worrying about sailing over it. 

“Dak seems to be good at rescuing people.” Yanko tried not to sound bitter that he had needed rescuing. He would have loved being the one to daringly rescue the women in his life. “I was wise to recruit him for our team.”

Dak did not look at Yanko, but his gaze did flicker sideways briefly. “Recruit isn’t the word.”

“Whine? Wheedle? Blackmail?” Yanko hadn’t truly blackmailed him, but he had shamelessly appealed to the man’s sense of honor.

Dak steered sharply to one side to avoid a stalagmite of coral, and he didn’t respond.

“After monkey-brains left me,” Arayevo said, “I walked along the beach, looking for you, but I wasn’t sure where you had gone. Like an idiot, I stumbled into a scouting party that was on the way to check the village. To see what our people were doing there, I guess. They took me back to some meeting spot on the opposite side of the island, bundled me up, and tossed me into a boat. I was attempting to work my wrists free, so I could slip out and sneak away, when a platoon of monkeys started howling.” She quirked her brows at Yanko.

Yanko flushed, pleased that she knew he’d had something to do with her rescue—even if he hadn’t known she was the one under that tarp. He was even more pleased that Captain Minark had been reduced in stature to monkey-brains in her eyes. He trusted that meant they would not be pressing lips together anymore. 

“Before I knew it, my guards were gone, and I was being slung over a burly Turgonian shoulder.” This time, Arayevo quirked her eyebrows at Dak.


Yanko much preferred it when all of her facial expressions were directed at him, at least her whimsical and cute ones.

“How did you go from being on a burly shoulder to being inside a Kyattese underwater boat?” Yanko asked. 

“We came looking for you,” Arayevo said while Dak continued to move them around coral masses. “Dak knew about the waterfall, and we got there just ahead of the main group of pirates. But there were already a couple of them scouting around the cave entrance, and we couldn’t get close. Dak was about to turn Turgonian on them, so we could come in and look for you, but we could see all the lanterns coming up the river and knew the rest of the pirates would be there any minute.”

“Turn Turgonian?” Yanko asked mildly.

“The way he did at the beach, yes. It involves fists, a sword, and a lot of grunting.”

Dak gave her a flat look. “Only the pirates grunted.”

“As your fists and sword struck them, yes. There was crying too.”

“Sounds lovely,” Lakeo said.

“I thought so,” Arayevo said.

Yanko wondered how he had ended up with such bloodthirsty women in his life. He started to smile, but then he remembered his mother and the sound of those gunshots as he’d been led away. 

“We’re almost out of the coral,” Dak said. “We’re staying more than ten feet below the surface. I’m keeping the light at the minimum for navigation, but if we get close to one of the ships, they may see us. Yanko, can you see if—”

“Just a moment.” Yanko closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, hoping he had the range to sense where the ships were—and if any pursuers were coming.

As before, when he had tried this from within the water, the incredible amount of life below the waves almost overwhelmed him. Crab, fish, worms, clams, and jellyfish were all active, hiding and feeding in the coral maze. He tried to block out the small life and to look for the ships full of people. This time, he did not sense any krakens that he could ally with if the pirates found the underwater boat. He wouldn’t want to do that again, regardless. The utter destruction the last time had unnerved him. He’d just wanted to make Sun Dragon leave him alone; he hadn’t wanted to destroy an entire ship full of people. He knew Sun Dragon had survived, but he did not know if others had.

“The three ships are still there, but they’re anchored,” Yanko said slowly, analyzing the situation. The third ship was at the edge of his range, but it felt much different from the others. He was tempted to ask Dak to veer closer, but if there were more mages on board, that could be a bad idea. The underwater boat could be sensed, even if nobody saw the light. “We’re coming up to the left of them. I guess that’s south. It’s hard to keep track of direction down here. More rowboats are out in the lagoon, but not all of them. I can’t sense that far, but I’d guess Pey Lu is still hunting for the lodestone. Uhm, I think the boats in the lagoon are searching for us.” 

Yanko opened his eyes. Dak was staring at him. It reminded Yanko of the look Dak had given him when he had first donned his mother’s robe and said Yanko looked like someone he should kill.

“I was just going to ask you to use the periscope.” Dak pointed to a contraption that hung from the ceiling behind Yanko’s seat. It looked like it could be pulled down.

“Oh.”

“Maybe we can sneak close later if we turn off the lights,” Arayevo suggested. “After the pirates are back and most of them have gone to sleep—the mages, especially—we could sidle up to their ship, board them, and search for whatever treasure they found and took. And for our belongings.” She touched her hip where a sword usually hung. “That would be an exciting adventure.” Her eyes gleamed as she shared the idea.

Yanko thought it would be a deadly adventure, not an exciting one. “I bet Pey Lu will keep one of the mages awake for the night watch. Even if she doesn’t, it would be hard to board under the noses of the regular crew, especially right after we’ve escaped. They’ll be alert.” 

“We sneaked past them before,” Arayevo said. “When it was clear we wouldn’t have time to search the cave and look for you, Dak had us get into the Kyattese boat. We took it underwater to hide, then went down the river and out to sea without being bothered, even though the pirates were all over the place.”

“Actually, we were bothered,” Dak said. “When I had the periscope up to watch the pirates, thinking the shadows out in the pool would hide us, a woman looked right at it and launched a mental attack at me. She might have just been probing to see who I was, but it was an aggressive probe.” Dak touched his temple with a grimace. “That’s when I decided we would wait out at sea.”

“Really?” Arayevo asked. “I didn’t feel anything.”

“You weren’t manning the controls.”


“You didn’t show any signs that you were being attacked. I could have...” Arayevo spread her fingers. She sounded truly distressed. 

“Dak can rebuff some mage’s mental intrusions,” Yanko said. 

This time, Lakeo was the one to ask, “Really?” She added, “I didn’t think Turgonians even acknowledged that magic exists. Wouldn’t take that special training?”

Dak appeared to be quite engrossed in navigating them past the last of the coral. He did not respond. 

“Much like piloting an underwater boat, I imagine,” Yanko murmured. 

Actually, he assumed that learning to repel mental attacks, as a mage hunter was trained to do, would take years. As complicated as the controls around Dak appeared, they probably wouldn’t take as long to master. Still, neither skill sounded like something a typical Turgonian soldier—even an officer—would be taught. 

“I’m taking us close enough to the surface to have a look.” Dak glanced at Yanko, then nudged a lever a couple of inches. 

Before, when they had descended, air had been let out. Now, Yanko had the sense of air being pushed into tanks built into the hull of the craft and of water draining out. 

Dak left his seat, his head ducked and his knees bent so he would not hit the low ceiling. The underwater boats might have originally been designed by the Turgonians, but this one must have been built with the shorter Kyattese people in mind. Dak dropped to one knee when he activated the periscope, pulling down the viewing apparatus as a tube extended from the hull above them.

Now that they were close to the surface, the waves affected them more, and the craft bobbed about in the open sea. It was strange how quiet the water was deeper down. Yanko hadn’t expected that.

“See anything interesting, Dak?” Arayevo asked. “Such as an opportunity for us to sneak aboard Yanko’s mother’s ship?”

Yanko gawked at her. “Why would you want to go aboard her ship? She would be the one most likely to sense us. It sounds like she attacked Dak. Or at least probed him aggressively.” Based on what he had seen with the soul construct, Yanko thought she could have killed Dak if she had been trying to, mage-hunter training or not. 

“Wouldn’t she be the one most likely to keep pirate treasure in her cabin?” Arayevo asked, that adventurous gleam in her eyes again.

Yanko frowned at her, remembering how she had once shown interest in meeting Pey Lu—and wanting to join her. Arayevo might be older than he was, but sometimes, she seemed like the naive one. Or maybe she wasn’t naive and just didn’t care how vile pirates were. That disturbed him even more than the idea of her sailing around with smugglers. He didn’t want to believe that someone with such a warm smile and a love for living could be indifferent to the pain—and deaths—of others. 

“You don’t want to meet her,” Yanko said firmly, hoping reality would squash the romantic notion she’d always had of his mother. “She was the one responsible for killing all the people in that village. She ordered them interrogated, then hanged them when they didn’t give her the answers she wanted.”

The gleam in Arayevo’s eyes dulled, replaced by hesitation. Still, she looked like she wanted to protest. “How do you know she—” 

“Maybe they did give her the answers she wanted,” Dak interrupted, his face pressed to the periscope viewer, his tone grim.

“What do you see?” Yanko asked.

“The rest of the rowboats are leaving the lagoon. She’s standing in one that’s piled high with loot. She has something small in her hands. It’s hard to tell without magnification, but it looks like a small chest.”

Yanko slumped in his chair. “A small chest such as might be used to hold a seven-hundred-year-old artifact?”

“Yes.”

“Does she have the chest of coins her grubby minions stole from me too?” Lakeo grumbled. 

Normally, Yanko would have felt disgruntled that she was more worried about some coins than about an artifact which could save their people and usher in a new period of prosperity, but he felt too numb. The night had left him exhausted. He would have found the idea of sneaking about Sun Dragon’s ship less daunting than Arayevo’s suggestion of boarding Pey Lu’s craft. He would never forget the tortoise’s vision or the feeling of the raw power she’d called upon to destroy the soul construct.

“Is it truly stealing if you found the coins yourself just five minutes earlier?” Arayevo asked.

“Yes.”

“They probably cleaned out everything in the cave.” Dak sighed. “It’s too bad I didn’t know which rowboat she would use. I could have placed an explosive on the side of that one too.” He looked at Yanko, as if it was his fault that his mother didn’t have a special boat of her own.

“If we’re captured again, I’ll be sure to suggest she have a flagship rowboat made and reserved for her use.” 

“Is there any attack this boat can throw at her now?” Arayevo patted a control panel.

Dak shook his head. “This craft has mugra, but they couldn’t get through the reef.”

“Mugra?” Yanko asked.

“I don’t think there’s a Nurian word for them. A large arrow-shaped cannonball, with an explosive charge in the head.”

“Explosives? In a Kyattese research vessel?”

“As the original designer of these vessels discovered, sometimes weapons are needed to convince the sea creatures not to molest you.”

Yanko thought of the kraken and how Dak had once said they liked to wrap their limbs around underwater boats. 

“I don’t suppose there’s a sea creature nearby that we could convince to molest Snake Heart’s boat?” Lakeo asked.

Arayevo brightened. “Yes, Yanko, is there? Then we could swoop in and snatch up the treasure that falls to the bottom when the boat is destroyed.”

Lakeo smacked a fist into her palm. “Dak could put the fishbowl back on and go out and pick it up off the bottom while the pirates are still trying to figure out what happened.”

“Fishbowl?” Dak asked.

“I already checked,” Yanko said. “There aren’t any big sea creatures around. I don’t think they like the shallow water here. This isn’t like the Kyattese port where it gets deep very quickly once you leave the beaches.” 

“It’s deeper out here beyond the reef, isn’t it?” Arayevo waved at the porthole, to the dark water surrounding them. There was no longer any sign of the bottom.

Yanko shrugged. “Sorry, I didn’t sense anything. I’ll keep watch, but we may have to come up with some other way to get the lodestone from her.” 

Besides, his mother could probably drive away a kraken that dared attack her ship. Yanko did not want to admit to defeat, but he couldn’t imagine how they could get past numerous mages, including the infamous Snake Heart.

 




Chapter 10

“They’re making ready to sail,” Dak said from the periscope, his voice waking Yanko from his spot on the deck, sitting against the hull.

He had been dozing off and on, trying to come up with a plan in his waking moments, but mostly having nightmares about his mother shooting people. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but his clothes had mostly dried. It had to be well after midnight and moving on toward dawn. Dak had been watching the ships, but they had remained active, with too many people roaming the decks, making preparations to sail, to consider sneaking aboard.

Arayevo, who had taken the seat Yanko had been occupying earlier, slapped her hand against her thigh. “It’s night time. Why wouldn’t they stay here and sleep before heading back out to sea? Relax. Enjoy their spoils...”

“There are a lot of people looking for those spoils,” Yanko said. “I also wouldn’t wait around for an underwater boat to sneak up and dispense a band of people who wanted my lodestone.” 

Arayevo made a sour face at him. “You’re the one who needs this lodestone, and you’re just lying there and napping. Aren’t you on a quest to save our people? And regain your family’s honor?”

Yanko frowned at her. “I haven’t given up. I’m just considering my options.”

“Is that hard to do while snoring?”

“No.”

Arayevo pointed a finger at his nose. “If that was Sun Dragon up there, you’d be pacing and planning a way to get onto his ship and steal the stone. Instead, you’re sitting here sulking because it’s your mother, and you’ve already given up because you think she’s some supreme goddess that nobody can hurt. Well, she has to sleep sometime, Yanko. She’s still human. I think you just don’t want to deal with her. Lakeo said she didn’t hurt you or threaten you, that she just planned to take you back to her ship.”

“To torture me later, I’m sure. If she didn’t find the lodestone here.”

“Maybe she wanted to talk to you and see what kind of person you turned into,” Arayevo said.

Yanko turned his frown toward Dak. “Maybe you and your burly Turgonian shoulder shouldn’t have rescued her.” He waved at Arayevo, who glowered at him. Deservedly so.

Yanko sighed.

Dak looked down at him. “Is it true?”

“That Pey Lu didn’t shoot me on sight? Yes, but that doesn’t mean she wants to get to know me. She didn’t say anything that suggested that. And I don’t want to get to know her, either. She’s a murdering criminal. She ruined our entire family’s reputation—everything. She doesn’t care about anyone. She wouldn’t have even known who I was if I hadn’t had her old robe in my pack.” 

A robe that the pirates now had, along with everything else that had been in his pack. Had they even bothered taking his and Lakeo’s belongings with them, or had they left them in the woods? Poor Senshoth. The mage had entrusted Yanko with his book, however misguidedly, thinking it would be taken to the court of the Great Chief, and now it was lying in a forgotten rainforest on an island whose inhabitants were all dead. 

Yanko scowled down at the deck. Arayevo was right. He couldn’t give up, just because his mother was involved. If anything, he should be more determined than ever to get the lodestone. Sun Dragon might belong to another faction back home, but at least he seemed to want to find the hidden continent to help Nuria. Who knew who Pey Lu planned to sell the artifact to?

“Maybe if she caught you, it wouldn’t be as detrimental as if the pirates caught the rest of us.” Dak scratched his jaw thoughtfully.

“So, you want to use me as bait, or throw me out as a diversion while you sneak aboard?” Yanko wasn’t certain that his mother would spare him, not at all. 

“Perhaps not,” Dak murmured distractedly. He had turned back to the periscope and was rotating it to look at something.

Arayevo nudged Yanko with her foot. “Don’t you want to talk to her? Aren’t you curious about why she left? Maybe there was a reason. Maybe she’s not as ruthless as the stories say. Even if she is, maybe the reason why is understandable. She probably had to be twice the cold-hearted killer to earn respect as a female pirate.”

“She didn’t have to be a pirate at all. That was her choice.”

“Was it? You don’t know what happened when you were a baby. Maybe your father wasn’t a good husband. The badger goddess knows he wasn’t a good father.”

“Don’t say that.” Yanko might think it at times, but that was disrespectful enough without voicing the words. Besides, his father had always been good to Falcon. Yanko was the one who had been too different for him to understand.

“It’s true. But your mother clearly had—has—a heart for adventure. Maybe she couldn’t stand staying in that dismal valley and raising babies for her whole life.”

“Dismal valley? Aspen Hollow is beautiful. You can ski in the mountains, hike in the woods, fish in the lake, hunt in any direction, and see thousands of stars on a clear night.”

“You never felt imprisoned by those mountains?” Arayevo grimaced, and Yanko remembered that her father had wanted to arrange a marriage for her. That had probably spurred at least some of her feelings of entrapment. 

“No.” Yanko had felt imprisoned by his duty, but not by his homeland. 

“Isn’t it funny how two people can look out on the same piece of land and see distinctly different things?”

“Perhaps one of those people lacks sufficient imagination.”

“Maybe, but which one of them is it?” She smirked at him.

A very faint boom reached Yanko’s ears. “Was that a cannon?”

“The Midnight Fleet has company,” Dak announced, his eye still glued to the periscope. 

“Any chance it’s Prince Zirabo with a fleet from home?” Yanko asked.

“I can’t tell who it is. The sun hasn’t come up yet, so it’s still dark out there. There are at least three ships approaching, though. I believe one of Pey Lu’s ships fired the cannon.”

“Warning them to stay away?”

“Likely.”

“Are they doing so?” Yanko asked.

“It doesn’t look like it.” Dak did not remove his gaze from the periscope or offer anyone else a view.

Yanko sat in the empty seat next to Arayevo and sent his senses outward, trying to see with his mind what Dak saw with his fancy technology. But the other ships were still too far away. He could sense the pirate ships, as well as the auras of the people on board. They were scurrying about, preparing for battle. Everyone seemed alert and all aboard seemed to be on the main decks or the gun decks. The sounds of more booms reached his ears.

“This may be our chance,” Yanko said. “Everyone’s turning out for the battle. There won’t be anybody left in the cabins. Maybe Pey Lu’s quarters won’t be guarded.”

“I thought you didn’t want to deal with your mother.”

“I’m open to dealing with her empty cabin.”

“I think those are Kyattese ships.” Dak left the periscope and waved Yanko out of the pilot’s seat. “We’ll try to sneak close enough to board.”

“Excellent.” Arayevo leaped from her seat, almost clunking her head on the ceiling. She raced toward the hatches where they’d first come aboard. “Lakeo, grab your weapons. We’re going to infiltrate a pirate ship.”

“I don’t have any weapons—Yanko’s mama stole them all.”

“Maybe the Kyattese left something on board. Come on. Back here. There are some lockers.”

Yanko watched them rummaging, amazed at how excited Arayevo was at the idea of some adventure. Was it possible his mother had been the same way? Stifled by the thought of raising children in a remote mountain village? If that had been the case, why had she married his father in the first place? Why have children she would only end up abandoning? And why had she had to become a criminal in order to have adventures? Couldn’t she just have rejoined the army? For that matter, why had the sea called to Arayevo? She, too, could have found other ways to have adventures, surely. Legal ways. What if her thirst for excitement got her killed? Or what if... what if it meant she would never consider returning to Aspen Hollow with Yanko? Would he have to give up the homeland he loved to have a chance at being with her? The sea didn’t call to him the way it did to her. Assuming she truly was done with Monkey-brains Minark, could they find some place they could be together and both be happy? Did she ever think of being happy with him?

“Have you told her?” Dak asked.

“What?” Yanko glanced warily at him, realizing he might have been caught gazing after Arayevo with moon eyes.

Dak flicked off the interior lighting, plunging them into near darkness. The exterior lamp was out too. Dak made small adjustments to the controls. They seemed to be traveling very slowly, deep enough below the surface that the currents only tugging gently at them. A small amount of light filtered down to them. Dawn must be brightening the sky up there.

“About what? Finding me a sword?” Yanko smiled, making his tone light. He didn’t think this was the appropriate time to discuss his issues with women. “Do the Kyattese even carry such things? They don’t seem to be a sword-swinging people.” 

Dak glanced at him, but said nothing else. Maybe that was all the prying he would do. Yanko wondered why he had bothered. Unless Dak thought they were about to get killed and that Yanko should confess his feelings before that happened. 

Dak started to get out of his seat, leaning toward the periscope, but he paused. “We getting close?” 

“To Pey Lu’s ship?”

“Yes.”

Yanko checked with his mind, mapping out the three pirate ships in his head and their boat’s position in relation to them. He could also feel a fourth ship at the edge of his range now and noted that it was made from iron instead of wood. Was there a Turgonian craft in the Kyattese fleet? Or had the Kyattese bought ironclads from the Turgonians? 

Aware of Dak waiting for an answer, Yanko concentrated on the pirate ships. He could worry about the new arrivals later. 

“We’re close to one, but I don’t think it’s her ship. Hers is...” Yanko sensed her aura before that of anyone else’s on the ship, a big frigate closer to the island than the other two vessels. He yanked his touch back, afraid she would feel him probing. “That way.” He pointed.

Dak accepted his assessment without a word and turned the underwater boat. It was a small thing, but the sign of trust pleased Yanko. 

A clang came from the rear of the craft, and the women chattered excitedly about a machete they had found. It was probably for cutting back foliage on an island rather than for beheading pirates, but Yanko supposed it was better than nothing, especially for someone without magic to call upon. Arayevo sounded even more animated than Lakeo at finding the thing. 

Yanko shook his head. “No, I haven’t talked to her about my feelings,” he said quietly, the words as much for himself as for Dak. Maybe he should share his feelings before they did something as suicidal as trying to steal from hundreds of pirates. “I never knew how. It’s too hard to say to her face. I tried writing some poetry, some very awful poetry, which my father found instead of her. But I could never give it to her. I guess... as long as I didn’t tell her, I could pretend she felt the same. My fantasies could continue on, no hint of reality squashing him. Because if I told her how I felt and she said she didn’t share those feelings, then I couldn’t go on pretending it was inevitable that we would be together someday.”

The lack of lighting made it hard to tell, but Yanko got the impression that Dak was staring at him and had been for a while.

“That is what you were asking about, isn’t it?” Yanko asked. “When you said, have you told her?”

“I meant about Pey Lu being responsible for the deaths of all those villagers,” Dak said. “She seems to think being captured by the woman wouldn’t end in death. I’m not sure that’s wise to assume.”

“Oh.” Yanko was glad the darkness would hide the pink of his cheeks. “I think I did. I know I told Lakeo.” 

“It looks like there are two things you should discuss with Arayevo then,” Dak said dryly. “How far now? Did I adjust our course enough? If we can avoid using the periscope, I will. It’s subtle, but it is visible, and they probably have the decks lit well.”

Another cannon fired, sounding much closer than before. Three more booms followed immediately after. Yanko forgot his mortification over his confession and extended his senses again. He needed to be monitoring everything that was going on if they were going up there. They would need to find the perfect moment.

“We’re getting close, yes,” Yanko whispered. 

Orange light filtered down to them, briefly illuminating the interior of their craft before disappearing. 

“Was that a fireball?” Yanko wondered. It definitely had not been cannon fire, but it had seemed to come from the direction of the new ships, not his mother’s ship. As close as they were getting, he would have felt it if she or another mage on her deck had drawn power.

“You’ll have to tell me, mage.” Dak leaned forward in his seat. “There she is.”

The black hull of Pey Lu’s craft was visible ahead of them, the water growing lighter with each passing minute. Yanko wished the sun would slow its assent. The underwater boat wasn’t as easy to spot as a sailing ship, but it would have to break the surface for them to board, and then it would be very visible. Or—he tilted his head—would it need to break the surface?

“Can we go out through that hatch closet, so the boat doesn’t need to come up all the way?” Yanko asked.

“You don’t think you can make some fog to hide us?” Dak asked.

Yanko snorted. “I don’t think it ever gets foggy at this latitude.”

“Yes, you can go out the airlock. The hatch closet.” His tone did dry very well. To think, there had been a time when Yanko believed Turgonians had no sense of humor. “There are a lot of cutting tools so the scientists can take samples when they’re down here,” Dak added. “I may actually be able to cut a hole into the hull, and you could enter that way. If this were a Turgonian ironclad, it wouldn’t be possible, but I may be able to drill into wood. A hole letting in water will give them another problem to deal with, too.”

“With the cannons going off, they might not hear anyone cutting into their hull.”

“Exactly.” 

“We’re ready,” Arayevo announced from the entrance to the control room.

She and Lakeo stood shoulder to shoulder, each carrying a knife and a machete. Arayevo also had the pistol at her belt, the weapon she’d worn when they first arrived on the island. She must have had an opportunity to retrieve it after Dak had rescued her from the pirates. In addition to the weapons, Lakeo wore a padded torso covering that might soften a mediocre blow from a weapon, though it appeared to be designed to provide protection from scientific experiments, or perhaps welding work. 

“Maybe we won’t have to fight,” Yanko said. 

“One of them is going to have to be your bodyguard,” Dak said.

“Uhm, what?”

Dak did not look happy as he waved toward the control panel. “The ships are moving. There’s no way for the flugnugstica to stay close unless someone stays inside to pilot it. If we let it drift, we might never find it again. If we can’t escape from Pey Lu’s ship...”

“We’ll be stuck there and Yanko will have to talk to her,” Arayevo said. 

“I don’t think you should be rooting for that family reunion. I don’t believe it would go as well as you think.” Yanko spun toward Dak. “We need you up there. There must be a way you can come. Can’t we... clamp onto something? Arayevo and Lakeo are fine fighters, but I think we should all stick together.” 

As much as he adored Arayevo and had come to appreciate Lakeo, the two of them put together couldn’t beat down as many pirates as Dak could. Not to mention that Dak had that mage-hunter-like training and might be able to deflect a mental attack or two.

“Clamps?” Dak mused to himself, looking over the controls in front of him. He snapped his fingers, leaped to his feet, and ran to the back of the boat, nearly knocking Arayevo over as he sped through. He disappeared into a cabin Yanko had not yet investigated.

“Should he be getting up just now?” Lakeo pointed to the porthole, where the black hull of the pirate ship loomed so large that nothing else was visible now. “Yanko, when you were napping at his feet, did you learn how to pilot this tub?”

“No.”

“How about how to put on the brakes?”

“Sorry, no.” Yanko might be able to push them backward or hold them stationary by manipulating the waves around them, but the underwater boat was a mystery. 

Orange light flared somewhere above them at the same time as Yanko sensed an immense amount of power being used. Numerous cannons fired in the wake of the attack. Whatever was going on out there, Pey Lu was serious about defending her little pirate fleet against the other ships. 

The Kyattese ships. He thought back to that first fireball, the one the newcomers had apparently launched. Would the peace-pursuing, education-loving Kyattese hurl fireballs at their enemies? Did they study such destructive magic? Or was it possible... 

Yanko swallowed and stared at the bulkhead, as if he could see through it and to the ships exchanging fire with the pirates.

“What is it, Yanko?” Arayevo asked. “You look like you’ve either had a grand insight or you remembered you forgot that you should use the outhouse before going into battle.” 

“I think I know whose ships those are.” Yanko shook his head slowly. “Because last time, one ship wasn’t enough. This time he brought three, including an ironclad. I don’t think a kraken can crush an ironclad.”

Dak raced back into the control room, almost skidding as he lurched to a stop and pulled another lever. 

“You think Sun Dragon is the one hurling fireballs at your mother?” Lakeo asked.

“It’s just a hunch, but if he also found clues that led him here—or if he was able to follow me—it could be him.”

Yanko kept shaking his head as Dak ran back to the rear of the craft again. They seemed to be drifting now. Had he cut off the engines?

“I hope your mother annihilates him then,” Lakeo said. “That dung-sucker was ready to make that entire volcano erupt in order to get us.”

Yanko wasn’t sure he agreed with the sentiment. He remembered his earlier thought, that Sun Dragon at least wanted to help Nuria. He doubted Pey Lu had Nuria in mind. 

A faint clank sounded, followed by a lurch that made Yanko grab for the nearest bulkhead. 

“We’re attached,” Arayevo blurted from the hatch leading to the closet—airlock. She had moved back there and was monitoring whatever Dak was doing. 

Yanko took a deep breath, wishing he was as excited about this adventure as she was. He hoped they didn’t get caught—and killed.

Dak jogged back to the front, waving Yanko out of his way again. This time, he sat in the seat next to the piloting seat. Thus far, he hadn’t used any of the switches, dials, or levers on this side of the control room, but now his hands flew over the console. 

“I’m sawing a hole with a tool meant to slice off coral samples,” Dak said. “Be ready to move soon. Even in the middle of battle, it won’t take them long to realize they’re talking on water.” 

When Dak finished, Yanko joined Arayevo and Lakeo at the airlock. “Anyone have a weapon to spare?”

Lakeo’s hand slid possessively over her newly acquired machete. “There was a first-aid kit with a scalpel in it.”

“That should cause hardened pirates to wet themselves.” 

Arayevo hesitated, then flipped the utility knife in her hand and offered Yanko the hilt.

“Just focus on helping us with magic, if we’re forced to fight,” Dak said, coming up behind him and gripping his shoulder briefly. “I’ll watch your back. Let’s try to sneak in without a fight, though, and get out quickly. Yanko, how about some smoke?”

“Is something burning?”

“It could be.” Dak gave him a significant look, then stepped past him and turned the wheel on the hatch.

Lighting fires on a ship that already had a fresh hole in the bottom seemed harsh, and he wasn’t sure how wise it was to make his mother think of him as an enemy, not just a competitor who had been in her way. Still, Dak had just offered to watch his back. It made Yanko want to help him. 

“I’ll see what I can do,” he said.

“We can’t all fit in at once,” Dak said. “Yanko and I first, then you two follow. Arayevo, you remember how to cycle the lock?”

“Yes, but promise you won’t kill all the pirates without me.”

“That shouldn’t be a difficult promise to keep.” Dak pulled Yanko into the small chamber. “This will flood when I open the outer hatch. The hole is to the right. Swim to it, and we’ll hope to get in before a bunch of men are sent down to find out what’s going on.” He nodded to Arayevo, then shut the hatch behind him.

Yanko took a deep breath. “I’m ready.” 

Dak pulled a lever on the bulkhead instead of turning a wheel. Clanks came from within the wall, then the hatch opened of its own accord, groaning as it pushed against water, water that flooded into the chamber. Yanko took a last deep breath, then swam out.

 




Chapter 11

The sea outside was brighter than the airlock. Yanko followed Dak to the right, running his hands along the barnacle-dotted hull of the pirate ship. They had farther to go than he expected, and Yanko realized that Dak had clamped to the vessel in such a way that the underwater boat should not be visible to someone inside the hold looking at the hole. 

Cannons continued to boom, the noise louder now that they were outside. Flashes of light filtered down through the water. Yanko’s senses jangled with all of the magic being hurled around up there. It wasn’t just his mother now.

Dak slipped through the hole, and Yanko hurried after him. His senses told him that the hold was empty. Good. The longer they could go without being discovered, the better. They wouldn’t have much of a shot of searching Pey Lu’s cabin if they were being chased by the crew.

The hole was partway up the side of the hull, and Yanko almost fell as the water carried him in and down to the bottom of the hold. It was a large space, and only about a foot of water filled it so far. A bilge pump was set up at the far end. He snorted, doubting that would be sufficient for holding back the flood, not when Dak had cut a hole more than two feet wide.

“Smoke,” Dak whispered. He needn’t have kept his voice down. The shouts, booms, and bangs from above drowned out everything, and Yanko barely heard him. “While we wait for the women,” he added.

Yanko did not see anything to burn unless he lit the ship itself on fire. Burning the ship they had just boarded seemed unwise. 

“You just want the area obscured?” he asked.

“So they have trouble finding the hole and noticing how perfectly shaped it is, yes.”

Since the water was more plentiful than flammable material, Yanko used it instead. He chilled the air and created a thick fog. It would not remain indefinitely, but it ought to linger in the enclosed space. 

Above them, a hatch opened, and light spilled down the stairs leading into the hold. Yanko did not move, but he created more fog, thickening it further, until he couldn’t see who was coming down the stairs. He only heard the footfalls on the wooden steps. Two sets of footfalls. He lifted a hand, thinking of an attack he might use to knock them down, but he sensed Dak charging up the stairs, amazingly quiet for a big wet man sloughing water.

A grunt sounded, following by two thumps. The men on the stairs tumbled off into the water. Yanko shuffled over to them, thinking of tying them up, but the men had not survived the fall. 

Yanko tried to tell himself that Dak was a soldier and that these were pirates, and that killing them made sense to him, but he couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable. These weren’t random pirates. They were his mother’s people. She shouldn’t mean anything to him—didn’t mean anything to him—and yet killing her people felt like a betrayal on his part. He also worried about what the consequences would be if they were captured. 

“We won’t be,” he told himself firmly and forced himself to pat down the closest pirate to find a weapon for himself. The flintlock pistol had fallen in the water and would likely be useless. He took the cutlass from the man’s scabbard. 

A soft splash came from the other side of the hold.

“Yanko?” Arayevo asked.

“Here.” Yanko made his way through the dense fog and to the base of the steps. 

When Arayevo and Lakeo found him, Yanko patted them on the shoulders, did not mention the dead pirates, and led the way up. Dak already waited at the top. The shouts and sounds of commotion were even louder up here, with the hatch standing open. Yanko had no idea about the layout of this ship, but from the way the walls reverberated with each firing of a cannon, he guessed the gun deck was right above them. 

“This way.” Dak headed down a corridor. 

Something struck the ship—something magical. The power made Yanko’s hair stand on end. The vessel tipped to the side, as if they were in rough seas with high waves instead of on the placid leeward side of an island. Yanko grimaced, wondering if the movement would break the clamps that attached the underwater boat to the ship.

A pirate stormed into their corridor, running through on some errand—or maybe to hide. Dak surged forward, meeting him before he could turn around to sprint in the opposite direction. From behind him, all Yanko could see was his sword arm bursting into movement. Then Dak was stepping over another dead man. 

“Does anyone else feel superfluous?” Arayevo asked.

“No,” Lakeo said.

They passed storage rooms, then Dak turned into a room with two empty wrought iron cells in it. 

“Did you mean to come into the brig?” Yanko asked.

“Maybe he’s checking out the accommodations to see if they’ll do for later,” Lakeo said.


“We’re not getting captured,” Arayevo said.

“We’re under the officers’ quarters.” Dak looked at Yanko, then up at the ceiling.

“Uh?” Yanko asked. Did Dak expect him to cut a hole? He looked down at the cutlass he had acquired.

“You burrowed through over twenty feet of rock in that prison.”

“Oh, but rock is part of the earth. I feel a strong affinity for it.” He considered the wooden ceiling, boards nailed parallel to structural beams. 

“Find an affinity for those boards. They were part of the earth once.”

Before Yanko had decided on a method for dealing with them, Dak grabbed him around the thighs and hoisted him into the air. He soon found himself looking at the whorls in the wood up close. 

“Affinity, right,” he muttered, resting a hand on the wood. 

A fire mage would simply hurl a fireball at the wood, or perhaps burn them from the inside out. Yanko wasn’t sure he could do either. He could make enough flame to light candles, but this was more daunting. Instead, he fell back on the earth sciences, as Dak had suggested. He tinkered with the natural grain, causing the fibers to swell. The boards started warping. A few faint pops sounded as nails flew out. He pushed at the boards, and they shifted aside, leaving a hole between two beams. 

Yanko was about to pull himself through when Dak dropped him back down. “You go second.”

Dak grabbed two of the beams and pulled himself up, turning sideways in an attempt to fit through. Yanko would have no problem, but he didn’t have Dak’s big Turgonian chest and broad shoulders. He hung there for a few seconds, stuck, before heaving with his arms and pulling himself through.

“That’ll leave a rash,” Arayevo murmured with a sympathetic wince.

“He may be missing some chest hair,” Lakeo said, cupping her hands together and offering a boost to whoever went next. “Fortunately, he can probably stand to sacrifice them. Yanko on the other hand—”

He stepped into her hands and pushed himself off, hoping to escape before his chin hairs—or chest hairs—were mocked again. He squeezed through with less trouble than Dak and rolled to a safe section of floor. They were, indeed, in someone’s cabin, someone who warranted a porthole, but there was a shaving set next to a bowl and pitcher, and the room smelled of pine-scented incense. He doubted the manly odor signified his mother’s tastes.

Another wave of power crashed into the ship. Arayevo had been climbing up, and she slipped. Yanko lunged and caught her before she fell back to the deck below. He pulled her up as the ship shuddered and righted itself. 

“I smell smoke,” Dak said. 

“Sun Dragon must be giving old Snake Heart a hard time,” Lakeo whispered from below.

That surprised Yanko. He wouldn’t have thought Sun Dragon would be a match for his mother, not when he had managed to thwart some of Sun Dragon’s attacks. Of course, if that kraken hadn’t come to his aid, he would have been charred to ashes.

Someone screamed, and Yanko grimaced. The pained cry sounded like it came from right above them. Were they under the main deck now? 

Something crashed through the hull behind Dak, and Yanko jumped back. Wood splinters flew, and he lifted a hand to protect his face. It took Yanko a moment to realize a cannonball had smashed through the cabin. Dak didn’t even react. He headed for the door and peeked into the corridor outside. Yanko made himself ignore the new porthole in the cabin and pulled Lakeo up. 

“Clear,” Dak whispered. 

He stepped into the passageway, having to hunch and duck his head, the same way he had in the underwater boat. Yanko followed him past two doors and to a cabin at the end. Dak tried the latch, but it was locked.

Yanko touched the stout teak boards. “Do you want me to—”

Dak rammed his shoulder against the door, and metal snapped as it flew open.

“—use my magic?” Yanko finished. 

Light flashed. Dak hadn’t stepped inside, but he gasped, caught in the doorway by some invisible force. His back stiffened, and he grasped the jambs, as if to shove himself backward. His entire body went rigid, his head thrown back so that his nose touched the ceiling, but he couldn’t seem to move.

Some magical protection to keep anyone from going in. Yanko should have guessed such a thing would be there. 

Lakeo grasped Dak from behind, but she cried out and backed away. 

“Ssh,” Arayevo whispered, glancing back down the passageway. 

“Ssh yourself,” Lakeo growled, holding her hand. “That hurts like death.”

Ignoring them, Yanko tried to sense whatever trap held Dak in place, inflicting pain on him. Something powerful hummed from inside the cabin, on the wall next to the door. A Made object. His mother’s work? Or something she had stolen or bought? He couldn’t tell. It seemed like nothing more than a flat bronze disk, shaped into a hanging piece of artwork.

Sweat dripped from Dak’s jaw, and his breaths came in short, pained gasps. He was fighting this magic, but this wasn’t a mental attack. Even a mage hunter couldn’t thwart a physical attack against the body. Yanko grew angry with himself for not realizing the trap would be there. Furious, he knocked the object off the wall with a surge of mind power, and it flew across the cabin, striking a cabinet. Dak continued to be held in place, the device inflicting serious pain on him. Yanko channeled his fury into the source of his pain, not thinking about what kind of magic would be effective or what books had told him about how Made objects operated. He simply willed it to be destroyed. 

To his surprise, the flat disk exploded, tiny shards flying in dozens of directions. Yanko grabbed Dak, trying to pull him back so he wouldn’t be struck by the shrapnel. Dak slumped against the doorjamb, his entire body relaxing in the aftermath of the pain. Yanko wasn’t able to budge his dead weight, and one of the flying shards struck him in the jaw. Dak barely seemed to notice.

“Sorry,” Yanko whispered. “Are you going to be all right?”


Dak dragged his sleeve across his face, wiping away sweat and blood. “Yeah.” He managed a faint smile. “That was stupid. I should have known better.”

“It’s probably hard to sublimate those Turgonian urges to destroy things.” 

Dak looked at the tiny shards of bronze littering the floorboards and raised his eyebrows at Yanko.

“It’s possible your Turgonian urges are contagious.”

“Like a virus.” Dak waved toward the cabin. “Check for more traps before we go in, will you? But you better hurry. I’m guessing she felt that.”

Yanko nodded grimly. Yes, the owner of the cabin would have sensed the trap being destroyed even if she had been too busy with the battle to sense him drawing upon his power. 

His ability to destroy the device surprised him, since he hadn’t rationally known how to do it. Magic was supposed to be an intricate science, requiring analysis and study. Sure, some skills, like hurling fireballs, came easily for someone who had done so a thousand times, but there was still science involved. One wasn’t supposed to merely be able to think destructive thoughts and have things explode.

Something to ponder another time. Yanko raked his senses across the cabin, then stepped in, feeling he should lead the way in matters of magic.

“I don’t detect any more traps around the door,” Yanko said, his voice almost drowned out by another round of cannons firing. “I do sense several Made items in that corner.” He pointed, not surprised to find bags and chests from the cave stacked on the deck. They hadn’t yet been secured for sailing, but they looked to have been rifled through.


“That’s my chest of coins,” Lakeo blurted as soon as she stepped into the cabin. 

She headed in that direction, but Dak grabbed her shoulder and kept her from getting close.

Lakeo scowled at him. “I wasn’t going to touch anything yet. I don’t have Turgonian urges.” 

“No?” His eyebrow twitched. Maybe he had hunches about her heritage too.

“No,” she said firmly.

“This is her room, isn’t it?” Arayevo said, her voice almost reverent as she looked around at the furnishings and the walls, barely noticing the treasure. 

Yanko did not care about the neatly made bunk, the sheepskin rug on the floor next to it, or the various weapons and artwork hanging on the walls. All of those items had probably been stolen in raids that had left ships adrift, with the crews stranded—or worse. He scoured the treasure pile, looking for a magical signature that might indicate the lodestone. Most of what he felt seemed to be trinkets, items not dissimilar to the charms Minark carried on his belt. They might be useful and even valuable, but he could tell as soon as he brushed them with his mind that they weren’t what he sought. There was a small wooden chest sitting atop the pile that had a more powerful magic about it. A wintry scene was carved into the top with plump birds perched upon branches.

Dak pointed at it. “That’s the box she was hand-carrying in her rowboat.”

“There is some magic about it,” Yanko said. Another trap?

The ship heaved again as a huge wave thrown by magic crashed into it. Yanko nearly stumbled into the treasure pile. He caught himself by gripping a ceiling beam, but winced, imagining falling on a trap and activating it. Nobody here would be able to help him if he was caught by magic the way Dak had been. 

Voices sounded in the passageway. Arayevo had shut the door as soon as they all entered, but someone must have been sent to investigate the triggering of the trap.

“Company,” he said.

“On it.” Dak strode to the door, his short sword in hand.

Arayevo grabbed a wicked-looking scimitar off the wall, replacing her machete. Yanko almost chided her for touching things in a mage’s room, but he turned his attention to the chest instead. The men charging down the passageway did not burst straight into the cabin. They hesitated, probably afraid of Pey Lu’s door trap. Dak waited in a fighting stance, like a panther poised to spring.

The magic protecting the chest seemed old, rather than something his mother had recently laid upon it. It reminded him of the power of the soul construct, and he suspected the same mage had placed this trap. Nerves of anticipation danced in Yanko’s belly. This could mean that something valuable lay within, maybe the very artifact he sought. With the magic protecting the chest, he couldn’t see inside with his mind. Mentally, he prodded around the latch and hinges, trying to get a sense for the trap, to find a weakness and a way to remove it. Then he remembered how he had destroyed the door trap. With anger and pure power. Could that work again? 

He imagined the trap being obliterated and tried to hurl a blast of energy at it. Atop the booty pile, the chest shivered and almost fell to the floor. The trap remained in place. Sighing, Yanko tried a more careful analysis. Maybe anger was required for him to destroy things without thought, or maybe the sheer panic of seeing a comrade in pain had helped him. That seemed illogical though, like it would result in nothing but frantic flailing.

The door slammed open. Yanko glanced back, spotting a boot being retracted just before Dak leaped forward. He disappeared from sight, surging into the passageway, his blade raised. The clash of steel rang through the cabin, adding to the cacophony of noise coming from the deck above. Another cannonball slammed into the hull somewhere close. 

Shouts came from the passageway and also from somewhere above—they did not sound Nurian. Were Sun Dragon’s new allies attempting to board? Or maybe someone else believed Pey Lu had retrieved the lodestone and had come to take it.

A pistol fired in the passageway. Yanko tried to spot Dak, afraid he had been hit. Nobody had cried out in pain, but Dak rarely did. Lakeo and Arayevo stood at the ready behind him, unable to get past his broad form. Though Yanko wanted to go help, he made himself turn his back, to focus on the trap. Using his mind’s eye, he could see slender invisible threads of power wrapping around it, designed to hurt whoever tried to open the box. 

“So, what happens if I just trigger it?” he wondered. 

Would the trap disappear once he did? Or would it reset itself? Wouldn’t his mother have already peeked inside? Maybe the other ships had arrived before she got a chance. He might be able to trigger it from a distance, from far enough away that he wouldn’t be affected by the magic.

Yanko backed up a few steps. He created a wall of air across the corner of the cabin, sealing the pile of loot behind it. At the same time, he nudged the latch upward with his meager telekinetic power. It twitched and wobbled, but he struggled to make the lid rise while also maintaining the barrier. Concentrating on two tasks at once was always difficult, and he was tempted to raise the lid, then quickly put the barrier in place, but that might be unwise. 

As sword clashes and weapons fire continued in the passageway outside, he kept fiddling with the latch, trying to stay calm and tamp down frustration. The chest possessed a physical lock in addition to the magical protection. Seconds ticked past, and he sensed more men piling into the passageway outside. 

He switched tactics and melted the latch instead of worrying about the lock. Metal turned molten and dripped down the side of the chest like candle wax. Finally, from four feet away, Yanko lifted the lid. 

A fiery blast sprang from the box. It hammered against the barrier he had created and slammed into the ceiling with enough force to tear through the wood. Boards flew, and splinters rained down around him. Sunlight poured in from above, cutting through the smoke clouding the air around the treasure pile.

“Yanko,” Arayevo groaned. “What are you doing?” 

“Triggering a trap.” Yanko slapped his forehead, cursing himself for not thinking to mold his barrier to cover the top of the pile. All he had wanted to do was protect himself and his comrades. That he had done, but—

A long-haired pirate peered through the hole in the ceiling. Yanko waved his hand, flinging smoke into the man’s eyes.

“We need to go,” Yanko called over his shoulder, as if the clangs and gunfire from the passageway hadn’t already told him that. The entire crew probably knew there were thieves in the captain’s cabin now.

Yanko darted forward, reaching for the chest. He hesitated before touching it, though he was tempted to simply grab it and run. First, he probed the outline with his mind, checking to see if the trap had reset. It hadn’t, but a sick feeling came over him. He no longer felt the presence of magic. The lodestone had to be magic if it could guide people to a missing continent. Had he simply been sensing the power of the trap itself?

“We have to go,” came Dak’s voice from the passageway.

He sounded calm, though the clash of swords punctuated his words. Arayevo grabbed a loaded flintlock pistol from the wall over the bed. She leaned around Dak and fired at someone. As Yanko picked up the box, he checked the passageway with his mind. Dead men sprawled all over the deck, three high in spots, but more were crowding into the area, trying to get at Dak. Trying to protect their treasure, Yanko realized grimly. They were so desperate to do so that they would throw their lives away. He never would have expected pirates to fight so fiercely. 

Knowing they were out of time and already regretting how many deaths he was responsible for, Yanko opened the chest to see what they had found. A small book lay inside. He pulled it out, feeling stunned. A book? That was it? He checked again for a hint that it might be magical. It wasn’t. He dropped the chest and flipped through it quickly, enough to see that it was someone’s journal rather than a collection of Kyattese poetry or some such. 

“Trap gone?” Lakeo asked, stepping up to his side.

“Yes, I—” 

Someone grabbed Yanko’s arm. Arayevo.

“Dak’s hurt,” she said. “We have to go. Now.”

With nothing to show but the journal, Yanko nodded his agreement and followed her to the door. The lodestone wasn’t there. He would have felt it if it were. Unless this journal was the Mausoleum Bandit’s diary, this whole trip—all of this death and destruction—had been for nothing. 

Don’t throw it away, a voice spoke into Yanko’s head.

Sun Dragon, he thought, not intending to respond but surprised into doing so. Where are you?

I’ll be there soon. Keep the book for me, and maybe I’ll spare your life.

I see you’re more generous than ever, Honored Opponent.

That’s right, boy. Don’t forget to respect your elders. They—

A second after the communication broke off, a great boom came from somewhere above. It was too loud to be a cannon firing. Yanko hoped someone had blown up Sun Dragon’s ship.


Lakeo snatched up a chest, the same one she had been carrying earlier, before the pirates had taken all of their gear. “Mine,” she snarled.

Someone leaped down from above, landing on the treasure pile and swinging a hatchet at her head. Startled, Lakeo scrambled back. She lifted her machete as two more pirates jumped through the hole in the ceiling. All three sprang toward her.

With fear swelling in his throat, Yanko launched an attack, again reacting on instinct instead of thinking it through. All three pirates flew backward, slamming into each other and into the corner of the cabin. Lakeo sprinted for the door, and Yanko charged after her. He was the last one out of the cabin, so he pulled the door shut, wishing he could lock it.

There was no room in the passageway. Dak might be wounded, but he was still fighting, keeping the pirates back with determination and skill. 

“We have to get back to that doorway,” Arayevo said, waving the pistol at the officer’s cabin where they had come up from the deck below. 

Bodies half blocked the way, and they would have to cut through at least two pirates to reach it. Other men waited behind those two, firing when they could. 

Dak was keeping the pirates from advancing, but even he couldn’t press so many back, especially not with the floor at his feet littered with obstacles. Yanko tried to summon the same force he had used on the men in the cabin, a wave of energy he had almost reflexively hurled, but that easy, instant power eluded him now. He concentrated on building it again, methodically, carefully funneling the air around Dak.


A bang came from behind him. Arayevo shot at one of the pirates trying to escape the cabin.

“A lock would be good,” Lakeo said, kicking at someone. Arayevo’s pistol drove them back, for the moment.

Yanko unleashed the wave of power he had been crafting. Dak’s clothes rustled as the wind blasted past him on either side. The power struck the pirates, knocking them back several meters, as if an ocean wave had slammed into them. 

Dak sprang over the bodies and ran past the cabin door they needed to enter. Making room for Yanko and the others to go inside while he protected them. Yanko wanted to yell at him to go through first, that he was the only one who could pilot the underwater boat, if it was even still attached, but there was no time, not with pirates coming at them from both sides. Yanko lunged into the cabin first. He waved for Arayevo and Lakeo to follow him, turning as soon as he got inside so he could watch the door to Pey Lu’s cabin. The pirates had been driven back by the pistol fire, but they were sure to try to get out again. He readied an attack to hurl if the door opened. 

“Dak,” Yanko called as soon as Arayevo and Lakeo joined him in the cabin. He waved them toward the hole in the deck. “We’re waiting on you.” 

The pirates flung Pey Lu’s door open as Dak reached the officer’s cabin. Yanko couldn’t fling his attack with Dak standing in front of the doorway. He sensed one man lifting a pistol to fire. With his back to them, Dak couldn’t see it, couldn’t dodge.

“Move,” Yanko barked and hastily constructed a barrier between Dak and the shooter, as he had done to thwart the trap. He didn’t know if it would be enough to stop a pistol ball and was glad when Dak leaped sideways into the room.

The pistol fired. The ball halted in midflight, lodging in Yanko’s wall of air. It hung there until Dak shut the door, and Yanko’s concentration disappeared. Arayevo and Lakeo had already gone through the hole.

“Go,” Dak said, throwing the lock on the door.


Yanko hesitated. Blood saturated Dak’s shirt in front of his shoulder—one of those bullets had caught him. There were numerous other rips, showing gashes in his arms and torso. 

“Maybe you should—”

“Go,” Dak ordered, grabbing Yanko and propelling him toward the hole. 

Something—or someone—slammed into the door. It held, but Yanko remembered Dak knocking open the other door and knew it would not stand against much of an assault. He jumped through the hole into the brig, only to find Arayevo and Lakeo fighting two pirates. Lakeo was holding her own, but the big brute facing Arayevo was pushing her back. 

Yanko took several steps to get out of the way and give himself space to formulate an attack. He channeled a tiny stream of air and aimed it at the pirate’s sword hand. The man dropped his weapon as if bitten and jerked his hand back. His eyes widened as he glanced at Yanko.

“Wizard,” he shouted over his shoulder, backing away from Arayevo since he no longer had a weapon. “There’s another wizard. Get—”

Lakeo was close enough to him to break away from her opponent and slash him across the shoulder blades. That quieted him and knocked him to the deck. He scrambled away on his hands and knees. Dak landed beside Yanko, as a bang came from above, someone slamming that locked door open. 

Without hesitating, Dak charged past Lakeo and Arayevo. In a blur of movement that seemed impossibly fast for someone so big, he cut down both of their opponents. He raced toward the stairs that led back into the hold, a hold now nearly flooded with water. Voices came from within it, orders to seal the hole. Dak ran down the stairs, splashing after the first couple of steps. Shouts and the clangs of swords sounded as he engaged the pirates.

“Yanko,” a voice full of controlled fury called from the other end of the passageway. 

He had been about to follow Dak down the stairs, but he looked up at his name, not surprised to see Pey Lu there, framed by the sunlight. Energy crackled around her. Had she been coming to fight him? Or to do something about the hole? 

“Move, move,” Lakeo whispered, pushing him from behind. 

Pey Lu lifted a hand, visible energy dancing between her fingertips like lightning. Yanko threw up another wall of air, reacting again. There was no time for anything else. 

White lightning streaked through the air, turning the dim passage to daylight. It was aimed at Lakeo, not Yanko, but his barrier absorbed the attack, the power almost driving him to his knees. Even though the lightning did not get through, it was like blocking one of Dak’s sword blows—it jolted every joint in his body. 

Yanko set his jaw and channeled more power into the shield, fully expecting to have to block another attack. He stepped away from the stairs, so Arayevo and Lakeo could get down. 

Pey Lu’s eyes were as dark and hard as obsidian, though the rage she must have felt at having her ship sabotaged did not show on her face. She merely raised her hand for another attack.

Lakeo scrambled down the stairs. Arayevo paused behind Yanko’s shoulder. He could not say anything or look at her. More lightning coursed down the passageway toward them. This time, absorbing the power drained him so that he dropped to one knee. His entire body trembled from the effort of maintaining the barrier.

“Yanko?” Arayevo whispered.

“Go,” he barked and thrust the journal back toward her. “Help our people.”

She hesitated, and he shouted, “Go,” again as his mother readied another attack. 

Arayevo grabbed the journal and raced down the stairs. The shouts and bangs of metal in the hold had stopped. Yanko hoped that meant Dak had made it through the pirates, that he was leading Arayevo and Lakeo out the hole and to the safety of the Kyattese vessel. 

Pey Lu strode toward Yanko. He braced himself, not sure if he could handle a third blast of energy. If his barrier failed, he knew that much power would kill him. 

“Captain,” called a voice from the deck above them. “They’re going to ram us. It’s the ironclad. We can’t outrun it. We’re too sluggish.”

Hoping the words would distract her, Yanko lunged for the stairs. He imagined himself sprinting down them and diving into the water, swimming through the hole to join his friends. But an invisible grip fastened around his neck, holding him in place as surely as an iron shackle chained to a wall.

Pey Lu reached him and grabbed his arm with her hand. She carried a cutlass in her other hand, and he fully expected her to cut off his head with it. He threw all of his remaining energy at her, an unfocused blast that had no finesse or thought behind it. 

She stepped back with one leg, as if bracing herself against a great gust of wind. Yanko might have felt a modicum of satisfaction that he had affected her, but neither her physical grip on his arm nor her magical grip on his throat lessened. Still holding him, she stepped to the edge of the stairs. Once again, he noticed that she was shorter than he was. How little that mattered in this battle.

Her eyes narrowed, and she glared at the hold full of water. No, she did more than glare at it. The water started swirling in a circle, as if it were being sucked down a drain in a sink. It picked up speed, spinning around the hold, dead pirates, clothing, and broken bits of wood rushing past. Yanko hoped Dak and the others had already fled out the hole and weren’t under the surface, caught up in that current. 

The water level lowered, draining much faster than it had entered. Yanko was caught up in staring at it and wondering if he could ever do such a thing. It took him a moment to realize that the force around his neck had disappeared. As powerful as Pey Lu was, she could not concentrate on multiple tasks at once, either. He eyed the fingers wrapped around his arm and the sword in her other hand. Was it possible that he could grab it while she was concentrating, and do something effective with it? His mind shied away from the idea of killing her, but if he could surprise her long enough to get away, maybe he could catch up with the others.

He was a half second from trying when something smashed into the ship so hard that it hurled both of them against the wall. 

“Pie-Face, Jorgan,” Pey Lu yelled. “Get down here and plug up this hole.”

As Yanko staggered to his feet, several pirates poured into the passageway. A few carried hammers and nails and buckets of pitch or some other adhesive. Pey Lu had released Yanko when they had been rammed, and he stepped toward the stairs, still thinking of escape.

Pey Lu frowned at him and waved two fingers. He felt the attack coming but couldn’t defend himself in time. He wasn’t sure he had the strength left to do so, anyway. He was flattened against the wall and could do nothing but watch as the pirates ran down into the hold. Pey Lu stood at the top of the stairs and went back to draining the water. 

Shouts and gunshots came from the deck above, once again. The pirates attacking a boarding party? Yanko had been focusing on his problems and had no idea how the overall battle had been going.

As the last of the water drained, the pirates covered the hole and sealed it. With each bang, Yanko knew his chances of escaping were diminishing. Maybe they had already ceased to exist, disappearing as soon as his mother had shown up.

She grabbed his arm again and pushed him toward the sunlight pouring down from the steps leading to the upper decks. Yanko sent a long look over his shoulder as they walked, but he had to accept the inevitable. He had been taken prisoner, and he had no idea if his captors were winning or losing the battle. 

 




Chapter 12

Yanko did not make trouble for Pey Lu as she led him onto the main deck. For one thing, she still had him by the arm, like a mother dragging a wayward toddler around at the weekly market. For another, with Dak, Arayevo, and Lakeo gone with the journal, there seemed little point. If they had made it back to the underwater boat, they would have pulled away by now. They would be hiding beneath the waves somewhere out there. If they hadn’t made it because the boat hadn’t been attached anymore when they swam out... Yanko did not want to think about that. 

Once he had a view of the ocean, he located the island. They were much farther out than he expected. He shouldn’t be shocked that the ships had moved during their combat maneuvering, but he winced at the idea of his friends having to swim that far to reach the shore. The island had to be two or three miles away now. He prayed to the ferret god that they were safely in the Kyattese vessel. 

The commotion he had expected in the wake of the ramming incident was non-existent. Pey Lu’s other two ships were visible, forming a triangle with this one, and they appeared to be in decent shape. If anything, this vessel had taken the most damage. Sun Dragon must have known it was most likely to hold the lodestone. Except that it hadn’t held it. 

The Turgonian ironclad floated off to the port side, attached by a couple of ropes. The other two Kyattese ships... at first, Yanko did not see them at all, but then he spotted their remains. One was sinking, the broken mast tipped over on its side. The other was in little better shape. Their crews had lowered their boats and were rowing away. 

Yanko watched Pey Lu out of the corner of his eye as an older man came up, wringing his hands as he reported to her. He did not seem as competent as the gray-haired Turgonian at the pool had. Maybe that had been another ship commander rather than her first mate, as he had guessed. 

Her face was flinty but unemotional. She listened to a damage report of her other two ships, followed by something that surprised Yanko.

“The ironclad is empty, Captain. We’ve got a boarding party going over it again, but they didn’t find anyone.”

“Get our people out of there now and cut those ropes,” Pey Lu said.

“But, if someone’s hiding—”

“Now. Those weren’t Turgonians attacking us, but that’s a Turgonian ship. It may have the means to blow itself up. Why else would they ram us with an empty vessel?”

The man’s eyes grew round. He cursed and sprinted away, yelling orders over the railing. 

Yanko couldn’t see the exterior of Pey Lu’s craft from the deck, but wondered how much damage had been done when the ironclad struck. They weren’t sitting low in the water, not after Pey Lu had drained the hold, and nobody appeared too worried. The ironclad did not appear overly damaged, either, not like the wrecks floating in the distance. Why would Sun Dragon have abandoned it? It was the only vessel that could have taken him and his crew back to Kyatt—or wherever he intended to go next. Was he even still alive? How long had it been since he’d spoken into Yanko’s head? Ten minutes? 

As the lines were being cut and the ship turned away from the ironclad, Pey Lu turned toward Yanko for the first time. 

“I have questions for you,” she said. 

Yes, he had been afraid of that. What would happen if he didn’t answer them willingly?

“Are you going to be reasonable or difficult?” she added. Her voice was calm. She did not appear pleased about anything that was going on, but she also did not appear daunted. It was almost as if attacks, thefts, and sabotage were normal parts of her life, a life she enjoyed. 

“That probably depends on the questions,” Yanko said. “If you’re wondering how Father is doing, I don’t know. He was missing when I left, as were many of my friends and kin in the village. Our family has been on the wrong side of... just about everything since I was born. There are rebels trying to take the Great Chief off the dais, even now.”

He thought mentioning Father and home might cause a reaction, if only a masking of her features or a wistful look in her eyes, but she merely listened blandly, as if he were talking about people she had never met. 

“I’m mostly wondering who those people are who just attacked us,” she said dryly. 

“They didn’t tell you before they started shooting? That was inconsiderate.” Stoat’s teats, he sounded like Lakeo. He wasn’t ever sarcastic with his elders. Why was he treating her so? Because she was the enemy? Because he resented her? 

“I thought so,” she said in the same bland tone.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, looking away. Even if he did resent her, he should treat her as he would wish to be treated. Honor was for enemies as well as allies. It was even for people who were... disappointing.

Her eyebrows shifted, but she did not ask what he was apologizing for. Maybe she already knew. Maybe she just didn’t care.

“I will give you all the information I know about them,” Yanko said, “if you’ll tell me who’s offering to pay you for the lodestone.”

An explosion came from the port side of the ship, a horrible rending of metal that made Yanko cover his ears with his hands. The ironclad. 

A great ball of fire reached up from the bowels of the ship, its steel deck peeled back like flower petals, allowing the flames to surge out. Dark gray smoke billowed into the air in thick clouds. It took a few seconds for the pieces of wreckage to start pelting down, but when they did, they hit the deck of Pey Lu’s ship, as well as the water all around the ironclad. Pirates scurried, taking cover. Pey Lu twitched her fingers and an umbrella of pure energy formed above her and Yanko. The few pieces that struck it bounced off.

After lamenting that he couldn’t craft barriers so quickly or easily, Yanko decided it wasn’t manly to be jealous of one’s mother.

“Good thing we got away before it blew,” someone muttered behind them. 

“Turgonians worship some crazy dead ancestors,” another pirate said.

A familiar presence brushed Yanko’s mind. He looked toward the island, hardly believing the parrot had found him all the way out here, but there was the familiar blue and red form, flapping its way over the sea. Kei skirted the smoking ironclad—the smoking wreck—and circled the pirate ship before spotting Yanko and soaring down toward him. He braced himself, or rather his shoulder, for the sharp talons.

Pey Lu frowned and lifted a hand.

Sensing that she meant to attack, or at least deter Kei from landing, Yanko risked her ire by grabbing her arm. “He’s not a threat.”

Pey Lu looked down at her arm where he gripped her, then regarded him. 

Yanko let her go, but he remained on the alert, in case she threw an attack at Kei. There was nothing magical about the bird. He couldn’t defend himself against a wizard. “He’s not even mine. I might be in a lot of trouble with important people back on Kyatt if I let him die.”

True, he wasn’t certain how much of an honored pet the Komitopis family considered the mouthy parrot, but he doubted they wanted Kei to die, especially when they had fed and housed the bird for years after the grandfather died.

Kei landed on Yanko’s shoulder, talons sinking in, wings stirring his hair. “Puntak, puntak!”

Kei sounded delighted to have found him, but Pey Lu’s eyebrows rose at the racial slur, as did the eyebrows of several Nurian pirates within earshot. A big Turgonian pirate snickered to himself.

“Important people, you say?” Pey Lu asked. 

Yanko had never figured out the exact status of his hosts the night Dak had taken him to the Komitopis homestead, but he was positive they were relatives of the Turgonian president’s Kyattese wife. No need to mention that to Pey Lu.

“Very,” was all he said, hoping she wasn’t thinking of killing and stuffing the impolite parrot. She probably wouldn’t be worried about threats from the Kyattese, but what if she thought he was some familiar or spy for Yanko? As if Yanko knew how to do anything but dispense food to the bird.

“Seeds?” Kei bobbed his head and looked at him. 

Didn’t you gorge yourself on seeds and nuts before leaving the island? Yanko asked silently.

Kei made a contented noise and plucked at Yanko’s hair with his beak. He wasn’t sure if it was a sign of affection or if the bird thought he had seeds behind his ear.

Two barefoot pirates jogged up to their captain. They looked to be even younger than Yanko. What made people turn to this life so early?

“Pirate bastards,” Kei announced, “pirate bastards.”

The pirates’ eyebrows flew upward. Eyebrows had a tendency to do that in Kei’s presence. One boy fingered a cudgel hooked to his belt.

“Are you telling him to say these things?” Pey Lu asked.

“No. Apparently, his previous owner taught him some epithets. This is how he greets people. The first one was for me.”

“Cap’n, do you want us to secure your, ah—” the one speaking frowned at Yanko, a confused tilt to his head, “—prisoner?”

Yanko wondered if the resemblance was noticeable. Pey Lu’s face was weathered and worn, her beauty lingering but faded. Yanko had no idea if he could claim any beauty—or handsomeness, as he would prefer—but they shared the same black hair and dark brown eyes. He wasn’t sure if he could match other elements of his face to hers, but he had been told by many relatives that he did not look like his father, not the way Falcon did. His features were finer, not unlike hers.

Pey Lu gazed thoughtfully at him. She had released his arm, but she still gripped a sword. 

“There’s a hole in the roof of the brig,” Yanko said.

She snorted. “Yes, I understand my cabin shares that feature.”

She was dry in a way that reminded Yanko of Dak. He was amazed she wasn’t furious, especially when the older man who had reported to her earlier returned to give her a tally of the dead.

“Seventeen so far, Captain,” he said. “Mostly at the hand of the big Turgonian that was with him.” 

He cast an accusing look at Yanko, one that made him want to look away. He hadn’t wanted to kill anyone. He’d just wanted the lodestone. Not for the first time, he wondered if all these deaths and all this destruction would be justified in the end. Assuming he escaped here and found the stone—and he wasn’t sure if he should assume either of those things would happen now—would it truly lead his people to a fertile land that could be used to feed the millions back home? 

“Thanks to your magic, and that of Oskan and Tonsils, we delivered far more damage than we received,” the gray-haired man continued. “Wish we still had Inky though. A healer would be real useful, and he had that ability to shield people too.”

“We’ll find another healer,” Pey Lu said. “Assuming you all don’t want to retire once we get paid for this one.” 

The pirate looked wistful. “Retirement sounds nice right now.”

Pey Lu said nothing to agree.

“Uh, the prisoner, Cap’n?” one of the youths asked.

“I’ll question him myself.” Pey Lu pointed toward the stairs. “Let’s chat, Yanko.”

A surly part of him wanted to tell her not to use his name, or at least to call him White Fox or Honored Enemy. He didn’t want to be her friend. Not that she had indicated she wished that. He didn’t see how she could after he had been responsible for the deaths of so many of her people. Even if human lives meant nothing to her, he had also broken into her cabin and stolen that journal, something she must believe valuable since she had hand-carried it back to her ship. Maybe she was pretending to be reasonable with him in the hope that he would put up less of a fight when it came to answering her questions. 

A touch of magic on his shoulder propelled him toward the stairs. It didn’t hurt—it was just a nudge—but it reminded him that, whether she sounded reasonable or not, he was her prisoner. 

 




Chapter 13

Yanko twiddled his thumbs while sitting on a bunk in the cabin next to the one his team had come up through during their earlier incursion. Kei perched on the back of a chair that had been on the floor when Yanko entered. It wasn’t a guest cabin, if pirate ships even had such a thing, and clearly belonged to someone—a weapons holster hung on a hook and clothing stuck out of a drawer. A tray on the desk held a collection of gaudy rings. Yanko had the uneasy feeling that the cabin might belong to someone who had died. Why else would he be placed here, if not because nobody else needed it now? It was located adjacent to the captain’s cabin, but Yanko doubted Pey Lu worried he would escape. She hadn’t bothered to tie him up, and he sensed that there wasn’t a guard outside the door. They had sailed away from the island a while ago, so where would he go, even if he did escape? 

He hoped that Dak was following along in the underwater boat, but that was no guarantee. As soon as Yanko had been left alone, he had searched with his mind, hoping to feel Dak, Arayevo, and Lakeo out there, alive and safe. But wherever they were, they were too far away for him to sense. 

If Dak had deciphered that journal and found directions to the lodestone, he would have gone after it. Even though he had been openly skeptical when he learned what the artifact could supposedly do, his government would surely rather the Turgonians have it than the Nurians. Arayevo and Lakeo might have argued to go after Yanko, since neither of them had any interest in the lodestone, but would they have been persuasive? It wasn’t as if they could overpower Dak and pilot the underwater boat themselves. Even if Arayevo had experience with sailing now, it was not the same thing. Would Lakeo care about helping Yanko, after she had made away with a pile of coins? Maybe she was even now leafing through one of those Polytechnic brochures and picking out her classes.

Yanko touched his chest, where the prince’s letter still nestled in an inner pocket, between his undershirt and his silk tunic. It was amazing that it hadn’t fallen out, given the craziness of the night and the repeated water dousing. The pirates had removed his gear and searched it, but they hadn’t patted him down fully back at the waterfall. He hadn’t taken the letter out since his clothes had dried. Maybe the ink wouldn’t even be legible after being wet multiple times. 

His stomach growled. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten. Before they had gone to the island the night before, he was sure.

Kei squawked. “Chips? Seeds?”

“I’m afraid I don’t have any.” After all the dips Yanko had taken into water, he couldn’t even produce crumbs from within his pocket.

Kei shared a memory of a basket full of chips on a clay tile counter. Yanko recognized it as the Komitopis’ kitchen and wondered if the parrot missed his home.

“We’re a long way from there, my friend,” he said softly. “We’re prisoners right now.”

Kei thought of a bamboo cage with parrots in it. He understood more than Yanko would have thought an animal could.

“Exactly.”

Two knocks sounded at the door, and it opened before Yanko could do more than wonder if the person would leave him alone if he said go away. Not that he necessarily would have. He had been in the cabin with nobody but Kei for company for hours while the ship had undergone repairs and set sail to wherever its next destination was. He could sense some things with his mind, but he couldn’t hear conversations, and he was curious about where they were going. Had Pey Lu read the journal before they’d found it and already gotten an idea of where the lodestone might be hiding?

She was the one to walk into the cabin, accompanied by the gray-haired Turgonian who had swatted her on the back—or maybe that had been the butt—at the waterfall. He wore a fresh scar across his cheekbone and looked tired. Pey Lu must have been up all night, too, but she appeared energized rather than enervated, her eyes bright as she strode in and considered him. She reminded him uncomfortably of Arayevo. 

“Pirate bastards,” Kei announced cheerfully, “pirate bastards.”

“Is that greeting for me or for you?” the man asked. Gramon, that was his name.

“I know who my parents are,” Pey Lu said mildly.

“For me then. Wonderful.” Gramon cracked his knuckles, eyed the bird, and then eyed Yanko.

Yanko tried to appear calm, not moving from his cross-legged position on the bunk, but it occurred to him that the Turgonian might have been brought in to punish him if he didn’t answer questions to Pey Lu’s satisfaction. The man looked to be in his fifties, but like Dak, he still appeared fit and muscular. Turgonian bloodlines seemed to breed nothing but burly warriors who were capable of decapitating enemies well into their sunset years.

“You don’t know who your father is, Gramon?” Pey Lu asked. “That explains much.”

“Oh, I know who the warrior-caste street licker was. He’s the one who refused to acknowledge me or my mother.”

“It’s good that you’re not bitter about it, fifty-odd years later.” 

“Turgonians like to keep their bitterness close. It fuels aggressiveness.”

“And here I thought that aggressiveness was a result of the poor rations served to your soldiers.”

“At least our soldiers get rations,” Gramon grumbled. “I’ve heard your people are surviving on rice.”

Pey Lu shrugged indifferently. “We’re small people. Rice is enough.” 

As before, Yanko did not know what to make of their playful relationship. It was at odds with what he imagined being normal for thieves and cutthroats. 

“Are the Turgonians the ones paying you to look for the lodestone?” Yanko asked, on the chance that he might get some free information before they realized what he was up to.

Neither person answered his question, though they did look at him. Perhaps he shouldn’t have spoken and reminded them he was there.

“We’re the ones asking the questions, boy,” Gramon said, then nodded at Pey Lu. “Did you want me to twist his arms behind his back so that he whimpers or just stand threateningly by the door?”

Pey Lu hooked a thumb on her weapons belt, one laden with two pistols, a long knife, and an ammo pouch. “This is my son, Gramon.”

The big Turgonian’s jaw grew slack. He looked back and forth between Pey Lu and Yanko a few times before recovering his composure and saying, “I’m not sure that answered my question. He killed Jantz and Fish-Eye and a lot of others.”

“I suspect your Turgonian counterpart did the killing,” Pey Lu said. “He’s just a boy. Why are you working with a couple of Turgonians, Yanko?” 

“A couple?” he mouthed before he realized she must have glimpsed Lakeo and assumed that height and those muscular arms made her Turgonian. 

Pey Lu took a step toward the chair, considered Kei, then sat on the end of the bunk instead. The closeness felt strange, as if she was coming in to ask him how his studies were going, as he went over homework from bed. She gazed at him, her eyes holding his. She’d asked the question casually enough, but there was an intensity to that gaze. She expected him to answer the question, this question and others, he was certain.

Interestingly, she seemed to be blaming Dak for the mess that Yanko and his team had caused. A part of him was tempted to let her go on doing that, especially if it would mean her sparing his life or not punishing him with arm twisting—he glanced at Gramon, who had settled for leaning threateningly beside the door, his armory of weapons on display. But letting Dak take the blame would not be honorable.


“They are—were—working for me,” Yanko said.

“You’re in command of a veteran Turgonian soldier?” Pey Lu asked.

Yanko looked toward Gramon. “Does that not ever happen?”

“Not usually unless you save the Turgonian’s life a few times,” she said. “They aren’t fond of Nurians.”

Gramon grunted, but did not otherwise comment.

“Also, eighteen year olds usually don’t command anyone,” she added.

Yanko lifted his chin. “We are—I am moksu. Command is expected.” 

“Not at eighteen. Did you apply to Stargrind?”

Yanko had a hard time keeping his chin up at that question. Her opinion shouldn’t mean anything to him, nothing at all, but he did not want to confess to his failure at the entrance exams. She probably already thought he was a puny excuse for a magic user, based on how easily she could push him around. 

“I applied,” he said. 

“But didn’t get accepted?” Her face remained neutral as she asked questions, and he couldn’t tell if she was disappointed. 

He should have admitted that hubris had thwarted him, but it wasn’t fair to admit to that without explaining other things, things she was responsible for. “Our family is not loved in Nuria anymore. It was not—” a fair test, he almost said, but it hadn’t truly been unfair. He found it difficult to lie with her gaze on him. She might even know if he lied. Who knew what she could do besides flinging fireballs? “My preparatory schooling was insufficient. Father couldn’t get many tutors to visit, and they wouldn’t stay for long. I mostly learned from books.”

He wanted to squirm out of sight as soon as the confession escaped. It sounded like whining. What kind of war prisoner whined to his captors? To pirates? If Dak had been the one being questioned, he would have stood here in silence, glaring balefully at his interrogators. Yanko wasn’t even being interrogated. He was sitting on a bunk with his mother, being asked about his life.

Once again, Pey Lu’s face was hard to read. Maybe she was disappointed. Maybe she didn’t care.

“What’s Stargrind?” Gramon asked.

Yanko had forgotten he was in the cabin. Being reminded of that did nothing to bolster him. Whining in front of a Turgonian seemed even worse than whining in front of the woman who had birthed him.

“The academy that trains warrior mages,” Pey Lu said. 

“You go there?”

“Yes.” She did not smile with nostalgia or look wistful for some bygone era. Maybe she had loathed it. Who knew? 

“Why did you leave?” Yanko asked, surprising himself with the question. He hadn’t thought he cared. Arayevo was the curious one. Maybe Yanko had been as a boy, but he had long ago accepted that his mother had left and simply did not care about any of them. She had never checked on them, and there had been no letters. Even a pirate could have managed to send letters, if she wanted to.

“Who is the Turgonian man you were with?” Pey Lu asked, ignoring his question. 

He glared back at her, feeling petulant. Didn’t she owe him an explanation? She hadn’t left after Falcon’s birth, but months after Yanko had been born, she had walked away forever. It was hard not to take that personally. 

“I don’t know his full name,” Yanko said. “He’s my bodyguard.”

Gramon snorted.


Pey Lu looked at him. “You never saw him, did you?”

“No,” Gramon said. “I have no idea if he’s anyone but some soldier booted out of the service for beating up an officer, but a Turgonian warrior isn’t going to sign on to be a bodyguard for some Nurian boy.”

“Do they actually kick Turgonians out of the army for beating up officers?” Pey Lu asked, some of her dry humor returning. “I thought that might be taken as a sign of gumption.” 

“It depends how important the officer was. Mangling a lieutenant a little might be all right.” 

This time, she snorted, but her face regained its serious mien as she focused on Yanko again. 

“And the young women that were with you?”

“Friends from back home.” He wasn’t sure he should be answering her questions, even vaguely, but so far, they did not seem to be anything important. Dak and the others had gotten away. What did it matter now if she had a faint notion as to who they were? 

“And who did you say charged you with the task of recovering the lodestone?” Pey Lu asked.

“I didn’t.” Yanko had no intention of telling her, either. Unless in doing so, she might be convinced to turn her back on the person who contracted her and join him. Would she? Would the prince consider paying pirates? If it helped the country? He groped for a way to test her. “Someone important, someone who might be able to pay more than your benefactor.”

“Doubtful.”

“Someone who might be able to clear your name and let you return to Nuria as a citizen, not as a wanted criminal.” 

“That is also doubtful. And I have no interest in returning. Or currying favor with some bureaucrat.”

“Don’t you miss anything about home?” Yanko asked, though he was starting to get the sense that she might be even more like Arayevo than he had realized. Maybe the sea was home, and she cared nothing for the place she had been born, just as she cared nothing for the family she had been born into—or the one she had married into, for a time.

“Nothing that would make me sell out those who hired me.”

“The Turgonians?” Yanko guessed, glancing at Gramon. If that were true, wouldn’t Dak have known about it? No, perhaps not. He had spent much of the last year in Nuria. Even though he had checked in with his people on Kyatt, he might not be high enough ranking to know what was going on in the government. 

“The rightful owners of the artifact,” Pey Lu said.

“Who? The Kyattese? They wouldn’t hire pirates.”

“You don’t think so?” Pey Lu didn’t appear affronted by his comment, nor was she in the least defensive. His skepticism probably didn’t matter to her.

“Your face is on wanted posters in their harbor,” Yanko said.

“Just hers?” Gramon asked.

She looked at him, a hint of a smile on her lips. “Jealous?” 

“Usually, yes.”

“Yanko,” Pey Lu said. “The Kyattese harbor police aren’t likely aware of what their government is doing, who it’s talking to, who it’s hiring. I assure you, this isn’t the first time we’ve been hired by a government. We’re a large and organized force with no ties to any nation. We can strike—or retrieve—without starting a war. Everyone hates us equally.”

“She says that with such glee,” Gramon muttered.

“That was glee?” Yanko asked. Pey Lu’s tone had been deadpan, as far as he could tell.

“Practically ecstasy. You have to know her a while to be able to read her emotions. I’d suspect her of having some Turgonian in her if she wasn’t so short.”

Pey Lu shot him a narrow-eyed look. “Your looming isn’t as threatening as it should be. This is an interrogation, remember?”

“Is it? There’s usually more blood at your interrogations.”


Yanko shuddered at the reminder of what she was. They treated it so lightly, as if being a pirate was simply a matter of choosing freedom over an allegiance to any nation. The dead villagers on that island would disagree.

Pey Lu turned her back to Gramon again. “Yanko, the Kyattese are not only the rightful owners of the artifact, but they’re paying extremely well for its return. They are a prosperous people. I won’t pretend that we spend a lot of time worrying about morality and right and wrong here, but in this case, the Kyattese have more of a claim to the lodestone than the Nurians do.”

“Do you know what it does?” Yanko asked, feeling defensive on his nation’s behalf, maybe because he wasn’t entirely sure she was wrong. But the Kyattese had left their homeland seven hundred years ago and had never been back. Clearly, they didn’t need that continent or island or whatever it ended up being. He couldn’t believe they would truly need the lodestone to find the lost land if they wanted it. “Our people need that continent far more than the Kyattese do. As you said, they’re prosperous on their islands. Our people are starving.” 

“Empires rise and fall. Land gets old and used up. It’s not our place to stop the tides.”

“Just to profit from them?” He sounded bitter and frustrated, but he couldn’t help it. He didn’t want to accept that his mission might not be entirely justified. Too many people had died. He had to believe he was doing the right thing. 

“I seek money. You seek the Great Chief’s blessing, even though I’ll wager you’ve never met the man and have no idea if it’s truly an honor to be one of his moksu.”

Yanko clenched his jaw to keep from blurting that it was Prince Zirabo he was working for and that he had met the man. Nobody had found his letter yet, and he had no intention of giving away free intelligence, not intelligence that mattered.

“More of an honor to be a Nurian citizen, working to improve the lives of our people, than a pirate stealing lives.”


“I took more lives fighting for the Great Chief than I ever have as a pirate.” Pey Lu stood up and walked away without waiting for a response. She jerked her chin toward the door, and Gramon followed her out. The door thudded shut.

“Did the Great Chief ever command you to torture and kill innocent villagers?” Yanko asked to the closed door. 

He flopped back on the bunk, thumping the mattress in frustration. Using his mind, he checked the passageway outside, wondering if Pey Lu would leave her threatening Turgonian to guard the door. 

They were both still out there. Talking about him? 

Yanko rolled out of the bunk and padded to the door as softly as he could. He pressed his ear to the cool boards. All it would take was for his mother to use her senses to detect him, but maybe she wasn’t thinking about that right now. 

“...let me question him?” Gramon was asking. “Seriously.”

“I don’t think he knows much. He thought it was behind that waterfall, the same as we did. He’s no further along than we are.”

“He might know where his employees went. They got the journal, right?” 

“Yes, but I’d already skimmed through it. There are only three other islands mentioned. We’re on course for the closest one.”

Yanko wished he’d had a chance to skim through the journal. Would Dak head straight for the closest island too? Maybe he would yet have a chance to catch up with his comrades—and ensure he got the lodestone first. He might be able to escape once they were anchored off some new shore, especially if Pey Lu took her fire mages and left him on the ship. 

“It would be good to know who sent him,” Gramon said. “Do you really think your Great Chief would send a boy?”

“He uses people indiscriminately. I’m more surprised that the Great Chief cares about finding some lost continent. He’s shown he’d rather make war and steal people’s resources through force than use guile or creativity to solve problems.”

“All the more reason to question the boy, then.”

Pey Lu did not answer right away, and Yanko checked with his senses again, half thinking they might have left the doorway. 

“He’s my son, Gramon.”

“A son you haven’t seen in eighteen years? Do you really care one way or another about him? You’ve never indicated your family mattered to you.”

Yanko couldn’t be surprised at the statement—or that she did not refute it—but it stung, nonetheless. How could a woman not care at all about the children she had birthed?

“I didn’t think I did,” she finally said, “but it’s been interesting meeting him. And he has a lot of potential as a mage, especially if he hasn’t had any formal schooling. I could train him, and it wouldn’t take long for him to become very powerful.”

“Train him? You get annoyed when you have to teach cabin boys to tie anchor hitches. You’re not known for your patience in dealing with neophytes.”

“Not when they’re idiots, no.”

Gramon snorted. “You don’t think he’s an idiot? He’s eighteen. All eighteen-year-old boys are idiots.”

“A rousing endorsement for your gender.”

“I’m a realist. What are you going to get out of training the boy? He’ll escape at the first chance. He’s loyal to Nuria.”

“Maybe, maybe not. If he could be convinced to join us, another powerful mage would be a great asset.”

This time, Gramon paused. Stunned to silence?

“So long as you don’t give him my job,” he finally grumbled.

“Your job is to keep my toes warm at night. They frown on that kind of relationship between mothers and sons in Nuria.”

Gramon grumbled something indecipherable and walked away.

A soft scrape sounded at Yanko’s door, and he skittered back, afraid she was coming back in.

We’ll talk later, Yanko, Pey Lu spoke into his mind as she walked away.

Yanko scooted back to the bed, feeling uneasy as he realized she had probably known he was listening to everything. Maybe he should have felt bolstered that she didn’t want to torture him. Somehow, the idea of her wanting him as an apprentice was more alarming than having her as an enemy. It disturbed him even more to think of the crimes he had perpetrated on his way to this place. However inadvertent they had been, he was now wanted in Nuria and Kyatt. Only by getting the lodestone, returning home with it, and handing it to Zirabo could he hope to have his name cleared and his honor returned. Any other path would be unacceptable. To even be seen on this ship with his mother could make it all the more difficult for the Great Chief to trust him in the future. 

He sank down to the floor and dropped his face into his hands.

 




Chapter 14

Sawing and hammering came from the deck above, someone repairing the hole over the captain’s cabin, Yanko’s senses told him. He couldn’t go look with his eyes. It had been several hours since Pey Lu’s visit, and a guard had since been placed outside his door, a rangy Kendorian man with two red braids that dangled down to his butt and no fewer than six pistols hanging about his body. The pirate said nothing if Yanko stuck his head out, but escorted him if he went anywhere and blocked the way if he tried to head to the top deck. So far, only visits to the head seemed to be encouraged. It was just as well. All of the pirates he crossed gave him dark looks and many arranged to bump against his shoulder as they passed. 

Pey Lu might be willing to forgive him for boarding and killing people while they had been fighting with another ship, but nobody else seemed inclined. He couldn’t imagine any of them would be pleased if she announced he would be staying aboard as her new apprentice.

A knock sounded at the door, and once again, it opened before he could check who was out there or decide if he wanted to invite the person to enter. Pey Lu walked in, alone this time. She carried the red warrior mage robe under her arm, the garment cleaned, dried, and folded. She set it on the desk, shooed Kei off his perch on the back of the chair, and sat down. 

“Puntak, puntak,” Kei announced indignantly as he flew about, seeking another perch. There weren’t many places for talons in the small cabin, and Yanko wasn’t surprised when the parrot landed on his shoulder.

“At least he doesn’t call me a pirate bastard,” Pey Lu said.

Yanko wished Kei would. Using the slurs for Nurians did not seem appropriate, not when his mother cared nothing for the country into which she had been born.

“He likes sunflower seeds, if you have any on board,” Yanko said. 

A part of him wanted to scowl silently and uncooperatively from his spot on the bunk, but he couldn’t help but think of the conversation she’d had with Gramon outside of his door that morning. He had no interest in becoming a pirate and shuddered at the idea of never being able to clear his name and return to the mountains and the people that he loved—he even missed his poor hounds and hoped they were well, along with all of his family members. But... if she would teach him, wouldn’t he be a fool to pass up that chance? Her power had made her legendary during the war. 

“If I feed him, will he call me something more appealing?” Pey Lu asked.

“No.”

“Hm.” She glanced at a crumb-filled metal plate on the desk. The surly Kendorian had brought by some rock-hard biscuits and chewy dried fish earlier. Even Kei hadn’t been enthused by the biscuits.

“Is that, uhm?” He waved to the robe, wanting to ask if it was for him, but not wanting to presume.

“You might as well keep it. If I wore it on deck, there would be mocking whispers behind my back, and then I’d have to make examples of people. I get tired of doing that.”

“Pirates aren’t supposed to wear dresses, eh?”

“That’s exactly what they call Nurian robes. Especially the Turgonians. They have no respect for wizards, even when their back hair is being seared off by one.”

“I know. I’ve learned.” Yanko eyed the folded robe, remembering the extra stamina it had given him. He could still sense the power about it, woven through the threads. It was worth enduring some taunting to have such an item, and once he returned home, he would not be teased over it. In Nuria, silks and robes were common attire, and nobody would dare mock someone in warrior mage dress. Still, he didn’t know if he should accept a gift from her. 

“Tell me about your relationship with magic,” she said. “From what I’ve seen, you hesitate at times. Thinking too much, as one of my old mentors called it.”

“Don’t you have to think? It’s not like you can just will things to happen. You have to know how they can happen and then follow the steps to make them happen.” It occurred to him that he was explaining the basics to someone much more powerful than he was. He shrugged and spread a hand, inviting a superior explanation.

“Yes, that’s true,” she said, “but once you’ve done something a thousand times, it should become automatic.”

“Well, most of the somethings I’ve been doing lately I haven’t done a thousand times. I’m still figuring out the best way to... create a hole in a floor or ceiling, for instance.”

“By triggering a trap, apparently,” she said dryly.

He cleared his throat. “That was one way, yes, but I meant the hole in the brig ceiling.”

“And in the side of my ship?” 

“Actually that was done by, uhm, something else. Tools.”

“Tools on a flugnugstica?” Pey Lu asked.

Yanko recognized the Turgonian word for their underwater boats, even if he hadn’t been able to remember it—or pronounce it—himself. He didn’t want to admit that his comrades had escaped in one, so he only shrugged.

“What magic comes quickly to you? Automatically?” she asked.

“Earth magic. Speaking to animals. I don’t have to think about that. I just do it.” 

Her gaze shifted to Kei, who was staring mulishly back at her, wanting his perch returned.

“Did you collapse the ceiling in the waterfall cave?” she asked. 

“Yes.”

“Ah. I’d thought that might have been the Kyattese practitioner.” The Kyattese practitioner that she had killed? 

Yanko grimaced. “She was a weather mage. Whatever their equivalent to that is. It didn’t matter. All it did was delay the soul construct. I had no idea how to kill it. My first attack just bounced off.”

“They’re very durable. Extreme heat destroys most things. You can throw fire?”

“I... can light candles.” His voice lowered to a mutter. “So long as there’s not a time limit.”

“Hm.”

He plucked at the scratchy blanket on the bunk, avoiding her gaze. Like all Nurians, she would wonder why he hadn’t been training to hurl fireballs around since he was a toddler. As if there were so many reasons to do so when one lived in a valley surrounded by forests. Flammable forests. 

“Well, if you can light a candle, you can create a fireball. It’s just bigger. With air feeding fuel into it at the same time as you combust whatever hydrogen is in the air or nearby water that you can get your hands on. I know you can manipulate air. You made that barrier.” She raised her eyebrows.

Yes, the barrier that had kept her lightning from striking his friends. It chilled him to think he was calmly chatting with someone who had tried to kill his comrades, people she had never met. Granted, they had been invaders on her ship, but Yanko couldn’t imagine waving a hand and obliterating people, invaders or not. 

“I have tried to do both at the same time,” he said. “I imagine I could. I’ve moved the flame to light candles.”

She smiled faintly. “Are they still doing that tired old test for the Stargrind entrance exams?”

“Yes.”

“You know it’s easier just to start eight fires atop the wicks rather than moving your torch around the obstacles, right?”

“I thought of that about five minutes after I finished the test.” After he failed the test.

“Ah.”

Pey Lu leaned forward, draping her elbows on her thighs. “We’ll do some practice with fire outside later. Here’s what you need to know that the books don’t tell you.”

Yanko found himself leaning forward, his gaze locked to hers. He’d always been told that there were no secrets, that everything was earned through long hours of practice and hard work. Was she going to offer some counter advice?

“You don’t need to master everything. You can’t. Nobody can. You pick five or six versatile skills that have thousands of applications, and you learn them so well that you can do them like this.” She snapped her fingers several times, and balls of fire appeared in the air above her hand, then danced about. “No thought required. Unconscious mastery.” 

“Is that all you had when you fought in the war?” Yanko asked, not sure he believed her. “Five or six skills?”

“I had three skills that I was any good at.” She smirked. “But I was gods-blessed good at them. Because I did them over and over, practicing obsessively. A lot of mages and students get bored and want to explore other aspects of their discipline, but the very fact that most mages only specialize in one discipline for an entire life demonstrates how important it is to practice.” 

“What were your three skills?”

“Fireballs, air for defense, and telekinetics for manipulating and lifting matter at a great distance. I got so good at that last one that I could lift an enemy ship and its crew out of the water and dump it on its side.”

Yanko thought of the wrecked ships they had left behind, Sun Dragon’s new fleet, and wondered if she had done that in their battle.

“Something like that leaves an impression on people, enemies and allies,” Pey Lu said. “You get enough of a reputation and people don’t even want to pick a fight with you or your ship. Unless they’re idiots.” Her lip curled. Maybe she was thinking of Sun Dragon too. “You’re young and curious, and you want to be creative and original with your magic, and I understand that, but trust me on this: master three things, maybe the same three that I did, and you’ll find that the best wizards in the world can’t beat you. Eventually, you’ll get good enough to combine your skills and do them at the same time. A lot of pedants say you can’t do that, but you can. Fireballs are an example of that, but it’s possible to attack and defend at the same time too. Some say it isn’t. I’ll show you how it is. It’s still a good idea to have a bodyguard, but you won’t be defenseless if you don’t have one.”

Yanko caught himself nodding every other sentence, excitement starting to build within him. He knew he couldn’t forget about his mission, and that he had to escape if he could, but he wanted to try what she was talking about. He hadn’t realized how badly he had wanted a mentor his whole life, someone who had power and experience and truly knew of what she spoke, not some doddering old mage, wandering the hills and peddling his wares for a few coins here and there.

“Why did you leave?” he whispered.

He hadn’t meant to let the question slip out, nor would he have wished the words to be so soft and full of emotion. It seemed to surprise Pey Lu, too, who had been lecturing in a very matter-of-fact tone. 

She leaned back in the chair, stroking her chin as she regarded him. “Does it matter? After all these years?”

He sensed that she did not want to discuss it, but he couldn’t keep from saying, “I’d like to know. Father never spoke of it. Of you. And I don’t remember anything. Falcon remembers a bit, but...” He shrugged helplessly.

Pey Lu looked toward the porthole. “You know I was a warrior mage and an officer in the military long before you were born. I loved the war. You’re not supposed to love war, but I loved the challenge of pitting myself against others. Wizards, warriors, anyone. I liked finding ways to win, even when the odds were against us. And then the war ended. I was in the army, and we still practiced and drilled, but it wasn’t the same. It was a game, not the real thing. There weren’t lives at stake. I didn’t know what to do with myself. And then I got that letter from my father.” Her mouth twisted in an expression of distaste.

“Your father?” Yanko did not know her side of the family as well as his father’s. Many of them had moved out of the province after she had left, dishonored and distrusted, the same as the White Foxes. 

“A young man I’d served with in the war approached him and asked to marry me. I barely remembered him. He was one of many officers that I met during those years. I served on many ships, being transferred to the front lines, to wherever they needed me most.”

“My father,” Yanko said quietly. 

It had been an arranged marriage? He hadn’t realized that. He shouldn’t be surprised, as it was common among moksu families, but Father had never mentioned it, at least not in his hearing. 

“Yes. My own father was proud of me but had this notion that women were supposed to settle down and make babies, not hurl fireballs at enemies. With the war over, he agreed to arrange the marriage. He believed we would be a good fit, based largely on the White Fox clan name rather than any real knowledge of your father, I later learned.” There was that twist to her mouth again.

“I think Father adored you,” Yanko said, feeling that should somehow have helped.

“I had a lot of adoring admirers.” She looked away from the porthole and back at him. “That happens when you become a war hero. It might happen if you succeed in wresting that lodestone away from me and dumping it in the Great Chief’s lap.” Her eyes narrowed, a warning in the expression, a warning that she had no intention of letting that happen, and that she was speaking in the hypothetical. “You would have adoring admirers that want to marry you too.”

“That would be... unprecedented.”

She snorted. “Give it time. You’re a handsome boy.” 

Yanko resisted the urge to rub his chin, with a few nascent hairs poking through after a couple of days without shaving. He wished it would happen with Arayevo, but he didn’t know if honor and fame would be enough to make her want to choose him over the sea. 

“So you never wanted to be there?” he asked.

“No. For my parents’ sake, I gave it a try, but I was restless, and I was—let’s be frank—a horrible mother. Patience isn’t one of my virtues, and back then, my temper was even shorter. Babies are rather fragile, you know. You’re not supposed to get frustrated when they’re crying all night and lash out at them.” 

Yanko stared, not knowing what to say. As with the lecture on magic, she spoke matter-of-factly, and he couldn’t tell if any old pain or regret lay beneath the words. 

She did lower her voice when she continued. “Trust me, whatever you think, you were better off without me around. You would have hated me, and I’d already come to resent—” She shrugged and spread a hand, palm up.

“Me?” 

“You boys, your father. My father. I figured it was better to leave before something happened—before I did something that would be even more inexcusable than becoming a pirate.” The wry twist to her lips suggested she knew exactly how inexcusable their people found that. “I doubt many would have even cared about that if I hadn’t ended up being rather good at it.”

“Good?” He almost choked on the word. “You’ve killed hundreds. Thousands? How many ships have you sunk?”

“Many. As many Turgonian craft as Nurian. Our people should thank me for that. It’s always been the challenge that’s appealed, not the booty, and Turgonians field cleverer strategists on their military vessels. Our people rely too much on magic. We idolize powerful mages rather than the handful of brilliant strategists we’ve had over the years. The ways of Shri Nah Strong Bear and Kahlee Black Badger should be studied in schools. Instead, our military academy teaches that your ship is powerless if it doesn’t have a Sun Dragon or a Water Wolf on board, standing at the bow with magic ready to unleash.”

She herself had come from the Water Wolf line, Yanko recalled, a clan with a history of powerful magic users, even if it hadn’t been quite so close to the Great Chief’s family as the White Foxes. 

“Why kill them at all, though?” Yanko asked. “Turgonians, Nurians, anyone. When the war was over...” He groped for a way to ask why she couldn’t control her urges and be happy with the training exercises and practices. To pursue violence needlessly—at the least, it was selfish. In her case, it was homicidal. If not genocidal. 

“The tools created to thrive in that war remain. Yanko, you don’t teach a dog to hunt rabbits, then condemn him when he brings home a kill, just because the stewpot is already full.”

“But you’re not a dog. You’re a human being.”

Another wry twist to her lips. “I shall thank you for such a magnanimous compliment.” 

“Those villagers on the island, and the Kyattese in the cave,” Yanko said slowly. “They weren’t strategists who could challenge you. Why kill them?”

“I did not. Some of the men did.” She waved vaguely toward the deck. “These aren’t soldiers. Denying them their sadistic pleasures ends up being more trouble than it’s worth. And if they slaughter a village or two now and then, it adds to the Midnight Fleet’s gruesome reputation. Makes it less likely for unworthy foes to waste my time and their lives by challenging us.”

He swallowed. She spoke so casually. Honestly, he supposed, but it chilled him. He would rather have had an excuse. A suggestion that events sometimes got out of control and that she regretted it. Instead, he didn’t think she regretted much of anything. She had no conscience whatsoever. Had she been born that way? Or had the army inoculated it in her? Would the army have done that to him after five years at Stargrind and years more serving? 

Yanko rubbed his face, afraid of the answer, of the idea that he could become a cold-hearted killer, someone who stopped caring about the rabbit that went in the stewpot. 

Pey Lu stood up and gestured to the door. “Do you want to work on fireballs? We only have a few days until we reach our destination.”

“Our destination?” He unfurled his legs and slid off the bunk. No matter what he thought of her choices, he would be a fool to pass up a chance to learn magic from her. 

“I looked over the Mausoleum Bandit’s journal before your friends stole it. He kept his valuables on Stone Key Island.”

Had that been the name of the place with the village? He hadn’t even known. 

“The lodestone, however, was something he intended to use soon. And he would have done so if his ship hadn’t been caught and sunk. According to his journal, it and some other tools that would prove useful for the quest are on another island.”

She did not name it. She had been more open with him than he expected—perhaps than he wished—but she still saw him as a competitor in this matter. Not unwisely so. He shuddered to think of some future in which they led opposing fleets and had to fight each other. That might have happened if he had gone into Stargrind and become an officer in the army. And would she have seen him as one of those foolish Nurian officers who studied magic instead of naval tactics and military strategy? Likely so. 

Yanko followed her out of the cabin. Today, he would learn from her, but for the sake of his people—and his family’s honor—he would have to find a way to escape and complete his mission. If he truly wanted to redeem his clan’s honor, and his own, he should find a way to kill her and end her reign on the high seas. At the least, he should deliver her to the authorities at home and let them figure out a way to incarcerate her. 

“One mission at a time, Yanko,” he muttered under his breath as she led him up to the top deck. “One mission at a time.”

 




Chapter 15

The fireball struck the waves, briefly highlighting the piece of driftwood floating behind the ship before extinguishing itself, smothered in the dampness. The log wasn’t so much as charred. Yanko sighed at it. He had been somewhat impressed with the size of his fireball, but flinging one through the air did not do much good if it failed to affect the target. Granted, a target soaked from years floating around in the ocean tended to repel fire.

“You believed it would go out as soon as it struck the water, so it did,” Pey Lu said from behind his shoulder.

Yanko grimaced. 

She had been chatting with her Turgonian lover, who spent more time on this ship— the Prey Stalker, as Yanko had learned—than on the one he supposedly captained. He had been hoping she hadn’t seen his failures. At least her voice remained calm and instructional; she did not sound irritated or impatient. After she had confessed to having a temper, he’d been worried she would find his abilities disappointingly substandard. He kept telling himself that her opinion did not matter, but it was hard not to want to impress a parent, even a parent he’d had no memory of before meeting her on the island. He wished there were some rocks so he could cause an earthquake—surely as impressive a feat as lighting a log on fire—but the floor of the ocean and the nearest rock lay a mile below. Even if he could affect earth that far away, he doubted anything would be felt up here.

Now and then, a whale or another large sea creature swam past. He could have communicated with them, but to what end? Sending a kraken to crush the ship he was on wouldn’t be a good idea. Besides, four other ships sailed to the side of this one, the two that had been at the battle and two more that had joined Pey Lu en route. 

“Should I not have believed that?” he asked. “Wasn’t it inevitable?”

“You burn hydrogen molecules floating in the air to create fire. You have even more fuel down there.” She gestured at the ocean, and a wave in the distance caught on fire, the flames dancing on the surface. 

Yanko shifted uncomfortably, sensing fish being burned alive. Whether intentionally or not, she had caught a school floating near the surface. At least in the air, one rarely had to worry about more than the occasional insect being caught by flame.

“Don’t think,” she reminded him. “Just do what you’ve already trained your body to do.” She pointed at the driftwood log, which she had left for him to practice on.

Feeling frustrated, and annoyed by the needless killing, even if only fish had died, Yanko scowled as he concentrated. First, he warned nearby creatures away from that log, then he did his best to create a fireball, one that wouldn’t be doused by the water. He gripped the railing with both hands and launched it with his mind.

A startlingly large fireball formed in the air and hurtled toward the log. It lost its spherical shape when it struck the water, but it was as if oil lay atop the waves. It spread out, burning with great enthusiasm, flames leaping ten feet and more into the air. A surge of alarm went through Yanko as he imagined a chain reaction spreading across the ocean. The thought of losing control made his concentration lapse, and the flames died out. Not oil, he told himself. Something that would only burn with the help of magic.

“That never stops looking odd,” Gramon said.

Pey Lu laid her hand on the back of Yanko’s shoulder for a second. “That’s one log thwarted. Good.”

The log? He’d almost forgotten about it. It had been charred down to half its size and still smoldered, its blackened surface less visible against the dark water. 

“Why—” Yanko paused, glancing back at Gramon. The Turgonian wasn’t as loathsome as a lot of the other pirates—even now, two shirtless brutes were engaged in a knife fight farther up the deck, and it did not look like practice. Still, Yanko felt uncomfortable asking questions about magic around him. He did not want to be mocked by strangers. 

Pey Lu must have guessed at his reticence—or maybe she read his thoughts—for she waved Gramon away and stepped closer. “Yes?”

“I’ve noticed lately that it’s when I’m angry or frustrated that things come more easily. That’s the opposite of what I’d always been told, and the opposite of what I experienced most of the time when I was growing up.” Yanko waved toward the remains of the log. “I was annoyed.”

“Anger can be the enemy, especially when you haven’t mastered something—most people tend to flail ineffectively and just grow more frustrated. I think that with you, it is as I’ve said, and you already understand the basics—even more than the basics, as you’re more advanced than you seem to believe. Getting angry makes you forget to think and analyze. Your brain is getting in the way of your effectiveness. In addition to your tendency to analyze, you worry about the consequences a lot. Did you really warn the fish to get out of the way before you flung that?”

“There’s no reason to kill needlessly,” he said sturdily.

“They’re fish.”

“I feel it when they’re in pain.”

Her brow creased. Yanko braced himself for the disappointment or the mocking that Father had given him when he had long ago explained why he could train hounds for the hunt, but he couldn’t join in himself. 

“That may be why you struggle with fire, then.” Pey Lu rubbed her chin as she considered him. 

Yanko tried not to feel like she was pondering how to make use of a hound afraid of the hunter’s gun.

“Fire kills,” she said. “That’s how it is.”

“Yes. One could throw warning shots over an enemy’s head, but they would grow fearless, I assume, if you never hit them. And I don’t think I could...” His gaze drifted to the charred log, now growing distant as the ship continued sailing away. He couldn’t do that to people. He still had nightmares about the kraken.

“They do, indeed.” Pey Lu lowered her hand and drummed her fingers on the railing. “If you go through Stargrind and join the army, your instructors will do their best to desensitize you to that, especially since you have the potential to be very powerful. They’ll want you to be a pure weapon.”

Very powerful? Clearly she hadn’t seen him fumbling through the entrance exams. Though he wondered now if she was right, if he had more potential than he realized, and it was his mind that was getting in his own way. 

“Is that what they did to you?” For the first time, he wondered if his mother’s indifference to human life was natural. Had she been born not feeling empathy for others, or had that been inculcated by her superiors? By instructors who had seen her potential and wanted to turn her into a pure weapon. 

He shifted uneasily at these new thoughts. Falcon hadn’t been turned into a heartless monster in his two years in the army, but he wasn’t a mage. Nuria had always considered foot soldiers to be for little more than defending those who could manipulate the mental sciences.

“There was a war coming,” Pey Lu said. “They knew they would need weapons equal to the Turgonians’ technology.” She shrugged, not seeming bothered by the past. “I don’t remember ever caring one way or another about fish, so I doubt I was the challenge for them that you would be. Some animals can be broken and some are destroyed when it’s attempted. They might do that to you without even realizing it.” She frowned at him—disturbed by this image?

It certainly disturbed him. 

“There aren’t any wars with Turgonia on the horizon,” he said, hoping that was true. What would happen if Dak found that lodestone before Yanko and took it to his homeland? Wouldn’t his people fight for that continent? Especially if it was lush enough to make excellent farmland? 

“There’s a war even closer than the horizon,” Pey Lu said, “on our home soil.”

“The rebel factions.” Why did everybody know more about what was going on at home than he did? What worthless newspapers he and his uncle had been reading.

“I predict the Great Chief will be removed or killed within the year. And then? There are too many factions that want to try their hand at ruling the nation. The war for supreme power over it could be long and bloody. It could end up with the Great Land being divided into smaller countries, countries that would then be easy prey for other nations, if they couldn’t band together.” She shrugged, as if it mattered little to her. “Stargrind will be rushing candidates through and yes, making tools effective for war.”

Yanko would have been entering the first year of his schooling by now if he had passed those exams and gone away to the academy. Was his mother right? Would they already be trying to break him? 

“Work on air and telekinetics,” she suggested. “Mind magic would be useful too. That can be more powerful even than fire. Fire can make a man run away and scream. Ideas can make him turn his entire army in another direction.”

Mind magic. She meant manipulation. Yanko could see throwing the image of flames into a captor’s mind for self-defense purposes, but he did not care for the idea of manipulating people to do as he wished. He supposed that in some circumstances, it would be better than incinerating someone. “I could stand to improve my telekinetics skills. You said that was one of your specialties?” 

“Much more than telepathy and mind-to-mind skills, yes.” She nodded toward the waves. “I need to see where you are. Lift that kelp up and plop it on the deck.”

“Kelp? You trying to get the cook to pull out a new recipe?” Gramon asked, walking back over, a spyglass in his hand. He tilted his head, silently requesting a word with Pey Lu. 

“I’ve heard Turgonians will eat anything.” 

“Only soldiers, and only if it comes out of a package labeled Military Rations.” 

“Such standards.” Pey Lu followed him away, stopping at the railing outside of earshot for Yanko.

The big Turgonian waved behind them with the spyglass, then offered it to her. She shook her head, merely gazing in the direction he had pointed, her eyes closing to slits. 

Yanko wrangled the kelp bed with his mind, pulling it after the ship so he wouldn’t lose it, but he also tried to find what Gramon was pointing out. The sea rose and fell, and he didn’t have the view he would have from the crow’s nest, but he had been practicing his magic back here by the railing for the last two hours. If a ship were behind them, he should have seen it. The only ships in sight were the ones flanking the Prey Stalker, other vessels in his mother’s fleet. A pod of whales cruised past in the distance, shooting water from their blowholes. An impressive sight, but he doubted it was what Gramon had pulled Pey Lu aside to discuss.

Yanko shifted his attention slightly, watching the pair with his peripheral vision. He wouldn’t dare try to poke into his mother’s thoughts—even if she had admitted that mind magic was not a specialty of hers, she would surely feel a telepathic intrusion, especially from someone as inexperienced as he. But Gramon? Yanko doubted he’d had Dak’s training at turning aside magical attacks.

He frowned down at the kelp, hoping his mother would think his concentration was focused on the task she’d assigned if she looked over, but he tried to hear the Turgonian’s thoughts, the way he could hear an animal’s thoughts. He didn’t pry in; he just cupped his senses around the man’s head, like a mitt prepared to catch a ball.

An image of an underwater boat came to him. Yanko’s breath caught. Were Dak, Arayevo, and Lakeo following after them? If the craft was deep enough, that could explain why he hadn’t sensed it. Maybe it had surfaced long enough to ensure it was following the fleet and Gramon had glimpsed it then, that periscope popping briefly above the water.

When Yanko stretched out with his senses again, he directed them below the surface of the water. There, at the edge of his range, he detected the cylindrical metal craft, fish and octopuses swimming away from it in alarm. He tried to get a feel for the auras within, wanting to know if Dak and the others were there, or if this was another Kyattese vessel, sent to find the lodestone. The Kyattese presence on that island suggested that even if his mother had spoken truly, that their government was willing to pay her for retrieving it, the Kyattese would prefer to recover it themselves. To avoid the steep payment? Or to avoid being beholden to an infamous pirate? 

Despite repeated attempts to sense the occupants, they were too far away for him to identify, and too much other life filled the ocean, nearly overloading his mind. It was unfortunate, because he wanted to assure Dak that he was all right, at least for the moment, and let him know that he and the others should focus on getting to the island ahead of the pirates. If they had the journal, they should know as much as Pey Lu did, and if they could get there first...

“Then the Turgonians get the rock,” he muttered to himself, realizing what he was hoping for. Should he truly be rooting for that? His people needed the lodestone. But, if he failed and that couldn’t happen, it would be better for the Kyattese to find it than the Turgonians.

“Where’s my kelp?” Pey Lu asked, her voice disapproving.

Yanko jumped. He had been concentrating so hard that he hadn’t noticed her returning. He also hadn’t noticed that the kelp bed had fallen too far behind the ship to see. 

“Ah, it seems my telekinetics skills need even more work than my pyrotechnics.” 

Her eyes narrowed, and he reminded himself that even if his mother was helping him, he could not forget that they were not allies in this. They could never be allies, not as long as she chose this life.

“We’ll find another target,” she said eventually. “I’ll give you some tips.”

Yanko smiled bleakly, fighting back the natural urge to thank her. She was the enemy. He had to keep reminding himself of that, even if she was teaching him. That did not change anything. It couldn’t. 

He looked toward the sea behind them, thinking of his comrades. What would happen if they tried to rescue him, and he found himself in the middle? 

“I’m ready,” he said, aware of Pey Lu watching him, but he feared that he was anything but ready.

 




Chapter 16

On the third night aboard the Prey Stalker, Yanko woke in the darkness, his heart hammering in his chest. He lay on his back, under a thin, coarse blanket, staring up at the dark ceiling of the cabin he had been given, the cabin of a man that Dak had killed, as Yanko had later learned. He didn’t hear anything except the creaking of the rigging and the spray of the water against the hull below his porthole, but something definitely felt off. His first thought was that the dead man’s spirit was here to haunt him.

A faint beam of moonlight slanted through the porthole. Kei slept on the back of the chair, his beak buried in his feathers. Whatever had woken Yanko had not disturbed the bird. Of course not. Why would a dead pirate haunt a parrot? 

His second thought was that Dak, Arayevo, and Lakeo might have sneaked aboard the Prey Stalker. Perhaps not Dak, since he would need to pilot the underwater boat—the pirates had no battle to distract them this time, so the craft would not simply be able to clamp on and cut a hole in the hull. But Arayevo and Lakeo? Might they be sneaking around in the passageway right now, trying to find him? If so, they would be looking in the brig, not in the officers’ cabins.

Yanko reached out with his mind, trying to sense them. But he sensed something much closer than the brig, a presence alone with him in the room. And it wasn’t a ghost. 

With his instincts screaming in his mind, he hurled himself out of his bunk. A shadow leaped through the air, landing on the spot he had vacated. A dagger slashed down, ripping into the pillow. Tiny goose feathers flew into the air, and Kei woke with a screech.

Yanko rolled across the floor, trying to put space between him and his silent assailant, but he soon crashed into the built-in wardrobe on the far side of the cabin. The shadow sprang toward him, having no trouble telling where he was in the dark room. 

With the techniques he had been working on that day, Yanko used his mind to hurl the only piece of furniture that wasn’t bolted down. The chair flew upward, blocking his assailant’s path. Kei’s wings flapped uproariously as he was forced off his perch, and Yanko heard the smack of wood striking flesh. He used the distraction to jump to his feet. 

For a second, the figure stood within the moonlight shining through the porthole, revealing white clothing and a wicked bone dagger in a gloved hand. Sensing another attack coming, Yanko hurled a wall of air, trying to knock the person back onto the bunk. The figure braced himself—no, herself. This was the mage hunter he had encountered on Kyatt. He couldn’t imagine how she had gotten here, but there was no time to ponder it. The air attack glanced off her, barely stirring her clothing. She leaped at Yanko, leading with that knife.

If he’d had his sword, he might have parried the attack, but he could only dodge. His foot caught on the fallen chair. He tried to fling himself over it and away from her, rolling across the floor, crashing against the base of the bunk, and cursing the lack of room. The door. If he could find two seconds, he could simply run out the door. 

A thud sounded as something sank into the wood of the bunk right next to his ear. She’d flung her dagger? No, it was another weapon, a throwing star. He could hear the metal quivering as it reverberated an inch from his ear. 

She sprang for him before he could climb to his feet again. He struggled to gather concentration quickly enough to do anything. Her bone dagger. He might not be able to attack her effectively, but what about the weapon? Was it reinforced by magic? No. With a thought, he snapped the blade, just as he snapped rock when he called upon his earth magic. 

She improvised in mid-air, dropping the broken knife and throwing a punch at him instead. He blocked with his forearm, realizing there was no time for more magic, that he would have to rely on physical defense. But she was fast, and it was hard to see what was happening in the dark. He only managed a partial block, enough to keep her from landing on him fully, but her arm darted past his. He ducked his chin to protect his neck. Knuckles slammed into his temple. Those knuckles landed with surprising force, especially since she was a woman. His skull clunked hard against the base of the bunk. He got his knee up enough to thrust her body away, but she gripped him with her hands, one finding his throat. 

Even with all the sparring he had done with Dak, Yanko couldn’t match her speed. All that sword practice was of little use in a grappling match.

Her hand tightened on his throat, her thumb digging into his airway. Desperation flowed through his body, giving him strength. He ripped away from her, creating a wall of air around his throat to protect it. At the same time, he flung an image into her mind. If he’d had time to rationally consider his attack, he wouldn’t have tried it, because like Dak, she should have defenses to block any mental assaults. But he wasn’t thinking—there wasn’t time for thought. The image he sent was the same one he’d used against the pirates on the beach, one of a wall of fire enveloping her, of her entire body charring, of intense pain as she was burned alive.

She gasped and drew back. Only a few inches, but it was enough. He got his feet under him and leaped up. He grabbed her, spun her toward the wall, and jammed her against it. Before she could recover, he yanked her arms behind her back, twisting them upward until she arched onto her toes, pain making her body rigid. Yanko did his best to keep the image of the fire in her mind, to bypass her defenses and make her believe she was helpless. 

“Puntak, puntak,” Kei cried, flapping about the cabin, looking for a place to land. 

The door flew open before Yanko had decided what he should do with his prisoner. His mother stood there, a scimitar in one hand, a ball of orange light floating over her shoulder. Concern flashed across her face before she took in the scene and realized Yanko wasn’t in danger. The concern startled him, because he hadn’t expected it from her. She smoothed her features quickly, and he wondered if he had imagined it.

“What’s this?” she asked mildly.

Because of the way Yanko had the assassin’s face mashed against the wall, she was looking right at Pey Lu. The mage hunter curled a lip, but did not respond. Her white clothing wrapped her from head to toe, but some of her face was visible, enough for him to see the loathing burning in her dark eyes. He didn’t know if that loathing was for him or for Pey Lu. Maybe both.

“One of Sun Dragon’s people,” Yanko said. “I have no idea how she got here.”

“We’ll find out.” Pey Lu pushed the door open farther. Footsteps sounded in the passageway as curious pirates came to see what was going on. 

Some of the rigidness went out of the assassin’s body as she slumped in defeat. 

“A mage hunter?” Pey Lu looked Yanko’s prisoner up and down. With her free hand, she pushed the woman’s hood back, brushing aside the band that held back her hair and covered her forehead. “A young one, but I suppose they start training them young, don’t they?”

Yanko knew very little about mage hunters or how they were trained. He could only see part of the woman’s face since he still held her against the wall—even with his mother for backup, he worried she might get the best of him if he eased up. She had very nearly killed him. Also, the woman continued to glare at Pey Lu, utter hatred on her face. 

Pey Lu leaned her scimitar against the wall and searched the prisoner. The arms Yanko gripped flexed, the woman’s shoulders tightening. He kept his hold, one Falcon had taught him as a boy, usually by pinning Yanko with it. Pey Lu found the rest of the prisoner’s throwing stars, a folding knife, a garrote, and three vials. She also removed a ring with a tiny compartment. The mage hunter growled deep in her throat. Was there poison in there? Something she could use to kill herself if captured? That seemed more of a Turgonian thing to do than a Nurian tactic, but Yanko had heard mage hunters were fanatical to their organization and to their missions.

“Let’s take her to the brig, Yanko,” Pey Lu said when she finished, leaving the weapons pile on the floor. She met his eyes with a nod. “Good work in subduing her. Even a young mage hunter is a formidable opponent.” 

The expression on her face—was that pride?—surprised Yanko. It pleased him, even if it shouldn’t, even if he kept telling himself that her opinion did not matter. He admitted a hint of pride in himself, too, though perhaps he shouldn’t. It wasn’t as if he had subdued her easily. He was surprised that the mental attack had worked. He didn’t think it would have worked on Dak. Of course, he had never tried on Dak. And, as his mother had pointed out, he tended to be stronger when he wasn’t thinking, when he was reacting and attacking on instinct. 

“This way.” Pey Lu tilted her head toward the ship’s ladder at the end of the passageway. 

Yanko followed, pushing his prisoner ahead of him. Gramon joined them before they reached the steps, the Turgonian walking out of Pey Lu’s cabin, his feet bare and his shirt only half buttoned. 

“We have a guest?” he asked, scraping his fingers through mussed gray hair. 

“A mage hunter,” Pey Lu said over her shoulder, not appearing worried that the assassin walked right behind her. 

If she escaped Yanko’s grip, would she attack Pey Lu first? Or Yanko? It had been his quarters that she had barged into first. But maybe she had been sent to kill both of them, and she had chosen what she assumed would be the easier target first? Back when they had spoken, Sun Dragon had implied that Yanko—or his family—had wronged the assassin at some point, that it was more than professional duty, an assignment accepted, that had driven her after him. He wondered if she would answer his questions if he asked them. Would he be given the opportunity to question her? 

“Is there a reason we’re keeping her?” Gramon asked.

“I want some answers,” Pey Lu said.

“A dead mage hunter is a safe mage hunter. Isn’t there a saying about that?”

“A Turgonian saying, I believe.”

“A wise people.”

Pey Lu snorted and did not look back. 

The talk about killing her made Yanko uneasy. If it had happened in the battle, when he’d been defending himself, it might have been understandable, but he could not imagine eliminating her now, no matter what her intentions were toward him.

She did not try to escape as Pey Lu led them to the deck below, either sensing that Yanko was paying a lot of attention and had a good grip, or just knowing that the odds were stacked against her. The ceiling had been repaired, and when Pey Lu held open a wrought iron gate, it and the adjoining bars appeared sturdy. Yanko walked his prisoner in, then let her go and stepped back quickly, clanging the gate shut with his mind. 

“Good to see the telekinesis coming along,” Pey Lu said dryly, turning the lock. 

The prisoner turned around to glower at them, but she did not attempt to lunge out or grab the gate. Yanko’s reaction had probably been overkill. Still, she had tried to assassinate him. It was hard to be blasé in the aftermath of that.

The prisoner’s face was utterly neutral. She clasped her hands behind her back and stared at a spot on the wall between Pey Lu and Yanko, avoiding eye contact with either of them. She had the mien of a soldier in a prisoner of war camp, awaiting a death sentence. Yanko shifted his weight from foot to foot, disturbed by the thought, even if he couldn’t articulate why. 

She had tried to kill him not once but twice, here and in that cave on Kyatt where he had dropped rocks on top of her. He didn’t see signs of what must have been grievous injuries, at least not on her face. Little else of her body was exposed—the white silk and cotton garment, something between a robe and a wrap, hugged her torso and legs from wrist to ankle, also covering her neck. Sun Dragon must have had a healer among his people. She did have a faint scar above one eyebrow, but it appeared far older than one she might have received in that rockfall. 

Her face was young, he realized with a start, looking straight at it for the first time. That intimacy didn’t seem such a presumption with her gazing at the wall beside him instead of challenging him with her own gaze. She couldn’t be much older than he. Twenty? Twenty-two? Certainly no older than Arayevo, but there was none of Arayevo’s warmth and zest for adventure in those cool detached eyes. Yanko decided she was pretty, even with much of her form hidden beneath her clothing, with delicate features that seemed at odds with her profession. She was about two inches shorter than he and appeared to be of pure Nurian descent, her fine bones making her thirty or forty pounds lighter than him. He was glad his mother had not come in when she had been pinning him to the deck and crushing his windpipe. Even if she was trained as an assassin, and he’d always spent more time with magic than practicing at battle, he would have been embarrassed to have been bested by her in a physical confrontation.

“Yanko?” Pey Lu asked.

Gramon snorted, and Yanko had the feeling she might have said his name more than once.

Lost in his own world, as usual. “Yes?” He hoped Pey Lu’s mage light did not show the pink tint to his cheeks. 

“Go back to sleep,” she said.

“Pardon?”

Gramon snorted again. “Such a polite boy you have. Obtuse, but polite.”

Yanko scowled, more embarrassed than he might usually have been by the slight, perhaps because his mother was looking on. An assassin who wanted to kill him was also looking on.

“Not too obtuse,” Pey Lu said quietly, her eyelids lowering as she regarded Gramon through her lashes. A slight warning in that look? “He survived a mage hunter’s attack, after all.”

The mage hunter ignored the comment and the rest of the conversation, a faint tightening of her jaw the only indication that she heard them at all.

“She probably tripped over his bird,” Gramon said.

Pey Lu gripped Yanko’s shoulder. “I’ll see you in the morning. It’s our last day at sea, so we’ll start early with your training.”

The mage hunter sneered slightly at that grip on Yanko’s shoulder. He had little doubt that she knew exactly who Pey Lu was, and was judging him for standing there and accepting her... camaraderie? He shook his head. Who cared? She’d been trying to kill him, and she didn’t even know him. Her judgment didn’t matter.

Still, Yanko found himself asking, “What are you going to do with her?” instead of walking obediently out. “Interrogate her?”

“Interrogate her and then kill her,” Gramon said. “Pirates who let assassins live don’t live long themselves.”

Yanko turned his back on the Turgonian. Nothing on his mother’s face suggested she disagreed. Yanko couldn’t fault the logic, but his stomach twisted at the idea of a cold-blooded killing. Captain Snake Heart Pey Lu might be known for such things, but he wasn’t, and this woman had come to kill him, not her.

“I’m the one who subdued her,” Yanko said. “I would like to question her before you kill her.” 

He glanced at the woman, wondering what manner of sneer she might make at his claim and his request, but she was still looking at that spot on the wall, not acknowledging him. 

“To what end?” Pey Lu asked. Did she sound suspicious? Maybe she thought this had something to do with the lodestone.

“We’ve never spoken before, and as far as I know, we’d never met before this all started, before she and her... employer—” Yanko was tempted to use a far more derogatory term for Sun Dragon, “—came to the homestead and burned it to the ground. I’d like to know why she wants to kill me so badly.”

“We’ll be happy to ask her,” Gramon said.

“No,” Pey Lu said. “Yanko has the right to question her, though I doubt you’ll get much out of her, given your feelings about people. And fish.”

Yanko’s cheeks warmed again. His mother thought that he wouldn’t be willing to inflict pain to get an answer? What could he say? She was right. 

“You ask your questions first,” Pey Lu said, surprising Yanko. She nodded to Gramon. “We’ll finish the task.”

Finish the task. That sounded ominous. 

“Because I love staying up all night,” Gramon grumbled, but he ducked his head and stepped through the door. 

Pey Lu surprised Yanko again by stepping out after him and closing the door behind her. He sensed them walking for the steps. Was he truly to be given some time alone with the prisoner? No guards to make sure she didn’t overpower him somehow and escape? No guards to watch him and make sure he didn’t escape? 

The woman’s eyes narrowed in calculation as she shifted her gaze from the wall to the door. Maybe she was also contemplating guards and escape. Maybe she had a few weapons or potions squirreled away that Pey Lu had not found.

Her gaze shifted from the door to him, hard and contemplating. It worried Yanko, but he decided that nonchalance might get him further than meekness. He had bested her once—and without Kei’s help, thank you, Gramon. He would treat her warily, but he had to believe he could best her again, if needed. 

Yanko dragged a stool, the brig’s single piece of furniture, to the corner beside the door. The two-celled room was not large, but that corner should be out of her reach if she decided to lunge at him. He plopped down on it, putting himself at a lower and he hoped less threatening level.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

She shifted to lean her shoulder against the bars and glare down at him. He wasn’t surprised when she did not answer.

He tried to sense her thoughts the way he had Gramon’s. He didn’t get anything from her. He could almost feel the wall bricking her mind off to him. Perhaps if he applied force, he might be able to get through, as he had with the attack in the cabin, but perhaps not. She must have been as distracted as he then. Perhaps a mage hunter struggled to concentrate on keeping defenses up while engaged in physical battle, the same as a mage struggled to access his magic.

“I’m Yanko,” he spoke into the silence. “Yanko White Fox, though I gather someone told you about me already.”

She stared at him, looking him straight in the eyes, making him want to squirm. Why did he feel like he was the one being questioned?

“Why are you trying to kill me?” he asked, though he felt like he was speaking to an empty room. “Is Sun Dragon paying you? Or is it something more? He told me—he likes to taunt me in my head when we’re close, you know—that you were quite eager to kill me.” Yanko swallowed, the memory of her shadowy form springing across his cabin and trying to stab him with the knife rearing to the front of his mind. It was hard not to take such a thing personally. What had he done in his life to cause someone to hate him so? He could only guess that it had to do with Pey Lu, as so much of the loathing toward his family did. 

“I have killed twenty-seven mages,” the woman announced, almost surprising him into falling off the stool. 

By now, Yanko had given up on the idea of her answering him without the application of force, which he had no intention of using.

“And I was to be twenty-eight because...” He lifted his eyebrows, encouraging an answer.

“I did not make a sound,” she said, her voice dark with irritation, or maybe frustration? She sounded so young, like someone who should be in school with him, not like someone who should have twenty-seven notches on her belt. “I am certain of it. I knew about the bird. I did not wake it. How did you hear me and know to roll away?”

Luck, Yanko thought, but he kept his mouth shut. Better that she think he had some inexplicable power. And who knew? Maybe some magic-fueled instinct had warned him. 

“I’m getting used to people trying to kill me,” he replied, figuring that would not give anything away. He wanted to keep talking, to keep her talking. “What’s your name?”

“Why do you care? Do you think this familiarity will make it so I don’t want to kill you?”

Yanko sighed. “That would be nice. You forgot to mention why you want to kill me, by the way.”

“I did not forget.” Her gaze shifted to her favorite spot on the wall.

He was tempted to tell her that he had spared her life back on Kyatt, that he could have made sure those rocks crushed her completely. Instead, he had made sure she had an air hole, to ensure she would survive until her allies dug her out. If she believed him, she would probably think that just made him a fool. Maybe she would be right.

“Will you at least tell me if it’s because of something I did that I don’t realize I did?” Yanko asked softly. “Or is this something else that I can thank the mother I first met three days ago for?”

“You seem close enough now,” she said, bitterness lacing her words.

Yanko spread his hands, though he didn’t know what he could say to that. Condemnation by association? Given the circumstances, it hardly seemed fair.

“It is because of her, isn’t it? What did she do to you? She didn’t seem to recognize you.”

The woman snorted. “I doubt she would recognize a tenth of her victims.”

There, a confirmation of sorts. Yanko lifted his eyebrows, hoping she might continue. He wasn’t sure why he hoped that. What could be gained by talking to her and getting her story? It would only make it harder for him to fight her if she escaped and came at him again. And if she did not escape and if Pey Lu insisted on interrogating her and killing her, Yanko would find her death that much harder to accept. 

“Do not pretend you know nothing about her actions,” the woman said.

“Not... nothing. I’ve heard the stories, read the newspapers.”

“Read the newspapers.” She sneered. She did that a lot for someone so young. Maybe she would get along well with Lakeo. They could bond over their bitterness.

“I grew up in the mountains, about three days from the sea. I guess you know that, since you were there, trying to find my brother and me. Were you the one who set fire to my ancestral home?” Yanko looked at her face. He suspected that had been Sun Dragon, but she clearly had no qualms about working for him. Maybe she had laid the torches. If she had, would he find it easier to accept her death?

Her chin came up. “I am a Hunter, not an arsonist.”

“Oh? Is killing twenty-seven mages better than lighting homes on fire?”

“Mages are evil,” she snarled, passion and real anger coloring her words for the first time. “They kill mundanes with their damned fireballs, as if human beings without the ability to wield magic are substandard, some lesser species of animal.”

“Not all mages are like that. There are healers and—”

“And what, White Fox? Are you going to tell me that you’ve never killed anyone? That you and your moksu family don’t think they’re better than everyone of humble origins?”

“I haven’t—”

“Three guards died at the correctional facility outside of Red Sky,” she snarled. “You let the prisoners go who killed them, prisoners who deserved to be there, murderers who had committed many crimes. But you’re a mage, so you think yourself above the law and above human decency.”

“I don’t think that,” Yanko said, though he had no idea how he could explain that night to make the events acceptable to her, not when the events weren’t acceptable to him. If three guards had truly died—and he found himself believing her heartfelt statement—then it was his fault.

“Why are you here, White Fox? If you are not going to kill me, leave me be.”

“If I leave, the captain and her Turgonian will come back,” he said. “I can’t stop them. Whether you believe it or not, I’m as much a prisoner here as you are.”

She snorted. No, she did not believe that statement. “Let them come. At least they are honest about who they are and what they intend.”

Yanko frowned, oddly stung by her dismissal. “I haven’t been dishonest with you.”

She turned her back to him.

For a moment, Yanko did not move, stunned that she would choose torture over talking to him. But she did not look back. She hadn’t even told him her name. 

He left the stool and walked out. He didn’t know what else he could do.

 




Chapter 17

Dawn arrived before Pey Lu or anyone else came to his room. Yanko hadn’t slept since leaving the brig. He had not gone to his mother’s cabin and told her he was done with the prisoner—he’d hoped she and Gramon might have fallen asleep or decided to put off the questioning until the next day. Even so, he had lain on his bunk, listening and waiting for what seemed inevitable, screams of pain. He had spent hours debating what he would do when they came. He could not stop his mother, not with force, but he’d decided that he would try, anyway. With pleas if he had to. He could understand it if she chose to kill an assassin, one who would be as happy to kill her as Yanko, but he couldn’t accept inflicting pain before doing so.

Despite his certainty that screams would come, they never did. With his cabin only one deck above and so close to the brig, he would have heard them if they had. 

A cry of, “Land on the horizon,” trickled down from somewhere above. 

Yanko pushed himself to his feet, grabbed the warrior mage robe, and pulled it over his head as he peered out the porthole. His mother had suggested he wear it for their training sessions, so his energy would last longer. Now, he thought it might help him if he chose to confront her, though he shuddered to imagine how much of a disadvantage he would be at, even with the robe. 

Outside the porthole, he couldn’t see anything except the sea and the sky with a few clouds casting shadows onto the waves. He thought to reach out with his mind, to sense what must be the island his mother had spoken of, but he found himself checking on the deck below instead. 

Since he hadn’t heard any screams or other noises of distress, he expected to find the mage hunter alone in her cell, forgotten for the time being. But she wasn’t alone. Yanko sensed Pey Lu down in the brig with her and someone else too. It wasn’t the Turgonian or anyone familiar to Yanko. As he tried to figure out who it might be, he sensed the mage hunter drop to her knees. If she cried out, he did not hear it, but pain leaked out from the rigid mental defenses the woman kept around herself. Though his magical senses couldn’t tell him as much as his eyes and ears would have, Yanko pieced together the situation and realized that Pey Lu or the other person was using magic to interrogate the assassin. Maybe they were working together. Chipping away at her mental defenses, hurting her as they did so. 

Yanko clenched a fist. This seemed even worse than a brute force interrogation. 

He strode to the door, the arguments he had been rehearsing all night leaping to the forefront of his mind. He had no idea if Pey Lu would listen to him, but maybe he could at least distract her. Besides, wouldn’t she want to come up to the deck to see their approach to the island where the lodestone supposedly awaited?

When Yanko stepped into the passageway, he heard footsteps and more shouts coming from the deck above, but there wasn’t anyone outside of his door. He jogged toward the steps leading down, but caught himself on the railing before descending. If Pey Lu was busy with the prisoner, and if land was close, might he not escape overboard? If none of the pirates on deck were mages, he might obscure himself and sneak away before anyone noticed him. He could slip overboard and swim to the island—even if there were sharks out here, he should be able to convince them to leave him alone. Or if that underwater boat was still back there, if Dak was following him, he could swim in that direction and perhaps be rescued much sooner.


All he had to do was abandon a woman whose name he didn’t know to torture. 

He scowled down at the steps, his fingers tight on the railing. 

“I’m an idiot,” he muttered and started down. 

Before he had taken more than two steps, something struck the ship. He lurched, catching himself on the railing. It felt like they had struck a rock. Just how close to land were they?

Shouts exploded from the deck above. Pey Lu came into view, swinging up onto the steps and almost crashing into him.

“What—” he started to ask, but she ran past without slowing.

“Attack,” she said as she went by. “Come with me.”

He looked down the steps, stretching his senses toward the brig. Had she left the other person down there? No, a door slammed, and he found the mage hunter alone in the cell. She was lying on the deck, probably in pain, but Yanko wasn’t a healer and couldn’t do anything about that. 

He turned to obey Pey Lu, or at least to go up on deck with her. Perhaps he might still get his chance to escape.

An explosion roared, the power of it hurtling him against the wall. Booms came from the deck, cannons being fired. More people shouted, some voices full of command, some voices full of fear.

From his passageway, Yanko couldn’t see any sign of fire—the explosion sounded like it had come from the rear of the ship. He stumbled his way up the stairs to daylight as something else slammed into the side of their vessel. When he came out onto the deck, he gaped at the rear of the ship. Flames spat, pouring smoke into the air, and the railing was gone, as well as a large chunk of the decking. It was as if the wolf god had descended from the heavens and taken a huge bite out of the ship. 

Pey Lu stood at the railing, looking overboard. Yanko did not see any enemy ships, though he did spot the island. A green smudge with a flat mountain in the middle, it lay about two miles ahead of them. The same four ships that had been flanking them the day before remained in their positions. He didn’t see any smoke coming from them. Only the Prey Stalker had been targeted. 

“Dak?” Yanko wondered. All he could imagine was that the underwater boat was attacking. Would Dak dare to do so against his mother? If it was Dak, he knew who he was dealing with.

Pey Lu flung a hand over the railing, as if targeting something in the water below the ship, and Yanko remembered her claim that she could lift an entire vessel out of the sea to drop it onto its side. 

Something else slammed into the side of the craft, this time near the bow. The deck quaked under Yanko’s feet. 

“How do we target them?” someone yelled from the gun deck. 

“Turgonians,” someone else yelled. “The mages need to do it.”

Yanko wasn’t sure what his mother was doing or if he should run to help her. If this was Dak, Yanko surely did not want to help. If it was some other Turgonian underwater boat...

Another explosion went off, the deck heaving under Yanko. It flung him into the air, boards being ripped from their nails all around him. Something clubbed him in the back of the head. He sailed several feet before landing, then fell through a hole where the deck should have been. Flames ate at the boards, and light and heat surrounded him. He slammed down to the gun deck, the sky a pale blue through the hole above him, a hole ringed by fire. Someone screamed nearby. 

Yanko felt useless, but he didn’t know what he could do. 

Another scream came, and he climbed to his feet. Smoke that hazed the air smelled of gunpowder, and he squinted through flames at the rows of cannons lining either side of the deck, their barrels thrusting out through open ports. Some of the cannons were missing, having tumbled through the hole in the deck. What had struck the ship? He had no familiarity with such powerful explosives.

“We’re shielded now,” Pey Lu yelled, her voice coming from somewhere on the deck above. “Drop some charges off our port side. They’re over there now.”

Yanko stumbled to a corner of the gun deck that wasn’t on fire, at least not yet. He helped pull out a pirate who had been trapped under a cannon rolling backward, his leg mangled. Yanko wasn’t sure he should be thinking of these people as allies, but he couldn’t leave someone screaming in pain. 

It quieted somewhat, no more attacks striking the ship. Yanko covered his mouth and nose, trying to keep himself from coughing as he reached out with his mind to the port side. He sensed the underwater boat out there, much closer than it had been the last time he’d touched it. His heart leaped into his throat. There was Dak’s familiar aura. And Arayevo. And Lakeo. 

“Yanko, where are you?” Pey Lu yelled. “Get up here to help.”

To help? Against his friends? He clenched a fist and thumped it against his thighs. No, he couldn’t do that. And he couldn’t let his mother attack Arayevo, either. Nor the others. He suspected that was exactly what she intended to do, now that she had the ship shielded. 

Another boom came, this time from underwater. Yanko sensed his mother’s shield, a large barrier like the one he had made to protect Lakeo and Arayevo from her lightning attack. It extended all the way around the ship. Something struck it and exploded against it. Were these the weapons Dak had told them about? He felt his mother’s shield falter slightly under the power of that one. Whatever it was, it was far greater than a cannonball, greater even than the blasting sticks he’d heard about.

Yanko extended his senses all around the underwater boat, wondering if he might find some allies to help. He couldn’t see himself attacking his mother outright, even if that might be the right thing to do to help the world. But he couldn’t stand by and let Dak and the others suffer her retaliation, either.

“Did we hit them?” someone asked.

“No, they keep moving,” Pey Lu said. “And I can’t—I can’t attack the pilot, damn it. Keep trying with the charges. I’ll lower my shield so they can get through.”

The booms were scaring away the sea life, and Yanko couldn’t find anything large enough that might be of help. He delved lower with his mind, searching the depths near the bottom. He almost missed a huge jellyfish stretched among some rocks down there, doing its best to ignore the noise. With a kraken, he knew what he could offer it, what he might use to bribe it, but could he convince this creature to swim up and get into the fray? Between its body and its tentacles, it stretched more than fifty feet in diameter. He touched its mind, trying to envision it wrapped around the side of the ship, flinging some of those tentacles across the deck. Even if its touch wasn’t deadly, it would surely distract the pirates. He promised the creature that the noise would stop if it wrapped itself sufficiently around the ship.

Immediately, it started floating upward. 

“Guess it really hates the noise,” Yanko muttered. Did jellyfish even have ears? Maybe it felt the jarring reverberations through the water.

Another boom erupted, this one closer to Yanko’s location. Water poured into the ship from somewhere below him. This time, the hole was much bigger than the one Dak had carved with a tool. He must be trying to sink this ship, not infiltrate it. 

Aware of the jellyfish swimming closer, Yanko reached out, not to Dak, who would have his mind shut tighter than a clam against Pey Lu, but to Arayevo. He tried to convey that the large creature was coming and to get out of the way. But as soon as he brushed her mind, he felt the fear in her thoughts. For a moment, he glimpsed the world through her eyes. She was in the underwater boat, with Lakeo and Dak, as water poured through from broken seams. A horrible wrenching sound filled her ears. 

Dak hit a button, and another projectile explosive launched. Pey Lu had lowered the shield she had crafted around the ship in order to attack the underwater boat, so the weapon slid through. 

Yanko lunged for a bulkhead to support himself and cried, “Take cover!” to anyone who would listen. 

As this new explosion erupted, Yanko had a flash of thought, a chilling one. What if Dak wasn’t trying to rescue him, but was simply trying to destroy the competition? What if he didn’t care that Yanko was aboard and might die in the attack?

Before the thought had been completed, Yanko was hurled into the air as more decking was destroyed under him. He did his best to wrap a buffer of air around himself, but he struggled to find the concentration for magic in the noise, fire, and sheer terror of the people around him. His head did not strike the ceiling as hard as it might have, but he still felt the clunk.

Light poured across him as he tumbled to the deck—what remained of it. He landed halfway through a hole, his legs dangling, and he had to claw his way to solid wood. Water poured in along with that light, and he realized that fire was not responsible for brightening the gun deck, not this time. Daylight surged inside, along with the sea. A giant hole gaped in the hull of the ship, the bottom of it just below the waterline. Then something dark covered it, something gelatinous that still allowed some light in, seeping through its partially translucent body. His giant jellyfish.

Yanko pulled himself to his feet, regretting that he had called the creature up to attack the ship now that he wasn’t sure of Dak’s motivations. 

“Get out,” he yelled to men clinging to the cannons.

The stern end of the ship sat lower, and several feet of water already covered the far end of the deck. Pirates sputtered and cursed. One swam for the hole in the hull, not caring that it was partially blocked by a jellyfish twenty times larger than any of them.

Yanko started in that direction, too, water sloshing around his knees and tugging at the hem of his robe. He kept his shield around him, expecting another explosion or for one of those jellyfish tentacles to slip inside and catch him. From his viewpoint, the creature seemed to be clinging to the hull and to part of the deck, adding weight to further pull the ship off kilter.

He could still hear his mother shouting, though to his surprise, her words now included orders to lower the rowboats and abandon ship. 

“The underwater boat has been destroyed, but we’ve taken on too much water. Get to Firecracker and Sea Thorn!”

Before Yanko reached the hole, he halted, thinking of the prisoner he had intended to check on at the beginning of the chaos. He doubted anyone had freed her before running above decks. He gripped a support post, fighting against the ever-increasing water flowing inside, as he checked the brig with his mind. Alarm rushed into him like the water rushing into the hold. Yes, the woman was locked in her cell, and nearly the entire level had flooded. She was gripping the bars and trying to keep her head in the diminishing air pocket at the ceiling.

Yanko sprinted toward the ship’s ladder, going as far as he could before the water grew too deep for running. He swam for the steps, though he could no longer see them. He couldn’t see anything under the churning water. The jellyfish shifted its grip on the hull, and even less light flowed inside to illuminate the way. 

What are you doing? his mother spoke into his head, startling him.

Getting my prisoner, he thought back. 

How about you get this jellyfish off my ship? Her tone came through as dry, even via telepathy, but there was an edge to it, as well, a warning.

I don’t suppose you would believe the Turgonians were responsible for that? Yanko stopped to tread water for a second over the steps. He mentally prepared himself, took a huge breath, then dove. 

No. I should have questioned you about them from the beginning. Where did they get a mage hunter that can pilot a flugnugstica? Or are these allies of the mage hunter in the brig? Why would the Turgonians be helping Nurian assassins?

If Yanko had not been busy swimming into the darkness of the deck below, he would have shuddered, now having an idea of what “questioning” by Pey Lu would involve. 

Those aren’t Sun Dragon’s people, Yanko thought, wanting to give her something, though it might have been wiser to ignore her. Beams had fallen across the passageway leading to the brig, and he felt like a fish navigating a cave during a tide change. 

The pilot has quite a command of flugnugstica warfare, Pey Lu thought, more irritation seeping into her dry tone. An image accompanied the words, the underwater boat zipping all around the bottom of the Prey Stalker, somehow anticipating her attacks in time to snug up to the hull of the ship. It stayed so close that she had to divert her magical blows lest she strike her own craft. When she had tried to fling a mental assault at the pilot, she had met with the same kind of brick wall Yanko had encountered with the woman in the brig. 

Yanko had been fortunate enough to get through the mage hunter’s defenses, at least enough to distract her for a moment.

I had no such luck with this pilot, Pey Lu said coolly.

Yanko did not respond, though part of him wanted to point out that she claimed to like challenging opponents. Maybe she only liked them when she ended up defeating them.

He wriggled into the brig, cracking his knuckles on the metal bars. He couldn’t see anything in the gloom, but he sensed his prisoner still stuck inside. The air pocket had disappeared, and terror radiated from the woman, escaping those walls she kept around her mind.

Yanko patted his way to the gate, then down to the lock, empathizing with her even though she had come to kill him. Nobody deserved to die this way. 

He gripped the bars on either side of the lock and stared at it with his eyes and his mind. Fire would melt the lock more quickly than anything else, but it needed air to burn. Or did it? He remembered his mother’s demonstration, turning the waves to flame. Was this another instance where his mind was getting in the way of his abilities? 


A hand brushed his shoulder, and he almost let go to swim back, thinking she meant to try one more time to fulfill her mission. But fear guided that hand. She patted at him frantically, trying to get him to open the gate, he realized. 

Giving up all rational thought, Yanko stared at the lock and hurled raw power at it with his mind. He wasn’t even sure if it was air, water, or fire that he called upon. Either way, it worked. Not only was the lock destroyed, but with a great wrenching of iron, his power tore the gate from its hinges. 

His prisoner figured out what had happened immediately and swam out. Good. Yanko did not think he could have lingered longer to show her the way. His lungs demanded air, and he still had to navigate out of the ship. 

Another explosion ripped through the ship, and a beam cracked above Yanko. He kicked as hard as he could. The beam almost crushed him as it collapsed in the passageway, a passageway that was breaking up all around him. Boards floated everywhere, and if not for his mental senses, he wouldn’t have known which way to go or even the difference between up and down.

By the time he squirmed out through one of several giant holes that had turned the hull into eyehole cheese, blackness encroached on the edge of his vision. He swam toward the light of the surface, hardly caring if he ran into the jellyfish or a boat full of pirates aiming pistols at him. All he cared about was breathing.

Yanko erupted at the crest of a wave, gasping air in so quickly that it hurt. He blinked several times, fighting back the blackness and sucking in more air. The Prey Stalker lay half on its side a few meters away, the jellyfish still draped across one end of it. Shouts came from all around him. He could only see when the waves lifted him up for a good view, but his senses told him that at least fifty other pirates had escaped the ship and treaded water nearby. Several boats were being rowed around to pick people up. 

Yanko had no desire to be picked up. He wished it were still night, so he could disappear more easily. The island was still about two miles away, and he groaned, both at the idea of the long swim and at the realization that he could be spotted any time during that swim. Pey Lu’s ship might be a wreck now, but the four vessels accompanying it had not been damaged. The booms of cannons came from one of them. Yanko shook water out of his ears and swam toward the island, afraid they might be targeting him. One of the cannonballs splashed into the ocean about a hundred meters ahead of him.

“Yanko, is that you?” a familiar voice yelled.

“Arayevo?” he cried, forgetting his concern that he might be a target.

“Over here,” she called.

Yanko started swimming in that direction before he spotted her. She had to be on the surface with him. Had the underwater boat been destroyed? He remembered the vision he had glimpsed of it filling with water.

“Watch out for sharks, clodhopper,” Lakeo called.

Telltale fins dotted the water around the wreck. Yanko had received a few burns, but he had escaped the chaos without cuts that would spill blood into the water. Nevertheless, he tried to project with his mind, making nearby sea life think he was an uninteresting piece of driftwood rather than a tasty meal. 

As the next wave lifted him to the crest, he spotted Arayevo, Lakeo, and Dak too. Yanko never would have expected to feel so relieved to see the big, dour-faced Turgonian. He manned the oars in an odd dinghy with a thin, angular hull that barely looked large enough for the three of them. Yanko worried he would sink it if he crawled in, but that did not keep him from swimming toward it. 

Something splashed into the water between him and it, and he flinched, thinking a shark had broken the surface. But no, it had been a cannonball dropping down alarmingly close to his friends. More cannonballs arched over the crowded dinghy.

“How about some protection, mighty mage?” Lakeo yelled after following the arc of the last one. It splashed down less than ten meters from their craft.

Dak rowed toward Yanko, a cut streaming blood down the side of his face to drip from his chin. His face was grim with determination, and he did not seem to notice it.

“Shark, Yanko.” Arayevo pointed behind him. 

He sensed the large hammerhead approaching and flung an image of fire into its mind before realizing that would probably mean nothing to a shark. He replaced the fire projection with one of killer whales chasing the shark, though he had no idea if they actually were a threat to the fearsome predators. He did not stop swimming long enough to look back and see if his ruse had worked. Instead, he added a shield behind him to deter creatures from taking a chomp from his legs.

“Duck,” Lakeo yelled, pulling her head down as a cannonball shot past, barely a foot above them. 

Before Yanko could figure out how to get into the strange dinghy without tipping it over, Dak grabbed him under the armpits and hauled him out of the water as if he weighed nothing.

A hand latched onto his shoulder before he had fully landed, the slender and thin-hulled boat rocking upsettingly. His legs dangled over the side, as he landed on his back between Dak and Lakeo. Arayevo crouched in the bow, all of them pressed in so closely that they touched.

“Seriously, Yanko. Some magical cannonball repellent would not be unappreciated right now,” Lakeo said, her fingers digging into his shoulder.

One of those cannonballs was arcing straight toward them, and Yanko did not have time to respond, not with words. He compressed the air between them and the ship firing at them, creating a wall. The cannonball bounced off as surely as if it had hit solid rock. 

“Good,” Dak said, as talkative as ever. “Keep it up.”

He patted Yanko on the chest, then immediately set to rowing. 

Yanko pulled his legs into the boat and scrunched them to his chest, finding a spot where he could sit in the puddle on the bottom, between Dak and Lakeo. The puddle hardly mattered since even more water dripped from his robe and hair. He could see the pirate ships from this new vantage point, but did not find the view inspiring. A second vessel had turned its side toward them, gun ports on display, smoke wafting up as more cannons fired. The artillerymen had gotten their range down, and those iron balls hurtled through the air, landing alarmingly close to the boat. Yanko kept his defenses up, shielding them as Dak rowed, though it was not easy. He found it simpler to block a fireball for a few seconds than to maintain a barrier. Maintaining it was hard since the mind tended to fool itself, thinking it had not lessened its effort at all, only for it to be revealed that it had when a ball sailed through to land a foot off their stern. A huge wave of water sluiced over the edge, and Lakeo cursed as it hit her in the back.

“Yanko,” she protested, swatting him in the shoulder.

“Considering you almost wrecked me along with my moth—Pey Lu’s ship, you should be delighted that I’m shielding you at all,” Yanko said, though he felt abashed and redoubled his efforts.

“I wasn’t the one firing at the ship. That was Dak. He said you were tough enough to survive a few mugra.” 

“If those are the giant pointy cannonballs that explode, I don’t think anyone can survive a direct hit with one. Never thought I’d see something like that on a Kyattese vessel.”

Without pausing in his rowing, Dak offered a rare smile. It reminded Yanko uncomfortably of a wolf chasing after his prey. 

“As I told you,” Dak said, “the underwater boats were designed by my people. They have many means of defense.” His smile turned to a grimace. “Though I wasn’t expecting to encounter a mage who could simply crush the craft with his mind like a sardine tin.” 

“Her mind.” Yanko sighed. “That was my mother.” 

Yanko eyed the boats around the wreck, hoping Pey Lu was distracted with saving her people. This lifeboat was flimsy, and it would not take a powerful mage to destroy it. 

The boats had lifted most of the pirates out of the water, but were still collecting a few stragglers. The sharks circled, not scared away by the booms of the cannons, or the rifles and pistols being fired. The one Yanko had been fleeing was not far away, its fin visible to the port side of Dak’s boat.

“Did you get to talk to her?” Arayevo peered around Dak to look at Yanko. “Was she amazing?” That longing in her voice came through, even though water dripped from her hair into her eyes and she appeared as bedraggled as he.

She was still beautiful, even in that state, with cannonballs arcing toward them and sharks circling. Perhaps a touch crazy, but beautiful. The old familiar longing returned to Yanko’s heart, and he wished he could give her an answer that wouldn’t disappoint.

“She was... something,” Yanko murmured, not sure what else he could say.

He did not follow it up with the next statement that came to mind, that Pey Lu might take Arayevo into her crew if she asked. For one thing, Yanko did not want to give Arayevo up. True, she was not his, but he would never get his chance to confess his feelings to her if she ran off and joined Pey Lu. No matter what happened or where Arayevo went, Yanko knew beyond a doubt that he couldn’t join his mother’s crew. He could never become a pirate. He couldn’t do that to his father or to his people. 

“Halfway there,” Dak said, his rowing never faltering. He would never be distracted by longing. 

“Is the underwater boat utterly destroyed?” Yanko asked. 

“Utterly,” Dak said. “The Kyattese finance department will probably find out and have a bill sent to the Turgonian embassy before I return.”

“How could they know?” Arayevo waved at the sea. “Unless the pirates tell them.”

Dak’s lips compressed in displeasure or maybe acknowledgment of the possibility. Did he know that Pey Lu might have been hired by the Kyattese? 

The cannonballs grew less frequent as Dak rowed the dinghy out of range. Oddly, none of the ships were chasing after them. Perhaps Pey Lu realized that recapturing her wayward son would be inevitable—how could he escape from an island? Maybe she planned to let him assume the risk of finding the lodestone first and then take it from him later. 

“Who’s that?” Arayevo pointed toward a figure swimming away from the ships and toward the island.

Yanko recognized the white clothes, the long black hair streaming behind as powerful strokes moved her through the waves. She was a strong swimmer and ought to make the island if nothing befell her. He didn’t spot any sharks following in her wake. 

“Sun Dragon’s assassin,” Yanko said, wondering if he had done the right thing in freeing her. No, it had definitely been the right thing—he believed that. He just wasn’t sure if it had been the smart thing. “She tried to kill me.”

“And failed?” Dak asked.

“I’ll try not to find it disheartening that you sound surprised by that.” He scratched his jaw. “We never figured out how she got on Pey Lu’s ship.”

“The ironclad.”

“What?” Yanko asked before remembering what he referenced. The ship that had rammed the Prey Stalker before Pey Lu had moved away and it had exploded. Had it delivered a passenger before blowing up? “Oh.”

“Does that mean Sun Dragon is on his way then?” Lakeo asked.

And that he would distract Pey Lu by attacking her fleet again? Wishful thinking, Yanko decided. Sun Dragon’s ships had been destroyed in the last confrontation, and unless he’d had a few more hiding on the far side of that island, he couldn’t have followed them here, even if he did have a way of tracking his assassin.

“If you want to kill her,” Dak said, tilting his chin toward the swimming figure, “this would be the time.” 

“Kill her?” Arayevo protested. “After she’s survived so far?”

“You don’t make it far in life if you don’t kill the assassins that are after you.” Dak said the words as if reciting some common Turgonian phrase. Maybe it was one. His people weren’t reputed to employ assassins often, but their emperors and military leaders had certainly been the targets of assassins—even Nurian mage hunters—over the centuries. 

“She owes me her life,” Yanko said. “I’m hoping she’ll decide to thank me by not killing me.”

“Wouldn’t Nurian honor demand that she fulfill her mission no matter what the extenuating circumstances?” Dak asked.


“Yes,” Arayevo and Lakeo sighed together. Lakeo added a comment of, “Jellyfish brain,” and smacked Yanko again.

Yanko held back a sigh of his own, though he did not disagree. Jellyfish brain, indeed. 

 




Chapter 18

Dak led the way up a rocky incline that climbed steeply from the beach area. This island had a tree-covered butte in the middle, the remains of a volcano that had blown its top during some past century. Yanko hoped it was a dormant volcano and that hunting for the lodestone wouldn’t involve any trips through lava tubes. He’d had enough of that.

A desire to get to the artifact propelled Yanko up the slope with alacrity, and he and Dak outpaced the women. Of course, part of that was Yanko’s desire to avoid being smacked by Lakeo again. She kept glaring at him and calling him a fool for letting the mage hunter escape. Fortunately, with Dak’s powerful rowing, their group had reached the island first. The pirates hadn’t yet sent a team to land, either, though Yanko suspected that would change soon, and that the beaches would be besieged with his mother’s people by noon. 

“Thank you for coming after me, Dak,” Yanko said quietly as they scrambled up bare lava rock. They had already risen five hundred feet or more above the beach, leaving the ocean and the pirate fleet within clear view. The morning sun rose behind the volcano, burning down through the stunted vegetation. This island was dryer than the last, and the trees were not as dense, the leaves not as thick. 

“Thank the women. I wanted to go directly to the island. The journal identified this as a staging area for the bandit.”

“Ah. They overpowered you, did they?”

“With nagging, yes. Even the strongest warrior would succumb to that.”

“Some warriors might simply have locked them in that closet. You’re stronger than both of them put together. Don’t tell Lakeo I said that.”

Dak snorted. “I will tell her, so she can switch her nagging to you.”

“That’s already happened.” Yanko glanced back, not at Arayevo and Lakeo, but at the beach, fearing he would glimpse the mage hunter. He could not see anyone, but that did not mean much. The assassin had probably reached the island by now and disappeared into the interior. “Also, I don’t think you’re supposed to call it nagging when a woman argues with you. It’s derogatory. They prefer the term discussing forcibly.”

“Your mother tell you that?”

“My brother. He was catnip to the ladies in our village.” 

“How old is he?”

“Almost twenty-one.”

Dak stopped his climb and frowned down. Yanko thought he would offer his opinion on the worth of getting advice on women from someone half his age, but he pointed at something. Yanko picked his way up the slope, which had become nearly vertical. To Dak’s right, a human skull sat wedged into a fissure, looking out onto the sea below. 

“The remains of someone who discussed forcibly with the wrong woman?” Yanko asked, attempting levity, though those empty eye sockets were an unwelcome reminder that his last attempt to get to Heanolik Tomokosis’s stashed goods had not gone well. The yellowed and wind-worn skull had been there for years, if not decades, but it remained an effective warning.

Dak continued climbing. “I chose this route, figuring it would be less likely to be booby-trapped than the gentler slope on the other side, but keep an eye out.”

Yanko waited on his rocky perch, so he could share Dak’s warning with the others.

“This is fabulous,” Arayevo announced when she drew even with him, gazing out upon the sea and the tiny ships below. “Such an amazing view.”

Yanko pointed to the skull.

Arayevo blinked, but then shrugged. “You don’t think he agrees?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“That someone who met your assassin?” Lakeo asked when Yanko pointed the skull out to her.

“Doubtful. That skull has been here a long time, and the mage hunter didn’t look much older than me.”

“Maybe she’s inexperienced then.”

Yanko remembered the kills the woman had claimed, twenty-seven mages. “Let’s not assume that.” 

He scrambled after Dak, accidentally kicking rocks free as he ascended. He was relieved when the slope grew less vertical, since he did not trust his ability to manipulate air to save himself from a deadly fall. Dak might have climbing gear in his pack—he was the only one who had retained all of his belongings—but he had not pulled it out. What was a near-vertical slope to a Turgonian? A warm-up climb, no doubt.

They reached the top of the butte, but Dak did not head into the trees. He helped Yanko over the edge and waited so he could do the same for the women. Or maybe he was waiting because of the sight of what lay ahead.

The trees at the top of the butte were stunted and skeletal, only a few sparse leaves adorning their branches. The trunks of some of them twisted, as if affected by some vortex. As the breeze swept across tufts of grass and lichen-covered rocks, clanks and thuds came from the skeletal forest. It took Yanko a moment to find the source of the noise, and then he wished he hadn’t. More skulls. They danced on old, frayed ropes, swaying in the wind and bumping against each other and against the tree trunks. There had to be hundreds of them.

“Did the journal mention this?” Yanko asked. 

Where had Tomokosis found so many human skulls? 

“No, but another book I researched called this island the Fate of the Fallen, a name the natives of this archipelago gave it. It said nobody lived here, that it was reserved for burials.”

“Unless people were buried in trees, it looks like Tomokosis dug them up to, ah...”

“Scare people away would be my guess,” Dak said. “According to the map in the journal, his cache is supposed to be at the highest point on the island, under a skull-shaped outcropping of rock.”

“Do you know anything else?” Yanko asked. “You mentioned traps. Did the journal speak of them?”

“Not specifically.”

“Vaguely?”

“A message in the front warned that anyone who found his records and attempted to pilfer his belongings would meet a painful and horrible death.” 

“Pey Lu’s pirates haven’t sent boats to the beach yet,” Yanko said. He could see the sea all around the island from the top of the butte. “Do you think they want us to find the lodestone and then steal it?” Yanko offered Arayevo a hand up, which she ignored, in favor of rolling herself over the edge on her own.

“It’s crossed my mind,” Dak said. “They also know we don’t have a way off the island, so they don’t have a reason to hurry. They’re likely doing some repositioning of personnel and trying to recover supplies and equipment from their wrecked ship too.” 

“I understand that completely,” Lakeo said, heaving herself over the side to join them. “Much of the treasure I recovered from the last island went down with the underwater boat.”

“Much but not all,” Dak said. “You clank when you climb.”

“I recovered a few coins.”

“Enough to weigh down our boat, so that taking on Yanko almost sank us.”

“Yes, it’s clear Yanko was better fed than we expected during his time imprisoned on his mother’s boat. Did you feast at the captain’s table, Yanko?”

“Not exactly,” he murmured. He stretched his senses into the forest of dangling skulls, searching for the telltale energy of a Made item.

To his surprise, he sensed something ahead of them, beyond the trees and possibly in the ground. It was hard to tell.

“I feel something,” he said, meeting Dak’s eyes.

“The artifact?”

“I can’t tell. Something Made.” 

“Lead the way.” Dak pulled out a machete. “I’ll follow.”

“It feels close, but we need to watch our step and stay alert for traps.” 

Though Yanko was tired after the morning’s events and after being up most of the night, excitement burned away much of that weariness. Even if he had no idea how they would get off the island, knowing they might be nearing the culmination of his quest made him believe that anything could be possible. Maybe they could steal one of Pey Lu’s ships and slip away, or maybe he could negotiate with his mother somehow. 

His senses led him along the edge of the butte rather than into the forest, and he eyed the steep cliff that fell away to the side, hoping they wouldn’t end up climbing back down it to some cave or lava tube. The earth under their feet was mostly rock, what soil had been made over the eons scraped free by the wind. The stunted trees seemed to grow straight out of the rock, gaining their meager nutrition from that. 

Yanko watched each step he took, expecting a trap at any moment. Dak walked behind his shoulder, his weapon at the ready, and Arayevo and Lakeo followed after him. 

“It’s under us somewhere,” Yanko said, slowing as they approached a cairn of rocks. It rose above his head, and he tried to see a skull shape in its jumbled assembly. It would take an imagination. He did find it distinctive that the cairn appeared to be built using pieces of granite when the rest of the rocks on the island were dark and volcanic. The clacking of the real skulls rattled his nerves as the wind picked up again. He wished to run through the forest, cutting them down and arranging for a re-burial. 

“Maybe Dak can figure out if there’s a trapdoor or secret switch,” Arayevo said. “He’s good at pushing buttons and levers.”

Dak’s eyebrows rose.

Arayevo placed a hand on Yanko’s forearm. “While he’s doing that, I need to talk to you about things.”

“Things?” Yanko had dreamed of talking about things with her for most of his life, but this seemed an odd time for it. Besides, he highly doubted she was thinking of the same types of things he always was.

Dak’s single eye closed to a slit as he continued to regard Arayevo.

“It took Minark leaving me behind and almost losing you to realize how important some things were,” Arayevo said firmly and nodded toward some scrubby bushes farther along the butte. “Can I steal you for a moment?”

Lakeo propped her fists on her hips, a surprisingly fierce scowl on her face.

“I’ll see what I can find,” Dak said, turning to consider the cairn. “Don’t go far.”

Arayevo pulled Yanko toward the bushes. She didn’t have to pull hard. Even if he had been mulling over the lodestone, his feet would still follow her wherever she wanted to lead. Her words echoed in his mind. Was it possible that she had come to realize that she cared about him? As more than a friend? 

“What is it?” Yanko asked quietly when she stopped. He kept his voice casual, not wanting to sound too hopeful, not wanting to let her know that his arm tingled when she touched it like that.

“Badger goddess’s furry hide, he sticks close, doesn’t he?” Arayevo glanced back at Dak.

“Bodyguards are supposed to.”

“Come on, Yanko. You know he’s your spy, not your bodyguard.”

Yanko spread his hands. “He’s been effective at the latter while doing the former.”

“Well, he’s definitely not on our side.” Arayevo grimaced.

“He didn’t... do anything to you, did he?” Yanko had a hard time imagining Dak acting dishonorably, but her grimace made him wonder what had gone on during those three days she and Lakeo had been alone with him.

“What? No, nothing like that. To Lakeo’s lament maybe. But listen, in case you’re wondering why he’s not too worried about the underwater boat being destroyed, it’s because he’s got company coming.”

“What kind of company?” Yanko shifted so his back was toward Dak, even though the Turgonian seemed to be busy examining the rocks. “And when did he get a chance to invite it to come?”

“The underwater boat had a communications orb tucked away in a little cubby in the engine room. You didn’t sense it?”

“I sensed that the engine itself was powered by something magical, but I didn’t get much of a chance to explore the ship.”

Arayevo acknowledged that with a flick of her fingers. “I didn’t know it was there, either, until I heard him talking to someone in the middle of the night when he thought Lakeo and I were sleeping. My Turgonian isn’t great, but I’ve picked up a few words—we visited one of their ports while I was with Minark, and we had Turgonians in our crew.”

Yanko nodded for her to go on, though dread had settled in his stomach, and he worried he didn’t want to hear what else she had to say.

“I’m not sure who he was talking to, but he asked to have a message delivered to an Admiral Markcrest. He held up the journal, the page with the map on it. Yanko, a Turgonian fleet could be on its way here right now.” Arayevo looked toward the sea. 

From this side of the butte, the pirate vessels were not in view, and Yanko realized he ought to have left one of his teammates by the cliff to monitor them. Of course, Pey Lu’s ships might not matter if Dak’s people truly showed up with a fleet. As powerful as his mother was, Yanko doubted she would take on the Turgonian military, especially not after losing her ship to a single underwater boat. He remembered what she had told him, that the pilot was quite experienced with the craft and naval warfare. At this point, Yanko hadn’t found much that Dak wasn’t experienced with. 

“Just because he requested a fleet doesn’t mean he’ll get it,” Yanko said slowly, though he wasn’t that convinced. Whatever Dak was exactly, he clearly had connections to high-ranking Turgonians. Markcrest. Yanko had never heard the surname, but he knew “-crest” was the designation for their warrior-caste families and that those families had controlled their government and the military until the empire had shaken up their internal structure in favor of a republic. He wagered the powerful warrior-caste families were still powerful, similar to honored clans in his world. “Are you sure he actually asked for a fleet?” 

Just how good was Arayevo’s Turgonian?

“No, it might have been a ship, but if this artifact is as important as you’ve been saying, wouldn’t the Turgonians want it?”

“It depends on whether they believe it can deliver what Prince Zirabo believes it can deliver. A lot of Turgonians don’t even think magic exists.” 

Not that Dak had ever blinked in surprise at its use.

“He’s looking over here.” Arayevo smiled and laid an arm around Yanko’s shoulders.

He held still, though he longed to wrap an arm around her in return, to feel the curve of her waist against his side. Perhaps other curves, as well. Heat flushed his face, and he forced himself to concentrate on the conversation. 

“You think he’ll do something if he finds out what you’re telling me?” Yanko asked quietly. 

“I don’t know, but he wasn’t happy with Lakeo and me when we insisted on rescuing you. He said we’d get ourselves killed, and it would be better to find the artifact first and then deal with the pirates when we could get more help. Yanko, he must think his people are coming soon.”

“Well, I thank you for arguing for coming to get me.” He wanted to thank her for leaning her hip against his so enticingly, too, but that seemed less appropriate. “How did you change his mind? I assume you weren’t able to force him to do anything.”

“That was Lakeo actually. After we’d nagged—it’s all right to call it nagging, because that’s what it was—to no effect, she pointed out that he’d probably get a bunch of awards in Turgonia if he was the one to take down Captain Snake Heart.”

“Ah.” Yanko couldn’t manage more of a response. He had only been on Pey Lu’s ship for three days, but they had been a strange three days, with her giving him the gift of her robe and teaching and advising him. She’d made it clear that they were at odds, competing on the same mission, but somewhere during those days, he’d also stopped thinking of her as his enemy. 

“I think he likes you, too, because I did catch him sketching out tactics in a notepad, like he’d been thinking about attacking or launching some kind of rescue, even before we brought it up. But I wouldn’t count on that keeping you alive if his people show up and give him an order. Like an order to chop off your head.”

“No, I wouldn’t presume that he would put me above his people.” Yanko wished he could presume that, that he could count on Dak not to betray him, to be someone he could trust, because... he wasn’t even sure. It was just nice being able to depend on him, the way he had started to depend on Uncle Mishnal.

“We better return, or he’ll get suspicious,” Arayevo said. “He seems to think I’m particularly shifty.”

“Well, you are.” Yanko managed a smile for her.

She ruffled his hair and lowered her arm. Yanko winced because that was surely a gesture one gave to one’s little brother, not the love of one’s life.

“Arayevo?” he asked, stopping her before she turned away.

She glanced toward the others. Lakeo was pointing at a bush growing from the base of the cairn and gesturing. 

“Yes?” Arayevo asked.

“I wanted to tell you, in case something happens and we’re separated again... or even in case it doesn’t—” 

Yanko took a deep breath, unable to believe how nervous he felt. He had a feeling that he wouldn’t like her response, but he couldn’t seem to let go of the hope that he would be wrong. That all he had to do was express his true feelings and she would be overwhelmed with emotion and realize she felt the same way. Or that she could grow to feel the same way in time. One way or another, he had to know. He couldn’t go on fantasizing about her and driving himself crazy when she looked at other men without ever having told her...

“I love you,” Yanko said, the words tumbling out so quickly that he didn’t know if she would understand them. “I love you,” he said again, more slowly. Carefully.

He expected surprise, stunned silence. Gaping. Staring. Disbelief.

Instead, Arayevo smiled sadly and said, “I know you do, Yanko.”

“Oh.” He groped for the next thing to say, but all useful words and thoughts had fled his brain. “Have you always known?”

She tilted her head. “Have you always felt that way?”

“Almost always. Ten years at least.”

“Since you were eight?”

“Yes. That’s not odd, is it?”

“No odder than the rest of you.” She smiled and squeezed his shoulder before lowering her arm. Their hips no longer touched.

Yanko sighed sadly. “Good to know.”

“I’m sorry, Yanko. I’ve tried not to be... encouraging, but sometimes I forget. I have come to think of you as a friend, not just the little pest who was always wandering off into the forest and disappearing for hours when I was in charge of you—do you know how many times your father came home and asked where you were and I couldn’t produce you?”

“Uhm. Three?”

“More like thirty-three. I was shocked he kept inviting me back for babysitting duty. I think it was only because you kept requesting me.”

Yanko scuffed the ground with his foot. He didn’t want to share memories of him as a child with Arayevo. He wanted to make new memories with her, and for her to see him as a man, though he supposed he knew that wasn’t going to happen.

“My point is that I care about you,” Arayevo said, “and you are a really good friend. I just can’t imagine... I don’t see you romantically. To me, you’re still the little boy who ran around calling me ‘Yevo and pulling my hair when I picked you up.”

He lifted his chin. He was not that little boy anymore.

“I’m sorry. I know that’s not fair, but we don’t get to choose who we fall in love with. And who we don’t.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“That doesn’t mean I won’t always care about you. And I’ll always be there if you need to be rescued from pirates.” 

“Thank you.” Yanko thought about pointing out that he hadn’t needed rescuing, that his mother had been trying to recruit him for her fleet. But what was the point? That wouldn’t change how she saw him. “I’m going to try to avoid needing to be rescued in the future.”

“Good. That sounds healthy.” She patted him on the back and headed to the cairn.

Yanko took a couple of moments—and a couple of deep breaths—to collect himself. He hadn’t broken into tears. Maybe that was something. Or maybe he’d known in his heart for a long time that this would never be. Why did hearts sometimes know things before brains could accept them?

His neck hairs stirred at someone drawing upon the mental sciences nearby. 

Yanko spun toward the cairn as the bush at its base burst into flames. Lakeo stood with her fingers splayed, and a triumphant expression on her face. 

Something squealed in pain from within the fire, and Yanko cringed, sensing a pair of rodents that had been hiding under the boughs. They died before he could do anything to squelch the flame or help them.

“Oops,” Lakeo said, lowering her hands.

Dak clanked the cairn with his machete. “I could have simply cut away the branches.”


“I wanted to practice.”

Yanko walked over, trying to keep the judgment off his face as the flames died out. Dak grumbled something under his breath and cut away the charred branches. Someone had carved geometric images into the rock, a series of overlapping triangles that created other shapes within their lines. Symbols that Yanko recognized as numbers, if not numbers in his own language, marked some of the sides.

“A puzzle?” Arayevo asked, also not mentioning the dying squeals of the rodents. 

“It looks like a math problem.” Dak dug into a pocket of his pack and pulled out the journal that Yanko had only briefly seen. “The Kyattese like math.”

Turgonians supposedly liked math, too, those who studied engineering instead of war, anyway. 

“Would a Kyattese thief assume pirates or other thieves wouldn’t like math?” Arayevo asked.

“Probably a good assumption,” Lakeo muttered. 

“What are we supposed to solve for?” Yanko asked. There wasn’t any other writing on the flat surface, nor did he see any place to input one’s answer. 

“It’s not mentioned.” Dak closed the journal and crouched to study the shapes more closely.

Yanko took the opportunity to check on the pirate ships with his mind. They were at the far edge of his range, but there were people closer. Three boats were being rowed around the island toward a beach, and he recognized two of the auras in the lead one.

“Pey Lu is coming,” Yanko said. “With her Turgonian second-in-command and three rowboats of pirates.”

“Of course she is,” Lakeo said.

Dak did not speak. Yanko was tempted to ask him when he expected his Turgonian allies to arrive, but he kept his mouth shut. If he had to fail in his mission, it might be better to lose the lodestone to his mother, if she had been speaking the truth and meant to give it—or sell it—back to the Kyattese. When considering this from a distant point of view, wouldn’t the Kyattese be better stewards for a new-old continent than the Turgonians?

Dak pushed on a small triangle sitting within the larger triangles. Rock ground against rock, and the cairn shuddered. 

Yanko stepped back. The cairn split in half, tearing up the roots of the bush that must have grown up since the rocks had originally been piled there. A square-shaped hole was revealed, with a tunnel slanting into the ground at a steep angle. The sides of the passage were lined with skulls, the eyeholes turned outward so they could watch whoever passed through. The Mausoleum Bandit had possessed macabre decorating tastes. 

 




Chapter 19

“The passage is paralleling the cliff,” Dak said, crouching to examine the tunnel under the cairn, “at least to start with. You would expect it to turn deeper into the butte.” 

“Maybe,” Yanko said. “I can feel the artifact, and it’s over that way.” He waved toward a pair of trees about ten feet from the edge of the cliff and past the place where he and Arayevo had been speaking. “That way and down quite a bit.”

“I’ll go first.” Dak removed his pack and pulled out a lantern.

“I can make a light,” Yanko offered.

“Good.” Dak lit his lantern and dropped into the passage, his broad shoulders bumping against the skulls.

“He’s probably afraid you would turn out the lights when the artifact was close and grab it for yourself,” Arayevo whispered. 

Yanko hadn’t considered doing that, but admitted that it would have been an easy way to make sure he was the one to snatch it, especially since he could sense his way with his mind. Well, he could still snuff out Dak’s lantern, if the opportunity arose.

“Will you two stay here, guard the entrance, and warn me if the pirates get close?” Yanko hated to leave Lakeo and Arayevo behind, especially with the mage hunter skulking around somewhere on the island, but this didn’t look like a passage that had a back door, so he and Dak would have to return the same way. He didn’t want to step out and into the arms of thirty pirates. “I’ll reach out to you periodically.” He touched his temple.

“When did you learn how to do that with people?” Arayevo asked. “I felt you in my head when we were on the underwater boat.”

“I’ve always known how to do it with animals. I’m trying to expand my abilities, so I can convince women to unlock hatch doors that are trapping me in closets full of water.” Yanko lamented that he had never recovered the prison mage’s book on mind magic. It had actually been moderately useful, and since Pey Lu had suggested that he learn how to do more along that track, he could have continued to study it. 

“I can see where that would be a useful gift,” Arayevo said.

“I’ll wait here.” Lakeo glanced at the skulls. “But I expect you to bring me back something shiny and made from gold. Or diamonds.”

“Whatever pays the tuition at the Polytechnic?”

“Exactly.”

Yanko avoided looking at the remains of the burned bush. Being enrolled in a college that trained practitioners and emphasized control would be good for her. 

Aware of the pirates encroaching, he waved, then dropped into the hole behind Dak. Already several paces down the tunnel, Dak’s body blocked the scant lantern light, and Yanko created a bright sphere to illuminate the way. Dak had to walk in a hunch, his knees bent deep, his short hair brushing the ceiling. Even Yanko had to duck his head.

He stretched out with his mind, looking for magical traps such as had awaited them in the other cave. He did not find any. Aside from the artifact itself, which beckoned him with its powerful vibe, the cave and the entire island seemed devoid of magic.

Dak stopped, the tunnel coming to a dead end. He examined a gap in the wall between the rows of skulls. “More math problems.”

Yanko scooted forward, trying to get a glimpse of carvings in the stone. Not that he would be much help with Kyattese math problems, unless Dak translated the numbers and symbols for him. But Dak did not ask for help. He gazed thoughtfully at equations carved into the stone, then pressed something on the wall. 

A grinding sound came, and a portion of the wall shifted inward. Yanko followed, glad for Dak’s help, but wishing the traps and obstacles were magical and that he could be the one to thwart them. He never would have found the first island—or this one—without Dak’s help, and the thought of taking the artifact when he had done so little to locate it made him uncomfortable. Pey Lu might not be bothered by the idea of laying an ambush to take it from whoever found it, but it did bother Yanko.

Dak paused again, eyeing a skull that leaned farther out of the wall than the others. An old stone knife stuck out of its cracked and yellowed cranium.

Just decor designed to scare trespassers, Yanko told himself. That did not keep him from muttering the Song of Courage under his breath.

Dak looked back at him. “Are you humming or calling up some magic?”

“I’m calling up courage. In my off-key way.”

Dak held his gaze for a long minute, his eye narrowed again. Maybe he believed they were close to the artifact and that Yanko was planning some treachery. All Yanko could do was shrug at him, since he was thinking of treachery, or at least about how he could claim the lodestone for himself. He just hadn’t figured out how to do it yet. If his mother, with all her power, hadn’t managed to crush Dak with her mind, Yanko would not be able to thwart him, either. He might drop the ceiling, but the idea of thanking Dak for all of his help by burying him under a rockfall made Yanko sick.

“Look,” he said, since Dak hadn’t moved, and since the rows of sightless eyes staring at them were making him uncomfortable, “let’s make a deal. We’ll get the lodestone, assuming it’s actually in here, get down to the beach without killing ourselves or each other on the climb, and then... then we can fight over it. Or make a deal. Whatever makes sense, given that pirates and mage hunters may be down there waiting to kill us.” Granted, the mage hunter probably only had orders to kill him, but the pirates ought to be more likely to go after Dak.

Dak stared at him for a thoughtful moment, then stuck out his hand. Yanko clasped his wrist. 

“I agree with your terms,” Dak said, squeezing his arm briefly, then releasing him and turning back to an old door set between the walls of skulls.

“Just to be fair and offer a warning, I don’t need to sing to call up my magic,” Yanko said.

“I thought not, but I wasn’t sure that was singing. Can’t all Nurians hold a tune? I thought that was required.”

“It’s only required if you’re going to become a holy mage and communicate with the gods on people’s behalf. The rest of the time, singing off-key just gets you mocked.”

Dak traced a few more symbols, these carved into the door. This time, they appeared to be the Kyattese language rather than part of a math problem, though perhaps an older version of the language than Yanko had seen before. Had it changed in the seventy years since the Mausoleum Bandit had lived? Or had he deliberately chosen some historic version to use?

Dak sighed. “I can only read half of this. Math would have been better.”

Not sure how to help, Yanko did another check for magical traps. Once again, he found nothing. He started to lean against the wall, but realized he was leaning against skulls, and jerked away. 

“He had Tikaya,” Dak grumbled under his breath.

“Pardon?”

“Just... trying to find something that a relative couldn’t.”

“Because it’s a matter of honor?” 

“Because it’s a matter of wanting to be someone for once. Stand back. I think the door is warning us not to open it.”

Yanko scooted back. “So you’re going to?”

“The artifact is on the other side, right?”

“Yes, very close now.” Yanko could almost feel it humming with energy from a hollowed out chamber behind the door.

“Do you sense any magical traps?”

“None.”

Dak gave him another long, appraising look. 

Yanko wanted to tell him that once he gave his word, he didn’t go back on it. All he said was, “I’ll go first if you want.”

Dak reached for the knob, but paused before his hand touched it. He eyed the skulls filling the walls on either side, then turned toward one of those walls. He gripped a skull and pulled it from its resting place with a soft crunch.

Yanko jumped, alarmed at the idea of disturbing the dead, even if these bones had already been disturbed long ago. Dak pulled out another skull, and another. He dropped them on the ground as he continued. Yanko found himself mumbling the refrain of another song.

“What are you singing about now?” Dak lifted his lantern, peered into the gap, and pulled out more skulls, clearing the wall vertically next to the door.

“It’s the graveyard song. You apologize to the dead for walking through and disturbing their rest. I’m not sure if it works if you’re mutilating their bones, but I thought I’d try to protect your soul from their ire.”

“Thoughtful.” Dak dropped more skulls on the floor.

Yanko had known Turgonians were atheistic when it came to gods, but he hadn’t realized they were so blithe about the souls of the deceased. Didn’t they have shrines where they burned offerings for their ancestors? Maybe only Dak was so blithe.

Apparently, he didn’t find what he was looking for because he turned around to pull skulls from the wall on the other side of the door. This time, he only tugged out four before stopping. He peered into the gap he had created, set his lantern down, reached between the remaining skulls, and turned something.

Though Yanko doubted it was good to stand close to someone who was accumulating the ire of the dead, he couldn’t help but inch closer to see what Dak was doing. 

A soft click came from under his hands as he pulled a slender metal bar to the side, one that paralleled the door. Next came a thunk from behind the door, followed by what sounded like a lock disengaging. A few more clunks followed, then a hiss. The door swung inward.

Dak stepped back, almost landing on Yanko’s foot. 

“You unlocked it?” Yanko asked.

“And disengaged a booby trap. I think.”

Yanko would have felt better if he hadn’t made that addendum. He sent his mage light ahead of Dak, into the chamber that now lay open before them. Dak picked up his lantern and walked through the doorway. He stepped carefully, eyeing the jamb and the threshold as if snakes might leap out, but nothing opposed him. 

Yanko followed him into what turned out to be more of an office than a cave. The stone walls in the square room were perfectly normal, no skulls or bones stuck to them. A dusty oval rug lay on the lumpy rock floor, and a wooden desk and a chair rested near the far wall. A rickety bookcase leaned against another wall, several rows of dusty tomes on the shelves. More books were stacked in a corner, and several sat on the side of the desk that Yanko could see—Dak partially blocked his view. The scent of mildew promised that water had seeped into the chamber over the years.

Dak knelt to peel back the rug, presumably looking for more traps, and Yanko sucked in his breath as he got his first look at the lodestone. It rested next to the stack of books on the desk, looking nothing like magnetite. Instead, it was an egg-shaped golden rock that one might have mistaken for a paperweight, but a collection of paperclips stuck to it. Yanko did not know if that had simply happened when Tomokosis had dropped it on the desk, or if he had irreverently stuck them there. Either way, the rock sang with power that made the hair on Yanko’s arms stand up, as if they, too, had magnetic properties and were drawn to the stone. 

A few other items lay on the desk, a sextant, a piece of a ship’s wheel, a sure-sight artifact, its magical power minuscule next to that of the lodestone. An atlas with yellowed pages was open to a large island—or small continent?

“Those are the items he stole from the museum,” Yanko realized, walking around the rug and toward the desk, drawn by the artifact. 

There were no gold baubles, diamonds, or other valuables in sight to take back to Lakeo. This had been the bandit’s office, not his treasure repository. He must have been working here, figuring out where that continent was, but then he’d been caught, his ship sunk before he could go on the search. 

“There may be other traps,” Dak warned.

Yanko stopped a step away from the desk. He wanted to snatch up the lodestone, along with all of the other items, but after searching this long, he could wait two more minutes. 

Dak finished poking under the rug and peered at the floor and the wall around the desk. Yanko did another check for magical traps, though the lodestone had a power that could drown out lesser Made items. He had not sensed the sure-sight artifact at all until he had spotted it. 

“If this was his office,” Yanko said, “he probably wouldn’t have set traps that might have disturbed him while he worked.”

Dak grunted. He pulled open his pack and made some room in it. 

Yanko wished he had a pack of his own. Seeing Dak preparing to take all of the items made him uneasy. It would be that much harder to wrestle the lodestone from him if he had it buried in his pack. 

Dak stepped to the side of the desk, not touching the chair. He grabbed the book of maps and the sextant first, pausing to look at the open page. 

“Southern hemisphere, middle of the ocean, huh. That looks like the Deadly Shoals.” 

“What?” Yanko rubbed his fingers, tempted to grab the lodestone himself. Nothing had happened when Dak picked up the maps.

“An area with a lot of shallow water—ships frequently run aground down there. But unless your forgotten continent is underwater, it’s not down there. I’ve sailed through the area. The Shoals are just north of the common trade route between Kendor and the Nurian Chain Islands.” He shrugged and stuck the book in his pack. “We’ll take a closer look later. You know if the women have seen any pirates yet?”

Yanko had been reaching for the lodestone, but he stopped, feeling guilty—and foolish—for not checking in before. It wasn’t as if Arayevo could contact him telepathically.

She and Lakeo had left the mouth of the tunnel. Both women crouched near a copse of trees overlooking the cliff a couple hundred meters from the cairn marker. 

Arayevo? Yanko asked, focusing on her mind and listening for a response. We’ve found the lodestone. Can you give us an update?

They’re on beaches on both sides of the island, Yanko. Her words came to him more clearly and easily than he had anticipated. It was almost as if they were standing shoulder to shoulder rather than a few hundred meters apart. He touched his mother’s robe, wondering if it helped with telepathic talents as well as with increasing stamina. Or maybe he was just getting better at this. That was a heartening thought. I think I see your mother, Arayevo added. Does she have short hair? She looks so fierce. She’s commanding a bunch of tough men, and they’re taking her orders without giving her any lip. 

Yanko sighed.

Dak had moved to the other side of the desk, brushing past Yanko to crouch and study the lodestone and the marble base that held its egg shape in place. He hadn’t touched it yet, though he looked like he was about to. He paused to look at Yanko. “Problem?”

“There are pirates on the beaches. And Arayevo is admiring my mother.”

“Does it concern you that of the two women in your life, one wants to be a pirate and the other is practicing to be a pyromaniac?” Dak’s scrutiny returned to the lodestone and the desk underneath it. He seemed certain that a trap waited for them.

“Honestly, it concerns me more that I don’t know who or what you are.”

“What do you think I am?”

“I thought you were a thuggish brute when I first met you.”

“And now?” Dak brushed dust off the desk around the lodestone, being careful not to touch it yet.

“A spy.”

Dak snorted. “I’m a soldier, Yanko. That’s it.”

“A soldier who can pilot an underwater boat, speak several languages, solve complex math problems in his head, and who knows the Turgonian president’s wife’s family?”

“I’m over forty—I’ve been assigned to a lot of duty stations over the years. You have to learn new skills for different jobs at different duty stations.” 

“Spy skills?”

“You may want to back up. I can’t find anything that looks like a trap, and assuming you don’t sense anything, I’m going to grab this egg.”

Yanko checked for the fifth or sixth time. “Nothing magical.”

Dak hesitated, then picked up the lodestone.

The floor shifted under Yanko’s feet. He blurted a startled squawk. The chamber darkened as he lost his concentration and his mage light went out. The floor continued to tilt, and he scrambled backward, groping for something to grab. Dak cursed and jumped onto the desk. It remained stable, the rock under it not moving, but the rest of the office floor tilted almost to vertical. Yanko slid inexorably downward. It all happened so quickly that he hardly had time to think of levitation or using air to slow himself. The sloping floor dumped him into the equivalent of a laundry chute, and he skidded downward, picking up speed. Light appeared below him, and he glimpsed the blue of the ocean far below. He did his best to slow his fall, even as the draft rushed past him, pushing his robe up to his waist as he hurtled toward an opening in the cliff wall. He channeled air under him, pressing it against his body, against gravity. Meanwhile, he turned to face the rock slipping by and patted around with his hands, trying to find something to grab.

He caught a rough nub even as his legs slid over an edge. Daylight nearly blinded him after the dimness of the office. The rug that had been lying on the floor skidded down, swatting him in the head and almost knocking him loose. It fell past, and the wind caught it, batting it and whipping it around as it fluttered down more than a hundred feet to land on a boulder-strewn beach below.

Yanko squinted back up into the dark gloom of the chute and managed to get his second hand up to further grasp the nub of rock from which he hung. If it broke off, he would be practicing his levitation skills again, whether he wanted to or not. 

Something clanked and clunked down from above. Dak’s lantern? Dak? If the big Turgonian struck him in the head, that would do a lot more to knock him loose than the rug. 

But he felt the object skidding toward him before it came into sight. Its magic preceded it, and he reached out at the right time, catching the lodestone, paperclips still attached, before it could tumble to the rocks below. 

“Yanko?” Dak called down. “Are you there?”

“For the moment,” Yanko called back, his voice coming out squeaky. He dangled from four fingers and a thumb now as he tried to one-handedly find a safe pocket in his robe for the precious artifact. 

“I’m on the desk. I’m going to lower a rope. Hurry up and grab it. I’m not sure how long the floor will stay canted.”


“Hurrying sounds good to me.” Yanko spotted movement below.

A group of pirates was running down the beach. They reached the end of the sand and did not hesitate to scramble onto the boulders. Maybe they wanted to catch him if he fell. More likely, they wanted to catch the lodestone if he dropped it.

You found it, Pey Lu spoke into his mind. 

Yanko hadn’t recognized her from so far above, but when she looked up, meeting his eyes across the distance, he realized she was leading the group. 

We did, yes.

We? You and the Turgonian? His people are coming with ironclads. They’re on the horizon. I’m sure they would be happy to take you and your find with them, but I wouldn’t recommend that to you. Turgonians like to torture Nurians for information, especially those from moksu families. They’re always convinced you know a great deal about how the government works. Bitterness came through with Pey Lu’s words, and Yanko wondered if she had been captured and tortured by Turgonians before. Then he wondered what was taking Dak so long with that rope.

A faint thump came from the darkness above. 

“Can you reach it?” Dak called down.

“No.” Yanko stuck the lodestone into a pocket, careful to make sure it was snug and secure before lunging upward and catching the nub with his free hand again. His other hand ached from holding up his body weight. How he was going to climb up to reach a rope, he did not know. So far, he had only managed to slow himself with his levitation skills. If he let go, could he give himself enough of a boost to go upward instead of downward?

You’re in a precarious position, Pey Lu observed. She and her pirates were directly under him now. 

I’ve noticed.

One of the pirates lifted a pistol, but Pey Lu stopped him. 

She could have had Yanko shot—or shot him herself. Then they would get the lodestone when he dropped to his death.

Are you offering a better deal? Yanko found himself asking, both because his hands wouldn’t support his weight indefinitely and because this was, however unlikely it seemed, a chance to get away from Dak and make sure the Turgonians didn’t get to the new-old continent first.

Same deal as before. Come with me, and I’ll teach you what I know. You will have to stop helping to destroy my ships, though. I might start to take that as a sign that you’re an ungrateful son.

What about the lodestone? 

It goes to the people who hired me, unless the Nurians want to pay more.

That does nothing to improve our family’s standing in the eyes of the Great Chief. Nor would it help him earn the exoneration he needed after the crimes he’d committed when fleeing Red Sky. 

The Great Chief can lick the barrel of my pistol.

“Can you reach it now?” Dak called. “How far did you let yourself fall, Yanko?”

“Too far,” Yanko muttered. He had fallen too far.

He looked up toward the shaft, then down toward the rocks. Days ago—had it truly only been that long?—Dak had said a man always had a choice and that to pretend he didn’t was to make himself a victim. But what was he supposed to do when neither of his choices put him in a better position? When either would be a betrayal to his people. His family. His honor.


“Puntak, puntak,” came a familiar cry from off to the side. Kei flapped toward Yanko, his calls quite cheerful.

Yanko wished he could manage some return cheer for the parrot. While he was relieved that Kei had escaped death on the Prey Stalker, he wanted nothing more than to shoo the bird away, lest he settle on Yanko’s shoulder and the added weight broke the small nub that he hung from.

Not now, friend parrot, he whispered into the bird’s mind, then added an image of Arayevo and Lakeo and where they could be found, promising they would share seeds. 

Kei soared past, his wingtip brushing the back of Yanko’s head, then flapped toward the top of the cliff. Good. The parrot should be safe up there. Yanko wished he could be safe somewhere.

Something twitched in the shaft above him. Somehow Dak had extended the rope, and the tip dangled within sight. Another couple of feet, and it would be within reach. If Yanko could give himself a magical boost, he might be able to grab it now. 

Someone else’s magic raised the hairs on his neck. Expecting an attack from Pey Lu, Yanko wrapped a shield around himself, similar to what he had used to keep cannonballs from striking the lifeboat. He didn’t think to shield the nub from which he hung. 

Between one eye blink and the next, it snapped, and he plummeted toward the rocks.

 




Chapter 20

With his heart trying to leap out of his throat, Yanko focused on channeling the wind rushing past him and creating a platform under his flailing feet. He definitely did not focus on the sharp rocks jutting upward below or how quickly he descended toward them. The wind gathered, as he commanded it to, and his robe flared outward like a sail to further slow his fall. The latter was luck—though it might be a source of embarrassment when he landed, since the pirates down there had a good view of his smallclothes. 

A second wave of wind came up under him, halting his fall completely. It took him a moment to realize that Pey Lu was helping him. Again.

Even though she did not speak to him while he was falling, the words ungrateful son echoed in his mind. She’d said them in jest, or at least with her usual dry humor, but wasn’t there always a kernel of truth in a joke? 

He wished he could be grateful for her help and tutelage, but didn’t she see that he was betraying his people whenever he worked with her?

When Yanko landed, one foot on one pointy rock and the other on another, he found six pistols aimed at his chest. Gramon and five other pirates were ready to shoot him. Eager to shoot him, their cold, hard eyes said. 

Pey Lu’s pistol was in her holster, and she stood with her hands on her hips, her face difficult to read as she gazed at him. He felt her rake over him with her senses, then her gaze shifted to the pocket that held the artifact.

“The lodestone,” Pey Lu said and extended her hand, palm up.

“You wish to discuss its properties? I’m open to doing so. It appears to be quite interesting.”

“Yanko.” 

Was that all the warning he would get? Gramon’s finger tightened on the trigger of his pistol. He glanced at Pey Lu, waiting for an order. Hoping for an order? He and the other pirates must blame him for the destroyed ship. 

Yanko thought he could deflect their bullets, the same way he had cannonballs, but deflecting an attack from Pey Lu at the same time? He doubted he had the strength, even with the robe. Her robe. To use it against her seemed a betrayal, but damn it, she was a betrayal. Couldn’t she see that their people—her people—needed this continent far more than the Kyattese did? The Kyattese had their islands and prospered there. Most likely, all they wanted to do was hide the lodestone away for another seven hundred years so nobody could use that land.

“The lodestone,” Pey Lu repeated, shaking her hand once. “I won’t ask again.”

“That sounded more like an order than an ask,” Yanko said as he reached for his pocket. What else could he do? 

As his fingers brushed against the cool stone, he realized he had missed an opportunity when Kei had flown by. He might have given the lodestone to the parrot and had him fly it up to Arayevo and Lakeo. As he slowly removed the rock, he cast out with his mind, searching the skies. Had Kei gone up to the butte as Yanko had suggested? No, he was flying over Arayevo’s head as she and Dak ran down a path on the far side of the butte. It headed toward the beach where the pirates had landed. If they could sneak past the men waiting by the boats without being seen, maybe they could get to these boulders in time to help Yanko. He just had to dawdle.

“This is it.” Yanko held out the lodestone, a couple of the paperclips clinging tenaciously to it. 

Gramon snorted. “Sure it is, kid. Nice paperweight.”

Yanko barely heard him because the lodestone, now free of his pocket, hummed in the palm of his hand. It guided his arm until he pointed off to the south somewhere. It did not pull him so much that he was in danger of falling off his perch on the boulders, but the magic definitely wanted to take him somewhere. Despite his predicament, a tingle of excitement coursed through his veins. 

“No, that’s it,” Pey Lu said. “I can feel its magic.”

“Huh,” Gramon grunted. “If you say so.”

Pey Lu snapped her fingers. “Quit stalling, Yanko. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said a fleet of Turgonian ironclads is on its way. Since you’re so worried about what the Great Chief thinks about you, I doubt you want them to get that rock.”

“No,” Yanko agreed, “but I do intend to find the lost continent and take directions to it back home. After I find it, you can have the lodestone and give it to the Kyattese. I won’t object.”

“I’m glad to hear it, but you’re not in a position to barter.” Pey Lu strode forward, jumping onto the boulders to pick a way toward him. “Your life is in my hand.”

“But the lodestone is in my hand.” Yanko flung his other hand out, pushing at her with a burst of wind. 

The gust barely stirred her hair. She flicked a finger, diverting the wind around her body. Two of the pirates to her side stumbled back, one falling over a rock. 

“You can keep it in your hand, as long as your hand is on my ship.” Pey Lu continued toward him.

“No, you don’t understand.” Yanko tightened his grip about the lodestone, ignoring the paperclip that dug into his palm. “This is a rock, Mother. Susceptible to earth magic.”

Could he break it? He truly didn’t know, but it sounded like a logical argument. And it made Pey Lu pause.

“You’re not going to destroy it,” she said, glancing toward her pirates. 

Yanko sensed a few fingers tightening further on the triggers, so he created a wall of air around himself. “You don’t think so? You’re right in that I can’t let the Turgonians have it, and I’m not sure if you’re really giving it to the Kyattese, or if you have some less scrupulous backer in mind.” A flash of surprise crossed her face when he said that. Surprise, not indignation. He’d only been guessing, but now he wondered if it might be true. “If our people can’t have it, then nobody gets it,” he finished.

Silently, Yanko urged Dak, Arayevo, and Lakeo to make an appearance, hopefully with weapons. He didn’t want Pey Lu hurt, but he wouldn’t shed a tear for any of those pirates aiming at him. Unfortunately, he couldn’t check on his comrades, not while maintaining his shield. 

“I don’t believe you.” Pey Lu started forward again. 

Yanko hopped back to the boulder behind him, but he couldn’t go far. The cliff rose at his back. 

Kei? he asked, hoping the parrot was close enough to hear him, because he dared not divide his attention and truly focus on the call. He shared an image of the lodestone, of Kei coming down and grasping it with his talons and taking it to... Arayevo. She would be the most likely to fulfill his mission if he fell here.

Pey Lu waved a hand, and Yanko’s barrier was stripped away from him, like a cloak being torn off. He jumped back one more boulder and tried to grasp the shreds with his mind. When that failed, he hurled another gust of wind at the pirates to give himself time to rebuild his protection. Once again, the wind passed by his mother without affecting her, but her men stumbled and fell, all of them this time.

Pey Lu lunged for him, throwing an attack of her own. Even though Yanko had recreated his barrier, it did not matter. His feet left the ground as he was smashed into the cliff behind him. 

As he tumbled into it, he glimpsed familiar blue and red feathers above him. He hesitated, knowing his mother could easily target the parrot if Kei had the lodestone. As Pey Lu came close, Yanko launched a familiar mental attack, the imagery of fire burning her. He flung the rock into the air, hoping she would be too distracted to see it. He tried to fill the pirates’ minds with the fire imagery, too, though he didn’t know if he had that range. All he knew was that he would protect Kei, even if it meant exposing himself. The pirates were scrambling back to their feet, and his mother’s eyes burned with concentration—he knew she was preparing another attack before it struck.

He launched his own first, channeling his power into the boulders under her feet. They heaved, unbalancing her even as she unleashed her own attack. Yanko was aware of Kei flying back down the beach, the lodestone grasped in his talons, and felt a flash of triumph before he was slammed against the cliff again, hard enough to blast the air from his lungs. A second attack tried to burrow into his mind, a copy of the mental inferno he had produced, and for an instant, he thought Pey Lu had truly unleashed a fireball at him. Then he turned his defenses inward, constructing walls around his thoughts. 

He was so busy concentrating on magical defenses that he wasn’t ready for the fist that slammed into his stomach. Pey Lu grabbed his hand, forcing his fingers open.

“Where—” She cursed, flinging his hand away and spinning toward the beach, her senses surely telling her where the lodestone had gone.

Kei was still in sight. He needed more time to get away—or get to Arayevo, wherever she was. Yanko kicked the back of Pey Lu’s knee, then channeled his power into the earth once again, all of his power.

This time, the rocks did more than shake. The earth heaved, knocking them all to their knees, Yanko included. Boulders split open, shards flying everywhere. One slammed into a pirate’s shoulder like a spear. A head-sized rock crashed into Pey Lu, knocking her against the cliff. 

For a moment, her defenses were down. Yanko could have attacked, but he already felt bad for what he had done. He’d had to protect Kei, but—

Something black spun out of the shadows to the side of Yanko, coming from the opposite end of the boulder-strewn beach. Pey Lu gasped in pain—further pain. A throwing knife—no, a throwing star—stuck out of the side of her neck.

Eyes widening in shock and rapid understanding, Yanko jumped to his feet to protect her. A second throwing star streaked through the air at them. This one bounced off his shield. 

Pey Lu tore the first weapon from the side of her neck, heedless of the blood that streamed out with it. Yanko didn’t think it had hit her jugular, but he couldn’t be sure. He whirled to face her attacker. The white-clad mage hunter crouched in the rocks, half hidden by the shadows. How had she gotten her weapons? He’d last seen her in the brig.

Yanko sneered and prepared another attack, one that would shake the earth at the hunter’s feet, but gunshots blasted through his concentration. They came from the direction of the beach. The pirates?

No, the pirates were taking cover, all except for Gramon who had seen Pey Lu get hit and was racing across the boulders as fast as he could. Dak, Arayevo, and Lakeo charged down the beach toward the rocks, all three armed with swords and pistols they hadn’t had earlier. The pirates ducked down behind the boulders and fired back, though their attention was split between Yanko’s comrades and the mage hunter. 

“Get back,” Gramon snarled at Yanko. 

He had been protecting Pey Lu, not hindering her, but the Turgonian ripped her out of his arms. He carried her back toward the other pirates, barely noticing when he slipped and stumbled over the jumbled boulders. 

Out on the beach, Dak shot anyone who dared to aim at him, somehow anticipating their attacks and launching his first. When he ran out of bullets, he simply tossed the weapon to the side and yanked another from his belt. Arayevo and Lakeo were more cautious, using the bumps and bulges of the cliff face for cover as they advanced, shooting when they weren’t being targeted themselves. 

Yanko was torn between running toward them and watching the mage hunter, who had ducked behind the cover of a stunted tree, but who seemed to be looking for another opportunity to strike at Pey Lu. Yanko kept a barrier of air between the mage hunter and the rest of the battle, not wanting any more throwing stars to surprise people in the back. He didn’t know if Pey Lu could keep up her own defenses—even if she was still cursing and giving orders, an alarming amount of blood stained the shoulder and sleeve of her shirt. 

When Gramon reached his allies, only two of the pirates remained standing. The others lay crumpled on the rocks, bleeding from bullets that had struck with deadly accuracy.

Dak dropped to one knee and aimed at the Turgonian, or maybe at Pey Lu. Yanko couldn’t tell from his angle.

“Stop,” he yelled, using magic to augment his voice, to be certain it would be heard. In case Dak wasn’t inclined to listen, he hurled a blast of energy at his hand.

He jerked in surprise or pain, and the pistol fell from his fingers. Before it hit the sand, he was pulling a second weapon out, but he looked toward Yanko before raising it.

“Let them go back to their ship,” Yanko said. 

He hoped Pey Lu had someone on board who could stop the bleeding, heal her wound before... Yanko swallowed. She was his enemy—his people’s enemy—and he couldn’t deny that, but he also couldn’t deny that he no longer wanted her dead. Maybe he never had. All he ever wanted was to redeem his family’s honor, however that could be done.

Gramon did not look back at Yanko as he collected his other two men and carried Pey Lu through the boulders and to the beach. Several moments passed as Dak held his pistol, not raised and aiming at them, but not lowered, either. 

Yanko glanced toward the mage hunter, worried she might target someone else if she couldn’t strike at Pey Lu. But she had disappeared again. When he checked the area with his mind, he sensed her already a hundred meters or more away, climbing the cliff since her section of beach had ended at a rock wall. Trusting the climb would keep her busy, Yanko picked his way toward Dak. Arayevo and Lakeo had joined him, their weapons aimed at the two pirates trailing Gramon and Pey Lu. They were still armed, though one carried an injured comrade over his shoulder and would not be fighting anyone. The three other pirates who had come with the group had died due to Dak’s expert shooting.

Yanko knew they were pirates and accepted that they had probably killed innocent people—they had certainly been ready to shoot him, had Pey Lu given the word—but he couldn’t help but be upset by the carnage. He and his comrades kept whittling away at his mother’s fleet—men and ships—even though she had not treated him like an enemy. Even when she had come for the lodestone, she had chosen attacks that would not kill him. If she had been more forceful, maybe she herself wouldn’t have been injured.

When Gramon grew even with Dak, he looked over at the man—they were of similar heights and builds, and one might almost take them for brothers. Dak glared back, the curl to his lip making it clear he would like to kill the pirate—all pirates. At first, Gramon’s return glare was equally baleful, but then a jolt of surprise went through him. Of recognition? Nothing similar crossed Dak’s face, and Gramon recovered and continued on without speaking.

“Are you all right, Yanko?” Arayevo jogged over to him, gripped his arm, and looked him up and down for injuries. 

“Fine,” he mumbled, watching Gramon continue down the beach. Dak’s hard eye turned to follow them, as well, and he kept his purloined pistol in hand, though down at his side.

“Why wouldn’t he be fine?” Lakeo asked. “He fell off a cliff and got attacked by a warrior mage and an infamous pirate.”


“That was her, wasn’t it?” Arayevo stared after Pey Lu, though she was barely visible around Gramon’s broad back. “Will she live? Did you do that, Yanko?”

“Not me.” Yanko waved a hand toward the place where the mage hunter had hidden, waiting for an opportunity to strike, like a viper. 

Before he could decide if he wanted to explain further, a familiar squawk came from the sky. Kei soared toward them, flapping more vigorously than usual to stay aloft. He still carried the lodestone in his talons, though the paperclips had fallen off somewhere. He dropped the rock as he flew past Yanko. He caught it and stared down at the artifact. Even though he once again felt its pull, and the power within it sang to his senses, he found it hard to believe that so many people had died to find the thing. How many more people would die before this was over? He eyed Dak warily, well aware that the Turgonian ships that his mother had promised were Yanko’s only way off the island. Maybe that was why Dak did no more than glance at the lodestone.

Kei circled, landed on his shoulder, and spoke a stream of Kyattese words as he shook out his talons like a scribe shaking a cramped writing hand.

“That wasn’t one of his usual terms,” Arayevo said. “Does he actually know something besides insults?”

“He said, ‘More worthless than a pregnant whore,’” Dak translated. “Referring to the lodestone, I assume, not Yanko.”

Arayevo blinked. “It’s hard to believe the Kyattese had a citizen crusty enough to teach the bird to say those kinds of things.”

Dak grunted. “Honest enough, is more like it. Those people don’t speak plainly very often.”

The pirate boats had all left the beach by the time Yanko and the others reached the water’s edge. As his mother and Gramon disappeared onto their ship, the first Turgonian ironclad came into view, clouds of black smoke wafting from the twin stacks protruding from its deck. It had neither sails nor the elegance of a wooden ship, and Yanko couldn’t see its black hull as anything but ominous as it followed the contours of the island, heading for an anchoring spot in front of the beach. The situation felt even more ominous when several more black-hulled ships came into view, following the first. 

The pirate vessels sailed off before the ironclads drew close. Yanko wondered if he might have been better off going with them.

Dak headed toward the water, a spring in his step that did not match Yanko’s mood. Happy at the idea of being reunited with his people, was he? He did not look back as he strode away. Just trusting Yanko to follow?

“Are we going with him?” Arayevo asked quietly.

Yanko peered toward the cliffs behind them. They could climb up, the same way the mage hunter had, but to what end? The island was not that large, and with that many ships, the Turgonians could bring a hundred men ashore to search for Yanko. If he went along peacefully, Dak might arrange for Yanko, Arayevo, and Lakeo to have a cabin, rather than a cell. A cabin would be easier to escape from if an opportunity arose. Though as more ironclads steamed into view, Yanko could not imagine what that opportunity might be. Even his mother, assuming she survived her injury, wouldn’t be so foolish as to take on an entire Turgonian fleet.

“Yanko?” Arayevo bumped his arm.

“Yes. We’ll go with him.” Yanko sighed and trudged after Dak. 

 




Chapter 21

The wooden longboat was simple, unassuming, and unthreatening compared to the massive iron ships anchored out in deeper waters, but the ride did nothing to still the nerves battling in Yanko’s stomach. His wrists were not bound, and nobody had taken the lodestone from him yet, but he sat on a hard bench, fenced in by towering Turgonian soldiers with polished boots and pressed, white uniforms. His eyes were even with the men’s shoulders. Arayevo and Lakeo occupied the bench behind him and were similarly hemmed in. Dak rode up front. For some reason, he warranted his own seat.

The oarsmen stole glances at Yanko between strokes as they rowed the longboat toward the closest ironclad. Perhaps because he wore the warrior mage robe, he rated more attention than the women. Or maybe it had to do with the parrot sitting on his shoulder, a parrot who kept planting images of a stack of seeds in his mind, an unsubtle reminder that Yanko had promised a treat in exchange for the legerdemain with the lodestone. He hoped he would find an opportunity to repay Kei for the favor, and he also hoped the captain of the ship didn’t try to make the parrot stay behind.

The looks from the Turgonians ranged from curious to hostile. Dak received a few covert glances, too, though nobody had spoken to him since the young officer in charge of the longboat had greeted him on the beach. None of the crew seemed to know who he was or how he had come to be on the island with a handful of Nurians, but the officer had called him, “sir.” It was one of the handful of Turgonian words Yanko knew. That didn’t tell Yanko much, since any senior officer would receive that honorific. At this point, Yanko would be shocked if Dak didn’t turn out to be a high-ranking officer.

“That thing’s bigger than the island,” Lakeo muttered as the longboat drew close to the massive iron hull. The ship towered over them, blocking out the sun and half of the sky.

The oarsmen turned the longboat sideways, then grabbed hooks that dangled down from above on chains. They inserted the hooks into reinforced eyelets at four points on their little craft, and a distant clanking sound came from above. Yanko grabbed his seat when the longboat lurched out of the water. Dak did not react. 

As they were hoisted to the deck, Yanko rested his hand on the bump in his pocket, the hard outline of the lodestone. He wondered if his threat to destroy it would work on the Turgonians. It probably wouldn’t work on Dak. He knew too well what this mission meant to Yanko. At least the Turgonians shouldn’t have any mages on board, since their culture dismissed magic. Yanko hoped his own talents would give him an advantage, but they had never helped him get the better of Dak, and his robe would ensure these people knew exactly what he was. 

A second longboat, also with a crew of soldiers, was lowered down from another part of the ship as a mechanical arm moved Yanko’s craft inward. As soon as it touched down, the oarsmen scrambled out. Dak hopped out, too, and Yanko followed, offering a hand to Arayevo and Lakeo. Neither accepted the help, climbing out on their own and looking around. Arayevo’s eyes were bright and curious—this was just one more adventure for her. Lakeo scowled at all the large, muscular men working on the deck. A few looked over at the newcomers—the captives, Yanko amended glumly—but most went about their tasks with professionalism. Yanko didn’t see any women and recalled that Turgonians did not have female soldiers.

“Lord Colonel Starcrest?” a gray-haired man in a black uniform with a lot of silver medals and badges walked up to the group.

Dak turned toward him, and the two men exchanged salutes. “Lord Fleet Admiral Ravencrest.”

That was all of the conversation that Yanko understood, for the men lowered their salutes, clasped wrists, and spoke rapidly in Turgonian, the admiral quite enthusiastic and animated and Dak his usual taciturn self. Half of his answers were grunts. Surprisingly, the admiral seemed eager to please. Yanko had the impression that Ravencrest was the lower-ranking man, though that shouldn’t be the case. The Turgonians had ground and naval troops with different ranks and hierarchies, but Yanko believed an admiral outranked a colonel, especially a fleet admiral. They both had warrior-caste names, too, though Yanko didn’t pretend to have any knowledge of whether all of those families were considered equal or if some had greater standing in Turgonian society, as was the case with Nurian honored families. He did know that—

“Starcrest?” Arayevo murmured. “Isn’t that...”

“The Turgonian president’s surname, yes.” Yanko had no idea if there were ten Starcrests in the empire or hundreds. There were White Foxes whom he had never met, so he wouldn’t assume Dak was a close relative of the president. Still, when he remembered how Dak had known the Komitopis family, he wondered. 

“Does that mean he’s in charge and we’ll be treated well?” Arayevo asked.

Yanko could only shrug. Whether they were treated well or not, he doubted he would be allowed to keep the lodestone for long. He brushed its lump again and wondered what the Turgonians would do if he hurled it over the railing. That wouldn’t do anything to help Nuria, but if his people couldn’t have that continent, would it be better to keep the enemy from claiming it? 

Dak looked over at him and said a few words, perhaps explaining him to the admiral. Yanko lowered his hand. The Turgonians might very well have an underwater boat or two trailing this fleet of ironclads, and they would have the ability to dive down and retrieve the lodestone. As much as he hated the idea, he would just have to wait and see what happened. 

“Yanko.” Dak held out his hand, the same way Pey Lu had.

He probably wanted the same thing she had wanted. He glanced at Kei, half tempted to give it to the parrot again and order him to fly away with it.

“Seeds,” Kei announced, and Yanko had the feeling he had just been told that he wouldn’t get any more favors until he fed the bird.

Dak’s eye narrowed slightly.

Yanko clenched his jaw but tossed him the lodestone. Let them look it over. They had no magic. They’d probably think it a paperweight, and no matter where they tucked it on this ship, Yanko could find it again.

Dak caught it and promptly handed it to the admiral. The man looked skeptically at it, and Yanko could guess the words that he spoke.

“It’s a rock.”

Dak shrugged. 

Another exchange occurred between the men, this time with much gesturing at Yanko. Dak’s expression grew even sourer than usual.

As he was thinking that he needed to put some effort into learning Turgonian, Arayevo snorted and muttered, “That’ll teach him.”

“Do you understand them?” Yanko whispered.

“Dak did let me practice on him while we were on the underwater boat, but I can only get some of it. Enough to know he just got stuck in a cabin with you, since he’s the only one on the ship who’s had...” She shrugged. “Some kind of training.”

Yanko could guess. Whatever the Turgonians called mage-hunter training, at least the part that involved repelling mental attacks. His bodyguard was about to become his captor. Or maybe his nanny. 

“Poor Yanko,” Lakeo said, “never gets to share cabins with beautiful women. Always gets stuck with surly Turgonians instead.”

“I thought you found him appealing from the lips down,” Yanko said reflexively, though he wasn’t in the mood for trading barbs.

“That doesn’t negate his surliness.” 

Yanko thought about pointing out that she was as surly as Dak, but the second longboat was being pulled up. Since the pirates had escaped before the Turgonians set anchor, he could only think of one person that the craft might have been sent to collect. Even so, he was surprised when it settled into its berth on the deck and the mage hunter stepped out, her hood down and a white bandana holding her hair back from her face. She ignored him utterly, though she snapped something at one of the soldiers who looked like he wanted to search her for weapons. She shouldn’t have any. Yanko was still puzzled as to when she had recovered the throwing stars. 

He looked to Dak, wondering if he understood why she would have been brought aboard—and why she would have voluntarily come with the Turgonians. Even if she and Yanko were enemies, they were both Nurians, both enemies of Turgonia. She couldn’t possibly be working with someone here, could she? Didn’t Turgonians consider assassinations cowardly?

Dak did not look any more enlightened than Yanko felt. He asked the admiral a question and received a headshake and a short answer. 

The hunter—Yanko still did not know her name—stood with her arms folded across her chest, glaring defiantly about her. He almost labeled her as surly, too, though he caught a hint of concern in her eyes. Was she a prisoner? She snapped at anyone who came close to her, and the Turgonian who had wanted to search her did not try again. Instead, he looked toward his admiral, a question in his eyes. 

The admiral waved toward a hatch that had opened. A man in yellow and red silks strode out, a familiar man.

Yanko nearly fell over. “What is he doing here?” 

He gaped until Sun Dragon, the man who had nearly incinerated him with a lava flow, looked over at him. Yanko snapped his mouth shut, not wanting Sun Dragon to see his shock—or how appalled he was. 

“I don’t know, but I’m glad there aren’t any volcanoes around,” Lakeo said. “You might want to summon any kraken friends that are sunbathing on the waves out there.”

Sun Dragon sneered at Yanko. It was a triumphant sneer. The Turgonians regarded him dubiously as he approached—one soldier refused to get out of his way as he walked toward the longboats—but that did not seem to worry Sun Dragon. He wore the confidence of a man in control of the situation. 

The admiral sighed deeply and said something to Dak. 

“Did you get that?” Yanko whispered to Arayevo, wishing he had a clue as to what was going on.

“Only the part where he misses the days when they got to shoot Nurians.”

That wasn’t the clue that Yanko had hoped for.

Dak did not respond to the admiral. He did not look pleased, and he stood there in stony silence.

Sun Dragon stopped in front of the hunter and frowned down at her. “You failed,” he said in Nurian. “Twice.”

He was a few inches taller than she, so she had to lift her chin to stare him in the eyes, but Yanko wagered she would have lifted her chin anyway. She had a lot of pride and certainty for someone not much older than he was. 

Sun Dragon flung his arm out, a finger pointing toward Yanko. “He’s a boy.” 

Yanko found his own chin coming up. Not so much a boy that he hadn’t bested the mage—and his assassin. Yes, he’d had the help of a kraken, but surely the ability to summon help when it was needed was a legitimate battle tactic.

“I had a chance to kill Snake Heart,” the mage hunter said.

“That is not your mission.” 

She glared at him, the defiance still hard in her eyes.

“Did you kill her?” Sun Dragon asked.

“I do not know.” The mage hunter looked at Yanko. Because he had stopped her attack? Or simply because she wondered if he knew the answer?

He kept himself from shrugging in response. Even if he had known the answer, he wouldn’t give it to her. He definitely would not give it to Sun Dragon. 

Sun Dragon lowered his voice, but not so much that Yanko failed to hear his comment. “I knew you’d be too young and inexperienced.” 

He spun on his heel, pointedly turning his back on the hunter, and strode toward the admiral. Dak tensed, his hand dropping to one of the two pistols jammed through his belt, weapons he had taken from the pirates. 

The hunter’s chin remained up, but a hint of red flushed her cheeks. Yanko knew the feeling well, but he refused to feel any sympathy toward her. She had tried to kill him and his mother. Let the wolf god eat her heart and spit it out.

“May I examine the artifact, Admiral?” Sun Dragon asked, sounding more polite than Yanko had ever heard him, but Yanko felt the tease of magic being used. 

“Yes,” Admiral Ravencrest said, his tone dull and wooden.

Yanko stirred uneasily, realizing Sun Dragon was using the mental sciences on the officer. And in a ship full of magic-dead Turgonians, who would know? Dak and the mage hunter, perhaps, but their training might only have made them attuned to magic being used against them, not people near them.

Dak’s single eye did close to a slit as he watched Ravencrest hand the lodestone to Sun Dragon.

“Is he controlling that Turgonian?” Lakeo whispered.

“If so, he controls this entire fleet of ships,” Yanko murmured, his heart sinking further. His earlier hope that Dak might ultimately be in charge faded. 

Sun Dragon smiled over at Yanko, that triumphant expression on his face again, as he wrapped his fingers around the lodestone. “This is, indeed, the item we’ve been seeking.” He rubbed the golden rock with his thumb, as he might caress a lover’s cheek. Then he turned toward the south, the lodestone directing him, the same way it had directed Yanko. “And it looks like we have a new course.”

“A new course?” Ravencrest asked.

“To find a long-forgotten continent. You, my good Turgonian admiral, are about to be a part of history.” He flicked a glance at Dak, but did not make the same promise to him. Most likely, he still thought Dak was nothing more than Yanko’s bodyguard. 

Ravencrest’s brow furrowed, and he waved toward Dak. “We just have orders to pause our training exercise and pick up—” 

“I’m positive your superiors will want you to investigate this, and you need my help to do so, as I don’t believe any of your people have the magical aptitude to use this device.” 

“I guess it won’t hurt to take a look,” Ravencrest said, his tone wooden again.

Yanko was confused as to why Sun Dragon wanted to take a Turgonian ship—a lot of Turgonian ships—to investigate. Was it only because that was all he had been able to finagle access to? His first vessel had been destroyed, as had the ships he had scrounged up to send after Pey Lu. He was going through vessels like someone lighting matches in the rain. Could Sun Dragon have some deal with the Turgonian government? With the president himself? What if the Turgonians wanted to see the Great Chief and the current regime overthrown? What if they wanted Sun Dragon’s band of rebels, whoever they were, to win the civil war brewing in Nuria? 

Sun Dragon did nothing but smile at the admiral’s response. He shared that smile with Yanko, pinning him from across the deck. 

Don’t think you’ll get away without being punished, the mage spoke into his mind.

What? Yanko asked, startled by the contact, as well as the fact that a man more than twice his age apparently felt the need to gloat and threaten.

I haven’t forgotten that you dishonored me and cast doubt upon my command abilities.

Dishonored you? I was defending myself. You tried to kill me!

Because you are the spawn of that vile, disgraceful woman, and you’ve been in my way from the beginning. In the past, your family would have been put to death for her crimes. You should have been dead long ago. When the Great Chief and his kin are gone, and I rule, I will see to it that the White Foxes are no more, and I’ll also make sure that pirate bitch is truly dead.

Yanko was too stunned to respond, more because the man claimed that he would take the Great Chief’s place than by anything else he had said. 

Dak walked up to him, blocking his view of the mage. It didn’t matter. Sun Dragon was done with his threats. 

“This way,” Dak said, speaking Nurian again and nodding toward a hatch. He gestured to include Arayevo and Lakeo.

Yanko followed him, though he couldn’t keep from glancing back toward Sun Dragon. He wore the most blissful expression as he held the lodestone and gazed to the south. Yanko wished he had stayed on the island and hidden from the Turgonians.

 




Chapter 22

Yanko lay on his back on a bunk wider than the one he had been given on the Prey Stalker and much wider than his cot on Minark’s ship. As he stared up at the ceiling, unable to sleep, he wished he were back on Minark’s vessel now. At least there, he had held his fate in his hands. Now, it lay in the Turgonians’ hands. Or perhaps Sun Dragon’s hands, since he seemed to be controlling the only Turgonian that mattered.

Well, not the only one. 

Yanko looked through the doorway in the two-room cabin. Dak sat at a desk, a lantern burning next to him as he studied the atlas he’d taken from Tomokosis’s cave. He did not appear overly worried that Yanko would try some evil magic on him. Even though Dak was a Turgonian and was the reason these ships had come, Yanko couldn’t find it within himself to be irritated at him. Though Dak hadn’t spoken more than three words since they had been ensconced here together, Yanko had the sense that this situation hadn’t turned out as he would have wished, either. A Nurian mage invited onto a Turgonian ship and chatting amiably with the admiral had to be unprecedented. 

Yanko wished Arayevo and Lakeo were sharing the cabin with them. He needed someone to talk to, someone he could trust to listen and to advise him on his foolish ideas. He couldn’t lie on this bunk and wait for Sun Dragon to come kill him, though it surprised him that the mage hadn’t tried yet, especially if he had the fleet admiral under his thumb. What was stopping him? Maybe he intended to send his properly chastened mage hunter to try again. To practice. She’d need practice if she was going to serve him on the Great Chief’s dais.

With an irritated growl, Yanko swung his legs over the side of the bunk. All this thinking with no chance for action would make him crazy. Hadn’t his mother said that his brain was his worst enemy?

Dak leaned back in his chair to peer through the doorway at him, but returned to the atlas after a glance. Kei, who had claimed the back of a second chair as a perch, ruffled his feathers but did not open his eyes.

“Dak, are you here to keep me from escaping or to protect me from the mages and mage hunters wandering around your Turgonian warship?”

“I’m supposed to keep you from harming the Nurian diplomats and from doing dastardly things to the rock.”

“Diplomats?” Yanko stood up so he could properly gape through the doorway at Dak. “Surely, you’re talking about some other Nurian diplomats, because you can’t mean Sun Dragon and his assassin.”

The atlas had to be extremely interesting, because Dak did not respond to the gape or the comment. Yanko did not know if he was trying to put some distance between himself and Yanko, now that he was back among his own people, or if he was simply engrossed in the project. 

“What do you mean supposed to?” Yanko asked quietly—reasonably. 

He wasn’t going to throw a tantrum. He just wanted to know. Maybe he should be trying to negotiate with Dak. Nobody else here was going to listen to him. And if Dak was somebody among the Turgonians, couldn’t he possibly do something?

Yanko looked toward the wall, wondering if Arayevo and Lakeo were in the next cabin or if they had been given something less sophisticated. This double-cabin wasn’t exactly luxurious—the Turgonians liked hard edges and gray paint a lot—but it was roomy, and space was a luxury on a ship, even a big ironclad. Yanko had no doubt that it was Dak who warranted the special treatment, not him.

“I’m not pleased with the situation, either, Yanko,” Dak said. “I don’t know how Sun Dragon finagled himself aboard, and when I talked to Ravencrest, he just said something about an order from the Turgonian embassy on Kyatt. There’s not a communication orb on here, so I can’t contact anyone.”

“Anyone? Like the Turgonian president, perhaps?”

“You think a stowaway diplomat warrants his attention?”

“A lost continent being discovered might. Besides, I figured you two might chat regularly about life, the universe, pretty women, oh, and about how lovely it is to share a surname with the man.”

“If a lost continent appears, I’ll be happy to talk to him about it. I’m still highly skeptical the rock will lead us to that.”

So skeptical he was perusing that atlas like a student cramming for an exam that started in ten minutes? “And the other things?”

“Rias has been happily married for more than twenty years, and I’ve seen no evidence to suggest that he’s even aware that other women exist.”

Rias? Was that their president’s name? If so, it wasn’t the one the newspapers used. A nickname? 

“And Turgonians don’t usually philosophize about life and the universe unless a lot of alcohol is involved. He doesn’t have time to drink.”

“So... how closely are you related? To Rias?”

Dak leaned his arm on the back of the chair and sighed at him. At least he had stopped looking at the atlas. 

“Look, I’d just like to know so I can better formulate my negotiating tactics,” Yanko said.

“We’re negotiating?”

“I haven’t started yet, but I intend to.” 

“Ah.”

“Brother?” Yanko guessed.

Dak’s eye widened. “Do I look that old?”

“Too old to be one of his children. I’ve heard they’re closer to my age.”

“You’ve heard? Yanko, you met two of them.”

“I? Oh.” The kids who had been so eager to defend their homestead against invaders. Yanko rubbed his forehead. “I was distracted that night. And I didn’t speak the language.” 

“He’s my father’s brother, and he spent most of my adult life at sea or in Kyatt with his Kyattese wife.”

“So you don’t know him that well?”

“I know him better now than I did a couple of years ago, but he’s not going to jump in front of a steam wagon for me. And it doesn’t matter insofar as your negotiations. A blood relation to someone powerful doesn’t make you someone important in the empire. I’m just a soldier, like I said.”

“Your clan doesn’t receive increased status because of his war fame and presidency?”

Dak’s expression grew sour. “Our status was fine before he came along.” 

For the first time, Yanko got a hint as to why Dak might be... surly, as Lakeo said. Or maybe the term was bitter. Had he grown up in his uncle’s shadow? Long before Turgonia had switched from an empire to a republic that had needed a president, Fleet Admiral Sashka Federias Starcrest had been famous—infamous, from the Nurian point of view—for his battle tactics. He had sunk countless Nurian ships during the war. He might have even encountered Pey Lu. Yanko had no way to know who had come out ahead in that encounter, but the senior Starcrest clearly hadn’t been utterly destroyed. 

“Did you become a soldier because of him?” Yanko asked, then wondered if he should have dropped it and moved on to the proposition that was tinkling around in the back of his head, a proposition that could get him killed back home if anyone heard about it. Any minute, he expected Dak to decide the conversation was over and return to studying the atlas.

“I suppose. My father works in the orchard and spends his days mixing hard ciders to produce the best varietals for the family business. I thought it was incredibly boring and was enraptured by the stories that made it home about my uncle’s exploits. I studied math and engineering in school, with a notion of following in his footsteps, but by the time I was graduating from the military academy—not four years early, as he’d done—the Western Sea Conflict was over, and nobody thought there would be open trouble with Nuria again for a while. I also found that the expectations, wherever I went, were insane, just because I was his relative. I couldn’t imagine commanding soldiers and having them expect his brilliance from me.” And then disappointing them, the sour, almost pained look in Dak’s eye said, even if he didn’t speak the words. “I went into intelligence instead. Your work is less visible, and you’re not commanding hordes of men on a ship or a battlefield. That’s where I had languages training.”

“And mage-hunter training?” Yanko could see where that would be useful for someone who would be an operative working in countries where magic was accepted and commonplace. It would be hard to be a spy if every telepath could read one’s thoughts.

“Just the resisting magic part of it. They’ve got a mage hunter who defected after the war, because of family dishonor, I believe.” Dak raised his eyebrows at Yanko. What did that mean? That he thought Yanko should defect? “He teaches the soldiers in the program who have an aptitude for it. I had a hard skull and took to it naturally.” He snorted. “What a skill.”

“It’s been useful for you here in this mission.”

“This mission? This is your mission. I was sent to your country to gather information about the rebel factions and to free prisoners of war, wrongfully taken ones. We have a treaty with your people right now and are not at war.” Dak’s stare grew cool. 

As if Yanko had been the one to capture Turgonians and throw them into the salt mine. He doubted his uncle had had anything to do with that, either. He’d likely just put them to work when they had shown up, along with the criminals. For all he knew, the Turgonians had been criminals. 

Dak’s gaze shifted back toward the atlas. Bored with the conversation, was he?

Yanko paced on the hard metal floor, aware of the coldness under his bare feet. Didn’t Turgonians believe in rugs? Kei ruffled his feathers again and made a few chirping noises, probably letting Yanko know he was interrupting the bird’s sleep.

While he paced, he debated what he wanted to propose—what he dared propose. Perhaps he could ask for Dak’s help without proposing anything, but it sounded like attacking Sun Dragon or, as Yanko would settle for, throwing Sun Dragon overboard, might violate Dak’s orders and put his former bodyguard at odds with the chain of command on this ship. 

“If you were studying the rebels,” Yanko said slowly, “then you know more than I do about what’s going on at home. Is there a certain faction that your people want to come out on top? Or are you hoping that it will all die down before the real fighting begins and that the Great Chief will remain in control?” That would be ideal, because Yanko could support that without betraying anyone. 

“Your Great Chief is a warmongering fool who’s spent his entire reign trying to steal resources from other countries, rather than figuring out a solution to his problems at home. The Kyattese offered him help with farm magic, or whatever it’s called, to improve the soil over there, and he rejected it. He hasn’t forgiven them for not capitulating to Nuria back when your people were trying to take over Kyatt.”

“Your people were trying to take it over too,” Yanko felt compelled to point out. Dak might be right about the Great Chief—Yanko wished he knew more than the newspapers had told him over the years—but it wasn’t as if the Turgonians were paragons of innocence. They’d conquered their way across their continent over several generations, killing and looting along the way. They hadn’t even been the original inhabitants of that land, having instead migrated from the Nurian continent centuries earlier. 

“Yes, but then Rias married a native and got them to look more fondly upon us.” Dak’s mouth twisted. “He probably did more to change the course of history by doing that than he did in twenty years of military command.”

“Well, maybe we can find you a nice Kyattese woman to marry when this is all over.”

Dak grunted. “We’re firmed up with Kyatt. I’d have to marry a Nurian princess to change the course of history at this point. You know any that are available?”

“Uhm.” Yanko kept himself from looking at the scar that had replaced Dak’s missing eye since that might imply he thought Dak couldn’t win the love of a princess. Besides, he had learned to tell when Dak was being sarcastic. “I know a Nurian prince. He’s not married.”

Dak stared at him, and Yanko suspected that bit of humor hadn’t gone over well, until Dak threw back his head and laughed. 

“Zirabo? I don’t know the marriage rules in Nuria, but that’s not legal in Turgonia.” 

“Even when you have nothing but men in your military? Don’t people get lonely?”

“I said same-sex marriage wasn’t legal. I didn’t say that relationships don’t happen.” Dak rubbed his face—no, his eye. Were those tears of amusement? Goodness, Yanko hadn’t even realized he knew how to laugh like that. Or to laugh at all.

Maybe this would be a good time for negotiations.

“So who do you—your people—want to see in charge of Nuria? Not Sun Dragon, I hope.” Yanko shuddered. 

The humor vanished from Dak’s face. “He’s not one of the leaders that’s put himself forward for the position.”

“Oh? He seems to be under the impression that he’ll be in charge of Nuria soon.”

“There is a Luy Hano Sun Dragon gathering forces in the Mandolian and Rakatun Provinces.”

“Maybe Jaikon plans to show up with news that Nuria has a fresh new continent and then replace his relative as the most viable Sun Dragon.”

“He told you this?” Dak asked.

“He told me he plans to take the Great Chief’s place. And kill me. Not necessarily in that order.” Since Dak was probably wondering when Yanko had partaken in this conversation, Yanko touched his temple. “Powerful people like to talk to me in my head.”

Kei chirped, and an image of a pile of seeds flashed into Yanko’s mind.

“Also, powerful parrots. Though they’re less likely to make threats and gloat.”

“No? He’s rather forceful in demanding food.”

“Forceful, yes. Threatening, no.” Yanko pushed his hair back from his shoulders—he had removed his topknot to sleep, as if he could sleep with Sun Dragon and the assassin on the ship, both contemplating killing him. Whether Dak appreciated it or not, Yanko was glad to be sharing the cabin with him again, especially since Dak was sitting between Yanko and the door. “If this continent turns out to exist, how badly... how hard would Turgonia fight to possess it?”


He didn’t know if Dak would answer the question, or if he knew the answer, but the information would help Yanko figure out what exactly to propose to gain Dak’s help. 

“It’s halfway across the world from our mainland, so it would take a lot of resources to protect and control,” Dak said, “but there are always people who want to conquer new lands and partake in the opportunities that come with that. I doubt Rias will try hard to get it, but the next president? Who knows? There’s also the matter of not wanting Nuria to have it. You’ve always been our biggest threat.”

“If we had another continent, we wouldn’t have to fight so hard to acquire resources from those who have more.”

“In theory, that could be true, but one could also see that having more resources could make you more dangerous. What’s the census of Nuria? A hundred million people? More? You could field an immense army and try to dominate the entire world.”

“Not me.” Yanko touched his chest. 

“No? If your Great Chief ordered it and said it would bring honor to your family, you wouldn’t fight toward that end?”

Yanko hesitated. Would he? If his father were standing there, reminding him of the glory the White Foxes had once claimed and could claim again, would he? 

“There’s probably little point in debating it until the continent is found,” Yanko said.

Dak flicked his fingers in agreement. 

“But if it’s there... I can’t let Sun Dragon be the one to take the news home. That could ensure him the popular support, and his family is already old and influential. They may have a blood tie to the Great Chief’s family already. In fact, I can almost guarantee that they do if they’re making this claim.”

Dak nodded. “All of the rebel factions except two have someone who’s related and can claim a right, should the Great Chief and his sons disappear.”

“You didn’t answer who the Turgonians would like to see leading Nuria. Or are you simply hoping that the nation will fall apart, fracture into tiny countries, and no longer have the might to oppose Turgonia?”

Dak’s expression grew depressingly wistful at that question. 

What he said was, “Someone unambitious and restful.”

“Are those the kinds of people who usually aspire to become political leaders?”

“No.”

“How about Zirabo?”

“He’s not one of the people the rebels have proposed. I don’t even know if he’s still alive.”

Yanko grimaced at the idea that the prince might have been killed. Did Dak know something he didn’t? Something else he didn’t? Had Zirabo’s interest in finding this new continent made him a target somehow?

“We wouldn’t oppose him if he put himself forward and had the wherewithal to fight off all of his opponents,” Dak said. “I don’t know that he would. He seems like someone who wants to help a leader not be a leader.”

“Sometimes what’s best for your people isn’t what’s best for you. Zirabo would know that and accept that as a truth, I would guess. He’s young enough that he could rule for several decades, too, if he had the support and could keep the position. Assassinations aren’t uncommon in Nuria.”

“Yes, it’s too bad your new friend wasn’t pointed in another direction.”

“My new friend? The mage hunter? I don’t even know her name.”

“Sun Dragon calls her Jhali.”

“Ah. It’s good to know the names of the people who want you dead.”

“Yes.” Dak stood up and stretched, linking his wrists over a bar that ran through the room near the ceiling. Knowing the Turgonians and their love for muscles, it was probably for doing pull-ups. “If Zirabo were to make a claim for his father’s position, Turgonia might support him.”


“Support him? How so? With troops and warships?”

“Mm, maybe not that openly, but I know that he and Rias have met a few times previously and have a friendly relationship.”

Yanko had paused in his pacing, but he resumed it. When he had spoken about negotiating, he’d only intended to finagle Dak’s help against Sun Dragon. And maybe he’d had an inkling of extracting a promise that the Turgonians wouldn’t hurry home to rally legions of troops to occupy the new land, if it was, indeed, found. But this conversation had taken a turn he hadn’t expected. It hadn’t escaped Yanko’s notice that he was discussing sedition. For Dak, it meant nothing. He didn’t owe his allegiance to anyone in Nuria. But for Yanko to speak of displacing the Great Chief... 

Still, he, like Zirabo, wanted what was right for his people, and that had to be a focus on feeding everyone, not on making war. 

“The problem is that I can’t see Zirabo plotting against his father or his brothers, and he’s last in line for the dais,” Yanko said.

“No,” Dak agreed. “He’s honest and honorable. I doubt it’s even occurred to him. Someone else would have to arrange for the others to be killed.”

Yanko shuddered at the idea of arranging deaths. Leave it to a Turgonian to speak bluntly. 

“Well, let me think about that and see what happens when I get home,” Yanko said. “This isn’t the discussion I meant to draw you into.”

“No? It’s more interesting than most discussions with eighteen-year-old boys.”

“You’re just interested because I offered to arrange a marriage for you.”

Dak snorted. “With Zirabo? Yes, that was thoughtful.”

“How about Lakeo? She’s expressed interest in your more muscular attributes.”

Dak snorted again, this time waving in dismissal. “First off, she’s half my age. Second, you’re the one she was willing to risk all of our lives to rescue from Snake Heart.”

“What? She’s not interested in me. All she does is make fun of me.”

“While sticking to your side and glowering at anybody who presumes to take that place.” Dak sat back down to contemplate the atlas again.

“I thought Arayevo was the one who talked you into...” Yanko paused. Maybe he shouldn’t explain too much about the conversation he’d had with Arayevo, since she had been accusing Dak of secretly communicating with his people. Which had, of course, been true. 

“She didn’t mind going along with the rescue, but she also thought you would be fine with your mother. Lakeo wasn’t willing to take that chance.”

“I...” Yanko shook his head and shook away the conversation. He didn’t see whatever it was Dak thought he saw and could not imagine Lakeo as a lover. Shouldn’t his first time—and there was no way he would admit to Dak or anyone else that there hadn’t been a first time yet—be with someone who loved him? And whom he loved? And who wouldn’t slap him on the side of the head and call him an idiot at any point during the encounter? “This isn’t important. What I really was hoping to talk you into was—is—helping me with Sun Dragon. To... throw him overboard. Or into the brig, if you have a way to keep mages incarcerated.”

“You want to be the one to lead us to this great new land?”

“No, that doesn’t matter. I mean, it does, but most important is for my people to have access to fertile farmland until methods of replenishing the soil back home can be figured out. But Sun Dragon has promised to kill me. I know this sounds cold-hearted and calculating, but I either need to kill him first or find a way to nullify his power, so he can’t strike at me.”

“He hasn’t struck yet. I doubt Admiral Ravencrest would stop him if he tried.”

“That’s comforting. Look, just because he hasn’t done it in the hours since we’ve come on board doesn’t mean he won’t. Maybe he’s just keeping me alive because—” 

Yanko stopped pacing, as he considered if there might be some truth to the sentence he had started. Was there a reason Sun Dragon hadn’t struck right away? Yanko had assumed it was because of the Turgonian witnesses, but if the Turgonians cared nothing for him and would not move to stop an attack... 

“He’s not an earth mage,” Yanko said, having a hunch that he was right, even though he knew nothing about the man. “I am. Or I would have become one if I’d been allowed to study whatever I wished. Even without having attended any of the academies, I’m good at earth magic.” He felt presumptuous saying such things, especially when he had never known any earth magic masters and did not have a basis for comparison, but in his heart, he believed it to be true. One couldn’t be good at something and have no sense of it. 

“And we’re looking for earth?” Dak said.

“Precisely so. I’m sure he wouldn’t admit to it, but he may believe he’ll need me.”

“Let’s wait to see what the moment brings, if it brings anything, before contemplating assassinations.”

“Will you at least... I know you don’t owe me anything, and that I’m a pesky Nurian, but I would be grateful if you would act as my bodyguard one more time if—when—he attacks. Especially if he has the mage hunter acting as his bodyguard. Or if he throws her at me as a distraction.” Yanko winced, having no problem imagining that scenario. 

“You might be wiser to find a way to avoid battling him,” Dak said.

“I’ve been practicing my magic. Pey Lu taught me a few things.”

“You were with her for three days.”

“What, you don’t think that’s long enough to master the mental sciences? Where’s your faith? Just because I failed my entrance exams, and he’s a warrior mage with twenty years of experience...”

“Why don’t you wait to see what he does?” Dak picked up a pen and hunched over the atlas, as if to say the conversation was over.

“If I wait for him to attack first, I might end up dead. You know he’s manipulating your admiral, right? Doesn’t your honor—your duty—demand that you stop him?”

“My duty and my honor demand that I follow orders.”

“What are your orders?”

“To keep you away from the rock.”

“And let him sit in his cabin and fondle it?”

“Actually, he’s sitting on the bridge and fondling it.”

“Haven’t you ever disobeyed orders, Dak? For the greater good?”

“Yes.” Dak pulled a blank sheet of paper over the atlas and started writing, or perhaps drawing. “It did not go well.”

Yanko slumped against the doorjamb, feeling defeated and alone. He told himself he was too old to cry. Besides, Sun Dragon would probably pop into his head to mock him for it. Still, he couldn’t help but let his chin droop to his chest. How was he supposed to best Sun Dragon and the mage hunter on his own?

“I’ll watch your back, Yanko. So long as you don’t try to set me up with any princes. Or pyromaniacs.”

Yanko blinked and looked up, but Dak was still working and didn’t bother glancing back. It didn’t matter. The words drove the feeling of defeat out of Yanko’s heart. He smiled at the rest of the comment, though he’d barely heard anything after the offer of back-watching.

“Your problem might be that you’re too picky, Dak.” 

“Undoubtedly.”

Yanko went back to the bunk, heartened that if Sun Dragon started a fight with him on the deck tomorrow, he wouldn’t be alone.

 




Chapter 23

The sea stretched in all directions, the surface undulating outward from the Turgonian fleet, empty of continents and islands. Or so it appeared from the surface. Yanko let his mind stretch out as he stood by the railing, delving below the waves, brushing past fish and crabs and octopuses going about their simple lives, eating and basking in the sun, in water made shallow by land below the surface. A lot of land. Yanko could sense valleys and canyons, ridges and mountains, the tops of those mountains sometimes within a few meters of the surface and shallow enough to provide obstacles for ships sailing through the area.

Dak had called this the Deadly Shoals. The Nurian name was the Wrecked Reaches, probably because the words rhymed in Yanko’s language and lent themselves to song, songs that warned sailors to stay away, promising that many ships had crashed upon the rocks hiding beneath the surface. To Yanko’s mind’s eye, there was far more down there than rocks. Even without the lodestone, he knew they had found the missing Kyattese continent. What he didn’t know was how to access it or how his people could possibly farm land that lay under the sea. There were Nurian dishes, especially along the coast, that featured seaweed and kelp, but he couldn’t imagine such edibles supplying millions of tables across the Great Land.

Yanko wasn’t ready to give up on the idea that this landmass, however buried in water, might be the solution his people sought, but the first inkling of doubt gnawed at his belly. What magic had the Kyattese used to sink their continent seven hundred years ago? And could it be raised again? 

Even as a lover of earth magic, he struggled to grasp how that might be possible. Once eroded away, a landmass could not be built up again. Was it possible that the Kyattese hadn’t used magic to hide their land at all? That the seas had simply risen over the years to cover it? Had it been flat, the whole continent near sea level, he might have believed that, but there were mountains down there, mountains that had somehow been pushed a mile or more into the earth’s core, so they wouldn’t break the surface now.

Lakeo appeared at his side, nudging him in the ribs. “Should you be standing there with that vacant expression on your face when there’s an assassin on board? One who may even now be fantasizing about sticking a dagger in your back?”

“She prefers throwing stars.”

“Well, that makes it all right then.” 

Lakeo leaned against the railing, facing the deck of the ironclad rather than the sea, and rubbed her bare arms. “I guess we’re not in the tropics anymore.”

“No, the Kyattese reputedly came from a more temperate climate with a less intense sun.” 

“I’ve been thinking of snagging a Turgonian sailor to keep me warm at night.” 

She gave Yanko a speculative look that he wasn’t sure how to interpret. His conversation with Dak was fresh in his mind, but all he could think was that Dak had been mistaken, especially if Lakeo was fantasizing about Turgonians. 

“Don’t you and Arayevo have a guard on your cabin door?” Yanko asked. Even as he spoke, he glimpsed the man, a sergeant with the sleeves of his uniform rolled up, revealing beefy forearms. He stood out of earshot, but he was keeping an eye on Lakeo, as well as Arayevo, who was also up on the deck, chatting animatedly with the watch officer. 

“Yes, and he’s irritatingly dedicated to his duty,” Lakeo said. “Refused to come in and dine with us. These Turgonians let their eyes roam, but they keep their hands to themselves. Wish they’d keep their words to themselves too. They like to mutter snide comments when they pass you.”

The muttering had been minimal for Yanko, probably because he usually walked around with Dak, but he was glad that was all the men had done to Lakeo and Arayevo. Had the crew been more inclined toward groping Nurian captives, Yanko would have been using his magic for more than sightseeing, and that could have caused trouble. 

“The water’s a lighter blue here,” Lakeo said, peering over the railing. “Shallow?”

“Yes.” 

Shouts came from the crow’s nest, which were relayed through a horn and cable system to the helmsman and navigators in their fancy interior bridge, one that looked out on the sea from behind a bank of windows. Dak had taken Yanko, Arayevo, and Lakeo to see it earlier. They hadn’t been pleased to find Sun Dragon in there, chatting with the admiral and the bridge crew, plying his mental magic and hugging the lodestone. 

“That should be a warning about rocks under the water,” Yanko said, though the shouts had been in Turgonian. “They’ve been doing that all afternoon. Sun Dragon is sailing us over an underwater mountain range.”

“Sounds smart. If he wrecks a fleet of Turgonian warships, will he be treated like a hero back home?”

“Possibly. I’d rather he not wreck anything we’re riding on. I’ve had enough of that.”

Lakeo rubbed her arms again. “Where’s your parrot?”

“He’s befriended the cook.”

Arayevo walked over and joined them, her hair streaming behind her, caught by the breeze. She smiled and leaned against the railing, her gaze toward the water. 

“That was about an iceberg that someone spotted. I had no idea we were that close to the pole.” Her exuberance for exploration wafted off her, and she leaned out, trying to spot it.

Yanko looked away, trying to tuck away his ache of longing for her, fastening it in a chest and locking the lid. If he could, he would toss that chest into the waves, now that he knew it could never be opened. Such exercises were easier thought of than done.

A couple of Turgonians walked past, fresh from a shift in the engine room down below, as evinced by their coal smeared faces and uniforms. They gazed wistfully at Arayevo. Yanko wasn’t the only one with a chest of longing when it came to her. 

“Who let them out without their keeper?” a man walking past with sooty hands and a box of tools asked. He must not have noticed the sergeant keeping an eye on the women from across the deck. Dak ought to be nearby, too, though Yanko hadn’t seen him for a few minutes.

A second big man—all Turgonians were big—strode along at the tool-bearer’s side, and he gave Yanko a dark look but said nothing. 

Yanko braced himself for a confrontation, but the men continued past without veering in his direction. 

“There it is,” Arayevo pointed to a towering block of ice floating by itself through the blue water. She’d either not noticed the men or had decided ignoring them was the proper course of action. “I’ve never seen one before. Minark liked warm waters.” She sounded wistful when she said his name.

Yanko tried to ignore that, but he still puzzled over why she’d enjoyed Minark’s company, when he... well, he wasn’t anything special, either, he supposed. But at least he tried to do the right thing. Not like some scruffy smuggler.

“Let it go,” he mumbled to himself. 

“Nice dress, puntak,” a man with a mop said as he wheeled a bucket past. He did not appear to be older than Yanko and was probably at the bottom of the pecking order here. Yanko found it easy to ignore his comment.

Lakeo, however, scowled at him. She gritted her teeth, and Yanko, sensing her calling some magic, laid a placating hand on her arm.

“This isn’t the place to pick a fight. We’re outnumbered a hundred to one.” A thousand to one, he added silently, thinking of the other ships out there. The Turgonian admiral had invited the entire fleet to come on this journey. 

Lakeo ignored Yanko. The soldier’s mop started smoking. Yanko knocked over the bucket with his mind, aiming the water to douse the incipient fire. Turgonian vessels had so much metal in them that a burning mop probably wouldn’t be the cause for concern that it would be on a wooden ship, but there was no need to call attention to the fact that he and his little team could use magic. His robe was enough of a signal flag. He wished he had more mundane clothing that he could change into, but he’d lost almost everything after being captured numerous times.

The soldier tripped over the upturned bucket, kicking it across the deck. 

“Nice feet, Dotts,” the man in the crow’s nest called down.

Nobody seemed to have seen the smoke. Good.

The mop soldier scowled over at them but picked up his bucket and hustled away.

“Might want to work on that temper,” Yanko murmured to Lakeo. 

“Thanks for the tip.” Lakeo sniffed and turned toward the railing, looking irritated that he’d kept her from lighting the ship on fire.

Dak joined them a minute later. Yanko eyed him warily, wondering if he had seen the mop—and the smoke.

“The admiral and the helmsman are getting impatient,” Dak said quietly. “Sun Dragon is directing us in circles.”

“Good,” Yanko said.

“I thought you wanted there to be a continent here,” Lakeo said. 

Yanko shrugged, not sure he should admit to all that he sensed under the surface. If Sun Dragon didn’t realize it was there, Yanko wouldn’t tell him, though it was hard to imagine that the older and more experienced mage hadn’t grasped the significance of the terrain below them. More likely, he was trying to figure out a way to raise it. Maybe the Kyattese had left some magical keyhole somewhere that the lodestone was designed to fit. Yanko still couldn’t imagine the power that would be required to raise a continent. Maybe if he could retrieve the lodestone, then return home and find Zirabo, a legion of mages could be sent out here to investigate the possibility. Earth magic specialists—if any could be found. He smirked, imagining a hundred old women being responsible for un-sinking the landmass.

“There is a continent,” Dak said, watching him, “isn’t there?”

Yanko shrugged again. 

“A smallish one, and possibly more likely to be considered a large island,” Dak went on. “Just under a million square miles, I estimate, but all the way out here, it’s likely tectonically independent of the nearest mainland, so the label might fit.”

By now, Yanko wasn’t surprised by the breadth of Dak’s knowledge, though he had only encountered one book that theorized the existence of tectonic plates and continental drift when he had been reading about the earth sciences. It had been translated into Nurian from Kyattese. He had found it fascinating. His father had taken the book away and told him to go outside and work on fireballs. Now, he wondered if such a thing could have played into how the Kyattese sank their continent. Was there a fault line out here that they had opened up somehow? That seemed more plausible than just pushing down from above. How could they have kept the shape and terrain largely intact though? It seemed like everything would have been bunched together, squished and destroyed. Maybe he was letting rational thought get in the way of what he believed possible again. Couldn’t it be that the Kyattese of seven centuries past had simply had some amazing mages who had done what seemed impossible to an eighteen-year-old mind?

“You look daunted by something, Yanko,” Arayevo commented.

“He’s thinking about throwing stars in his back,” Lakeo said.

“That would daunt me slightly too. I haven’t seen the hunter since Sun Dragon berated her. You’d think she wouldn’t want to work for someone like that.”

“Perhaps she seeks to redeem some family honor, and he has promised a means to that end.” Yanko could understand all too well the means that one might pursue to that end. If Sun Dragon had other people convinced he could take the dais from the Great Chief, then they would believe themselves smart for sticking with him. 

But that was not what Yanko cared about, not at that moment.

“Is a million square miles the size of the Deadly Shoals?” Yanko asked, wondering how Dak had arrived at his estimate.

“Roughly. I used that old atlas and a Kyattese map detailing current flow patterns in the Southern Hemisphere to refine my estimate.”

“Would a million square miles really be considered an island?” Arayevo asked. “That doesn’t sound small.”

“No, it’s a sizable landmass. It would be an amazing discovery for a nation. If it weren’t underwater.” Dak gripped the railing and peered into the greenish blue water, then cocked an eyebrow at Yanko. “I assume it wasn’t at its current elevation when the Kyattese were enjoying it.”

“I would guess not, but I have no idea how it sank.” Well, Yanko had ideas. He just wasn’t sure he wanted to share, since they might be born of foolish ignorance. He also didn’t want to help the Turgonians discover this land. Or Sun Dragon. More and more, he liked the idea of stealing back the lodestone, finding Zirabo, and returning with ships full of allies rather than enemies. “Nobody on Kyatt told me anything. Including that I was having dinner with the Turgonian president’s children.” Yanko returned Dak’s expression of raised eyebrows. “I would have tried to be more charming. And less distracted.”

“And would you have spent less time with the Nurian neighbor, spilling all of your secrets?”

“Maybe.” Yanko opened his mouth to say more, but a familiar figure strode into view.

Sun Dragon. Yanko would rather have dealt with the mop-wielding soldier.

The man walked past, his robe snapping about his legs, his gray-streaked topknot being tugged by the wind. He clutched the lodestone in one hand, and Yanko could feel its magic singing to him. Sun Dragon did not glance in his direction. He trotted up some steps to what passed for the forecastle on this hulking ship, and he pondered the sea from his elevated position. Yanko hoped he wasn’t finding what he sought.


Admiral Ravencrest walked into view, coming from the direction that Sun Dragon had come. He saw Dak, frowned at Yanko and the others, then walked in their direction. 

“Problem, Admiral?” Dak asked, leaning against the railing.

Dak had asked the question in Nurian, but the admiral responded in Turgonian.

“Our Nurian diplomat hasn’t been able to find a lost continent,” Dak translated for Yanko.


Yanko wasn’t sure why he warranted a translation this time, but he was pleased to have one. 

“Diplomat?” Lakeo asked. “Is that what he calls himself? That man is about as diplomatic as an ass in need of scratching.”

The admiral looked at her, his eyebrows raised.

“No need to translate back,” Yanko muttered to Dak.

Join me up here, White Fox, Sun Dragon spoke into his head.

Uh. No, thank you?


It was not a request.

Whatever it was, Yanko decided to ignore it. He felt far safer with his comrades at his side than he would up there alone with Sun Dragon. Besides, he saw no reason to chat with the man who had been trying to kill him for weeks.

I am willing to give you a chance to live, Sun Dragon added.

Your generosity is warmer than the sun’s rays.

You’ve been spending too much time with Turgonians. You’ve forgotten your manners and how to address a superior. 

A superior? Yanko would allow that Sun Dragon was an elder, but not a superior. He certainly did not deserve Yanko’s regard after their past skirmishes.

I think you need something from me, Yanko said, and that’s the only reason you haven’t tried to roast me with a fireball yet.

What would a child such as yourself have that I need?

I’m strong in earth magic.

Like an old woman, I’ve noticed.

Yes, keep insulting me. I’ll be sure to trot up there to your aid.

Stay where you are then, Sun Dragon said, sneering into Yanko’s mind. I do not need your aid. You will die along with the Turgonians.

Yanko shifted, the railing prodding into his spine. What do you mean? The Turgonians on this ship?

Sun Dragon’s sneer turned into a smile. All of the ships. 

Why? How?

Sun Dragon did not answer either question. The ironclad changed course, turning a few degrees to the east, the sun shadows shifting position on the deck. To avoid some underwater threat? The man in the crow’s nest hadn’t called down a warning recently. Was Sun Dragon directing the helmsman, influencing his mind as he had done with the admiral?


“Admiral?” Yanko asked before realizing he was interrupting a quiet discussion between Dak and Ravencrest. 

Both men frowned at him.

“Sorry, Honored Admiral.” Yanko offered an apologetic bow, but pressed on. “Why are there so many ships along for what you must have suspected was a pointless mission?”

Ravencrest frowned at Dak, who translated, then answered himself before the admiral could. Actually, given the man’s headshake, the admiral hadn’t planned to answer.

“I requested help from the Turgonian embassy on Kyatt,” Dak said. “At the time, I wasn’t sure how many ships Snake Heart claimed. I assumed we needed a force large enough to scare her off. Ravencrest was running war exercises in our seas already, so it didn’t take long to gather the needed numbers.”

“But why are they still here?” Yanko asked.

Dak asked the admiral. Ravencrest’s brow furrowed, then he replied sturdily with a one-word answer.

“Training exercise,” Dak said, not taking his eye from the admiral. Apparently, it was two words in Nurian. 

“Could Sun Dragon have influenced him?” Yanko asked quietly.

“Possibly. But why would he want more warships down here instead of fewer? There shouldn’t be any enemies to encounter. Sailors avoid this area.” Dak spread his hand toward the waters, then lowered it, along with his voice. “Unless you think he’s considering us enemies right now.”

“What if the land lifted up while your ships were on it?”

“At the least, we would be stranded. If the upheaval was violent, it could be worse. But what power could the man possess that would allow him to do such a thing? If your people were that strong, we’d never beat them at war.”

“Not our people—the Kyattese. They’re the ones who made the artifact.” 

Judging by Dak’s skeptical expression, he didn’t think the Kyattese could field anyone stronger than Sun Dragon. Maybe he was right. But the history texts said they had been the first Makers, their practitioners figuring out how to hold magic within items such as that lodestone. If enough of them had worked together to hide this continent, might they have created a tool with enough power to unhide it someday? They must have figured they might want to come back.

“Why don’t you and I go chat with Sun Dragon, Dak?” Yanko said. “And feel free to bring as many burly Turgonians as you like.”

“Do we get to come along?” Lakeo asked.

“Sure. You’re burly enough.”

“Thanks,” she said dryly.

“What do you think Sun Dragon will reveal?” Dak asked.

“Out loud, where you can hear him? I’m not sure. He likes to chat in my head. He offered to keep me alive if I went up to join him.” 

“Magnanimous of him.”

“That’s what I thought.” 

Yanko started for the steps that led atop the forecastle, pausing only to make sure Dak followed. He didn’t want to be caught up there alone with Sun Dragon. Dak, Arayevo, and Lakeo were following him. He took solace in the support and allowed himself some confidence as he strode up the steps. That confidence faltered when he reached the top, for he found not only Sun Dragon but the white-clad mage hunter up there, her hair bound again, her hood pulled up so only her face showed. She stood to the side of Sun Dragon and watched Yanko with impassive eyes. 

Bodyguard, her stance said.

Well, he had a bodyguard, too, and he would pit Dak against her in any fight. He just wished he was as certain that he could come out ahead in a fight against Sun Dragon.

The graying mage stood at the railing, his elbow propped upon it, his chin resting on the lodestone. He wore a backpack, along with an ornate scimitar that hung in a wide scabbard on the belt that cinched his crimson robe shut. White and golden hems filled with runes adorned that robe, reminding Yanko much of the one he wore. 

“Planning a trip, Sun Dragon?” Dak asked, flicking a hand toward the pack.

“Yes, very soon now,” Sun Dragon said without looking back at him. “We’re almost there.”

Can you feel it, White Fox? he added silently. 

Yanko felt the presence of the lodestone, but, assuming the mage had more in mind, he let his senses trickle downward. They were approaching an underwater volcano, with lava oozing out of fissures in the earth’s crust. All manner of strange vegetation grew around the steamy water. Intrigued by the underwater growth, Yanko almost missed the more obvious thing down there: a pulsing crater that he felt with his mind, its magic almost pulling at him. 

He walked to the railing, half expecting to see some sign of it down there with his eyes. Quiet waves lapped at the black hull of the ironclad. The water and the depths hid everything else from mundane sight.

“It’s calling for the key,” Sun Dragon whispered, pressing his lips to the lodestone. “It’s been waiting for centuries.” 

Yanko stepped closer to him, an inkling of what the man intended growing in his mind. What would happen, indeed, if the land rose up while the Turgonian fleet floated over it? As Dak had admitted, nothing good.

Before he drew close to Sun Dragon, the mage hunter moved to intercept Yanko. Dak moved to intercept her. A throwing star appeared in one of her hands, a dagger in the other. Dak drew a cutlass he had acquired since boarding the ship. The two of them stared at each other. 

“It’s time,” Sun Dragon said, glancing toward the mage hunter, then smiling at Yanko. “It wants to be returned to its home. I don’t think it will take any earth magic, after all. Just a good toss.”

He lifted his arm, like a hunter about to throw a spear. The lodestone flared golden in his hand.

Yanko lunged for him, afraid of what would happen to all the ships that floated behind them. Metal clashed to his side, Dak engaging the hunter. Yanko caught Sun Dragon’s shoulder, but not before he hurtled the lodestone into the water.

 




Chapter 24

As soon as the lodestone tumbled into the water, Sun Dragon spun toward Yanko, his hands flaring with the orange of flame. Yanko wrapped a protective shield around himself and backed up, wanting time to react. Perhaps it was the wrong move. Smiling tightly, Sun Dragon seemed to think it a sign of fear. He lunged for Yanko, flames eating the air all around him. 

With his barriers up, Yanko did not feel the heat. He made a scoop of air with his mind and pulled water from the sea below. It floated up and doused Sun Dragon. 

His flames were powerful enough to burn even while water saturated his robe, but he snarled at Yanko, clearly annoyed with the trick. He raised both hands and hurled a blast of fire. It battered Yanko’s shield, but he was getting better at repelling attacks. His opponent was not weak by any measure, but he lacked the pure power that Pey Lu had thrown at Yanko.

Sun Dragon drew his scimitar, and an eerie silver glow ran along the blade like fire. He swiped it at Yanko, who didn’t even have a knife. He was, after all, a prisoner on this ship. 

Yanko jumped back before the blade sliced through his gut—it had no trouble slicing through the shield he had created. Sun Dragon hurled another fireball at him, following it with an attack from the sword. Once again, Yanko could deflect the fire, but he had to skitter back to avoid the cut. His back struck the railing. He was aware of Dak and the assassin fighting, neither sparing a glance for him and Sun Dragon. 

As Sun Dragon raised the sword for an overhead blow, one that would have cracked down on Yanko’s skull since he was out of room to run, Lakeo came out of nowhere, barreling into the mage’s side. She caught him by surprise, shoving him against the railing. Sun Dragon snarled and flung his arm, hurling power along with it. She was blasted from her feet. She crashed into Arayevo, who’d also been coming to help, and they tumbled to the deck together.

“Yanko,” Arayevo barked. She threw him a cutlass.

He had no idea where she’d gotten it, but he caught it by the hilt. At the least, he could deflect the wicked scimitar with it. 

Sun Dragon turned back toward him. “I’ve wanted to kill you for weeks, boy,” he snarled, spinning his scimitar in one hand, as if he were performing tricks for some awed backwoods audience at a traveling stunt show.

“Why?” Yanko asked. “Killing me doesn’t change any of the things my mother has done in her life.” He didn’t even know if that was why Sun Dragon hated him, but it seemed to be why the rest of the world hated him.

“But it will hurt her, the bitch. Especially now that she’s met you.”

Yanko felt bewildered. It wasn’t as if Pey Lu had cooed over him and leaped for joy at their reunion.

Lakeo tried to charge Sun Dragon again, but she crashed into a wall of air. As Sun Dragon advanced on Yanko, soldiers ran up the steps, rifles in hand. A wall of flame burst into the air in front of them, and they halted. One tried to leap through it, not to get to Yanko, but to reach Dak, probably to help him, but the man bounced off the way Lakeo had. 

Yanko lowered into a fighting crouch, sensing he was on his own with Sun Dragon. He didn’t know how much time he had, since he could feel something happening below the surface. Through magic rather than throwing accuracy, the lodestone had found its home within that crater, the spot that had pulsed with magical energy. Now, the entire top of that volcano seemed to pulse. The waves on the surface barely stirred, but Yanko could feel the magic resounding in his mind like a drumbeat. If Sun Dragon worried about what he had started, it did not show on his face. 

He lashed out at Yanko, the scimitar in his right hand and a ball of fire burning above the palm of his left. Yanko deflected the blade strike, turning his side to Sun Dragon, as Dak had taught him to do when he had only one weapon. Almost without thought, he parried the sword blows while his mind focused on coming up with a magical attack that he could use against the mage. 

A woman’s cry of pain came from behind Sun Dragon, and he glanced back for an instant. Dak had the mage hunter down, down but not defeated. She rolled away from him, leaving blood on the deck. Dak lunged after her.

Focused on Sun Dragon, Yanko took advantage of the brief respite. He blasted his opponent with the same mental attack he had used on others in the last week, trying to make him believe that his fiery hand had flared out of control and that the flames would burn him. Yanko doubted the trick would fool him for long—or at all—so he scoured the sea under the ship, hoping he might find some ally to call upon once again. But every fish, jellyfish, octopus, and clam was swimming away or burrowing into the sand for safety. The lava had stopped flowing from the volcano, as if the tiny lodestone had somehow plugged up all of the outlets. Energy built up down below, distracting Yanko from his search. 

“You’ve gotten stronger, boy,” Sun Dragon said, wiping away the attack like a man dashing a splash of water out of his eyes. “She’ll be upset to lose you.”

“Do you feel what’s going on underneath us?” Yanko asked, shouting to be heard over the clash of steel, because Sun Dragon was attacking him again, that silvery scimitar leaving streaks of light in the air as it slashed in and out. “We could all be destroyed if it keeps building up.”

“Not me.” Sun Dragon paused his attack long enough to call upon another type of magic. Though his hand still burned with a fireball poised to throw, his feet lifted a couple of inches from the deck. 

“You can’t levitate all the way home.” Yanko summoned more energy and hurled another blast of wind at him. Maybe it would knock him over the rail.

The attack did seem to startle Sun Dragon, but he recovered before he was knocked back more than a couple of feet, and he deflected the wind, turning it instead toward the soldiers crowding the top of the stairs. Flames still danced, threatening them, and keeping them back. But one or two had started shooting. A bullet clanged off the deck between Sun Dragon and Yanko. 

Grimly, Yanko realized he would be as likely a target for the worried soldiers as his foe.

“I won’t have to levitate all the way home.” Sun Dragon nodded toward a distant horizon. 

Yanko couldn’t see anything, but could only assume that some other ship waited out there for him. Maybe even one hidden by an illusion or a shield of invisibility? 

“You’re planning to destroy the entire Turgonian fleet first?” Yanko kept yelling, hoping the soldiers would hear him and realize that they had a stake in the outcome of this Nurian-on-Nurian battle. He also hoped they would realize who the true threat was. “What will that accomplish? Some of them will survive and know you were responsible. It’ll be war again.”

“Excellent. There’s nothing like an external threat to unite a squabbling people. Especially when a superior war chief appears to lead them.”

“You?” Yanko asked incredulously. 

“Me. This seaweed-drenched mass is worthless. But we’ll weaken Turgonia by demolishing this fleet, and then we’ll send our armies to their homeland. Their ore and fertile farms will be ours, once a powerful leader takes charge.” 

“Are you addled? We can’t start a war now. Our people need to eat.”

“There will be food aplenty once the world is ours.” Sun Dragon lifted his arm, the fireball growing from palm-sized to head-sized in his hand. He flung it at Yanko. 

Pure energy roared at him within the dancing orb of flames, and Yanko struggled to shield himself. Some of the fire got through, singeing his hair and blistering his skin. He couldn’t last if all he did was defend himself. He had to find a way to hurt his opponent. If they had been on land, he could have caused an upheaval beneath Sun Dragon, opened a fissure to swallow him, or perhaps knocked him off his feet. The metal deck offered him nothing.

“Stop firing,” Dak yelled at the same time as he lunged for the mage. He broke through the barrier Sun Dragon had erected around himself. 

Sun Dragon’s eyes widened, the Turgonians’ rifles fell silent, and Yanko had one blessed moment when he wasn’t being pressed. He searched the sea below them again, hoping vainly to find some help. He didn’t spot any sea life, but the ship was floating past a massive kelp bed that bobbed among the waves. 

Fire scorched the air as Dak came within Sun Dragon’s reach. His cutlass clashed with the mage’s scimitar, but then he stumbled back, the fire too physical an attack for him to defeat with his mental barriers. 

Though Yanko felt silly even as he devised the attack, he sliced through the strands anchoring the kelp to the bottom and lifted the rest with his mind, raising it above the hull and over the railing. Though it seemed like sea trash floating on the surface, it lived, as any plant did, and he coerced it to move, as he had once convinced strands of grass to form traps to entangle people. The kelp struck Sun Dragon in the back. Long rubbery tendrils wrapped around him, startling him with their clammy dampness. He might have thought some creature attacked him, because he shrieked with surprise and tried to twist to find an opponent, slashing wildly with his scimitar.

“Grow,” Yanko whispered, sending his own energy into the kelp cells, giving them the raw material to extend their reach, to wrap even more tightly around Sun Dragon. 

The fire faltered, and Dak leaped back in. He rammed his elbow into the mage’s back, then hoisted him into the air with both hands, hardly caring that kelp writhed all about him, like some living animal. He roared and hurled Sun Dragon over the railing.

Yanko rushed forward so he could press the attack, keep the kelp wrapped around and entangling the man. But Sun Dragon seemed to burst into flame as he tumbled toward the water. He incinerated every shred of plant matter around him, and started levitating before he plunged into the sea. 

Yanko searched for something else to throw at him, to keep him from levitating back up to the ship. The energy continued to build in the caldera below them—Sun Dragon practically hovered over it. Could Yanko push the magic along its path? Would it shoot a geyser up, or would it simply shift some tectonic plate deep below? 

A whistle screeched on the ship behind them.

“Now what?” Dak growled, only turning partway from the railing.

Sun Dragon wasn’t trying to float back up. Instead, he hovered over the waves, his arms folded over his chest. He glared up at Yanko.

Not as satisfying as killing you myself, but it will do, he spoke into Yanko’s mind.

A horn blasted, drowning out the whistle. Someone made an announcement in Turgonian.

“What is it?” Lakeo asked, joining Dak and Yanko at the railing and frowning down at the warrior mage. 

Dak glared down at Sun Dragon. “Boiler failure imminent. We’ll have to abandon the ship if it can’t be controlled.” He gripped Yanko’s shoulder for a second. “I have to go help. Lakeo.” Dak jerked his head toward Yanko’s back before sprinting toward the stairs. 

“Guess I’m guarding your back now,” Lakeo muttered. “Not that I could even get to your back last time. At least Arayevo is doing something.”

That something was aiming a pistol at the mage hunter’s head. The woman knelt, gripping her ribs, her face bruised and blood dripping from her clothes to the deck. She had been disarmed, at least of the sword she had wielded earlier.

Yanko faced Sun Dragon again, his fingers wrapping around the railing. He didn’t understand Turgonian technology, but he could feel the fear gripping the soldiers in the passages below decks, and he could guess what would happen if this boiler failed.

This time, he didn’t think about an attack to throw at Sun Dragon. He simply lashed out with his mind, imagining the mage’s windpipe being crushed, imagining the earth beneath the sea erupting, and lava shooting up to burn him to death. The latter didn’t happen, but Sun Dragon’s smug expression faltered. Yanko clenched a fist, as if he could cut off the man’s air supply by doing so. Desperation and fury filled him with enough determination that he thought he could kill. 

“What’re you doing?” Lakeo whispered. “It’s working. It’s working.”

He barely heard her. The alarm blared behind them, and Sun Dragon had started a counterattack. The mage would rather attack than defend. Yanko felt pressure building inside of his head. He tried to wall off his mind at the same time as he continued to squeeze on Sun Dragon’s throat. But despite what his mother had told him, he couldn’t split his concentration to do both at the same time. A pounding started in his head, pain coming with each thump. He imagined his skull exploding and his brain gushing out. Terror filled him, and he lost all thoughts of attack. He pulled defenses close about him, trying to push the other man out of his head.

Then a great boom sounded, and the deck quaked so hard that Yanko was thrown onto his back. The boiler. That was his first thought. He scrambled to his feet, not sure whether he needed to run and help people to escape, or whether it was too late, and they should dive overboard. 

But the explosion hadn’t come from the bowels of the ship. A meters-wide stream of lava shot straight up out of the sea, out of the spot where the lodestone had been planted.

The ironclad was too close, and some of that lava would be landing on the deck soon, but Yanko couldn’t keep from rushing to the railing and staring. The power of the earth joined with ancient magic sent the lava shooting hundreds if not thousands of feet into the sky. And Yanko could feel far more happening beneath the sea. Earth shifted, massive slabs grinding together or pulling apart. The waves grew agitated, splashing on the surface like tub water after something was dropped in, but with even more agitation occurring below. Silt flew up from the seafloor, and the currents wavered and shifted. The ripples would be felt for miles, if not all the way to the closest islands and landmasses. 

More alarms blared from within the ironclad, and the other ships echoed them. Yanko looked for Sun Dragon, expecting to see him still levitating above the surface, still smiling smugly over at him, perhaps preparing another attack. But he didn’t see the mage anywhere.

“Unbelievable,” Lakeo breathed. She’d kept her grip on the railing and had never been knocked back. “Yanko, did you do that on purpose?”

“I didn’t do anything.” With a jolt, he realized he couldn’t sense Sun Dragon anywhere, not below the surface or above it.

Lakeo stared at him. “That lava came up right under him and incinerated him.”

“Incinerated?” 

That couldn’t happen. Could it?

Yanko remembered imagining that, trying to make the volcano erupt, but he hadn’t truly been the one to do that, had he? His blood ran cold at the thought. No, the lodestone was what had started the chain reaction. Maybe he’d nudged it along, but if Sun Dragon had been floating above a volcano he’d activated, then he could only blame himself for his death. 

Yanko swallowed, not feeling as comforted by his reasoning as he’d hoped.

Lakeo cursed. “Look out. That stuff is landing.” 

Grayish-orange lava splatted onto the deck, steaming where it struck. Ash was filling the sky, too, and getting indoors sounded like a very good idea. The ironclad’s helmsman was turning the ship, but it would take time to escape, and Yanko wasn’t even sure if they could escape. So far, only the eruption of lava was visible above the surface, but he could feel the seafloor bucking and heaving under the water. The formerly placid waves shivered and jumped all around, and even the big ironclad was affected, rocking as it turned away.

As more lava plopped down, Yanko started for the stairs, a notion of finding Dak in mind. He didn’t make it more than a step. A squad of soldiers had flooded onto their deck, rifles at the ready. Though Lakeo, Arayevo, and the mage hunter were up there with him, the Turgonians all aimed their weapons at Yanko’s chest. 

“Uh.” He glanced at the lava fountain, which didn’t seem to be losing any of its vigor. “I didn’t do it.”

The alarms continued to blare from all over the ship, and Yanko did not know if the men heard him. They approached warily, their eyes full of trepidation, but determination as well.

“Drop your weapons.”

Yanko tossed his borrowed sword to the deck, where it joined Sun Dragon’s blade, the fancy scimitar no longer glowing. 

“It’s possible I could help with the, uh...” Yanko flicked his fingers toward the interior of the ship, though he didn’t even know where the boiler room was. Dak’s tour hadn’t been that thorough. 

“Shut up,” one of the older soldiers approaching him said, his finger tight on the trigger of his rifle. “And take off that dress.”

“It’s not a weapon,” Yanko said.

“Ancestor’s piss, it isn’t. And don’t even think of touching that sword.”

“I think they saw what you did,” Lakeo muttered, that rare note of awe in her voice again. It was the same tone she’d had when she had realized he’d called up a kraken to destroy a ship. Once again, he did not feel it was deserved. He’d done nothing but nudge an already-building magical charge over the edge.

He shook his head, as much for her as for the soldiers. He had no wish to remove his clothes, especially with lava raining down—even as he had the thought, one of the soldiers yelped when a clod of lava landed on his shoulder, burning through his uniform. 

“That wasn’t a request,” the older soldier said, not realizing he was echoing Sun Dragon’s earlier words. 

Yanko thought about disarming the men, knocking the rifles aside, or flinging an image of fire into their minds, but with everything else going on, did he truly want to pick a fight? He couldn’t levitate all the way home any more than Sun Dragon could have, and as long as Dak was still alive and on the ship, Yanko shouldn’t be locked up indefinitely. Or killed.

Yanko unbelted the mage robe and tugged the garment over his head. The soldiers waved for him to strip off his tunic and silk trousers, too, leaving him with only his knee-length smallclothes. They searched even those for hidden weapons. He shivered, enduring the torment. Nothing protected his torso from the spattering lava or the cold wind that had started up. 

“This way, wizard,” the Turgonian growled, leaving the clothes in a heap and jerking his head toward the stairs.

“Is the boiler still in danger of blowing up?” Yanko did not want to be locked in a cell if the ironclad might explode all around him.

“Yes.”

Yanko hesitated. Four of the soldiers came forward, two disarming Arayevo and two more hoisting the mage hunter to her feet.

“Get them into the brig,” the senior soldier ordered.

Someone shoved Yanko toward the steps. Once again, he thought about fighting back, about diving overboard, but he told himself that he could escape from a mundane iron-barred cell at any time, with or without his robe. He would go along for now, stay out of the way, and hope to talk to Dak later. If he got a chance, he could tell Dak he might be able to help with the boiler problem. Once he had a quiet moment in his cell, maybe he could even discern the problem with his senses and help solve it.

Yanko looked back at the sea as the soldiers pushed him toward the steps. He faltered, almost tripping. The lava was still spewing, but it wasn’t the only thing that had broken the surface. In the distance, perhaps two miles away, a ridge had risen above the water, stretching as far as the eye could see to the east and west. The crest of that underwater mountain range. 

Someone jabbed him in the back with a rifle muzzle, forcing him to continue walking.

If the ironclad did not blow up, and if it did not get stuck on the emerging land, maybe Yanko would be able to see this new continent coming into existence from a porthole in his jail cell. 

 




Chapter 25

They did not take Yanko, Lakeo, and Arayevo to the brig, not right away. Before they made it below decks, the first rock—or mountaintop—scraped at the hull of the ironclad. Half of the soldiers escorting them raced off, called away to duty stations. The other half forced Yanko and his friends to stand against a bulkhead on the main deck. The mage hunter stood with them, leaning against the wall, a hand to her stomach, blood staining her fingers. Her eyes were closed, her jaw clenched as she breathed deeply, dealing with her pain and ignoring everything around her. More soldiers than seemed necessary pointed their rifles at Yanko’s chest. He was tempted to point out that the woman—Jhali—was more dangerous than he.

The alarm continued to wail, and ominous black smoke poured from the stacks. Someone opened a hatch, and heat flowed out, momentarily making it feel like they were back in the tropics. Shouts came up from below, from whatever engine room powered the vessel.

Though he could feel the fear of the soldiers and knew the ship could blow up, Yanko’s gaze was drawn toward the horizon where more and more peaks and ridges poked above the water, growing upward like plants on a warm sunny day. 

The ironclad’s helmsman must have figured out that the boiler wasn’t their only problem, that the vessel might be stranded on land thousands of miles from Turgonian shores, with no way off. The ship steamed northward, following the rest of the fleet, a dozen ironclad ships pouring ribbons of black smoke into the sky from their stacks. The other ships were outdistancing this one. Yanko rubbed his face, wondering what exactly Sun Dragon had done before being swallowed by lava. He also wondered if it was horrible that he looked upon the land rising from the ocean with awe and satisfaction, instead of seeing a problem. Being stranded would be problematic, but he couldn’t help but see that as a future with more possibilities than being taken back to Turgonia.

An alarmed squawk sounded as Kei flapped into sight and banked toward Yanko. Relieved to see the parrot, Yanko did not mind the pain that came with talons sinking into the bare flesh of his shoulder or the request for seeds that popped into his mind.

A couple of the soldiers twitched, the barrels of their rifles shifting toward the bird. What, did they think Kei was some vile wizard’s familiar? Yanko prepared to shield himself and the parrot in case one of the men fired, but they lowered their rifles to the original target: Yanko’s chest. They did shift uneasily, glancing from Yanko to Kei and back again.

“You made an impression on them,” Lakeo muttered.

“I liked it better when everybody dismissed me as a harmless boy with four chin hairs,” Yanko murmured back. He had no idea if any of these Turgonians spoke his language, but they might object to open chatting. 

“Did you? That seemed to irk you.” Lakeo glanced at Arayevo, who did not respond to the conversation. She gazed toward the railing and the points of land rising from the sea all around them, the setting sun burnishing the wet earth a deep red.

“Because in my naive youth, I didn’t realize it was better to be underestimated than overestimated.” Yanko gripped his arms, resisting the urge to stuff his hands into his armpits. Fierce wizards probably weren’t supposed to shiver in front of their enemies, even if their robes had been stolen.

Lakeo eyed the rifles pointed toward Yanko. “Oh, I think they’re estimating you just about right. They may be underestimating me.” She sniffed.

“Jealous that you don’t have more firearms pointed at you?”


“Slightly.”

“Maybe a janitor will push a mop bucket past, and you can do nefarious things to it.”

“Don’t tempt me.” Lakeo folded her bare arms over her chest and gazed—or glared—out past the railing. She watched a ridge of land drift past as the ironclad continued north. “I hate to say it, Yanko, but your continent is ugly.”

“It is not.” 

Yes, it was bare of the normal grasses and trees and shrubs that an island would typically have developed over thousands of years. Instead, it claimed a lot of silt, sand, and seaweed and kelp that would have floated colorfully under the water but which had now flattened onto the terrain, where it would die, deprived of its salt-water habitat. Starfish and other sea life that hadn’t been ambulatory enough to escape when the landmass arose would suffer the same fate. Yanko regretted that, but he also suspected that the earth that was left behind would be full of nutrients and welcoming to crops eventually. That would take time, and someone would probably have to start out planting species from coastal marshes that could thrive in salty soil, but in his lifetime, he could imagine this becoming a fertile land, so long as it had the right stewards.


“Turgonian stewards or Nurian stewards?” he wondered, glancing at the guards with the rifles. It was hard to imagine the burly soldiers as farmers.

“It looks like the gods vomited on a sandbar,” Lakeo said.

“I’m inclined to agree,” Arayevo said, “but I’m also hungry, so that may make my imagination less... imaginative. What are the odds that our captors will let us have our cabins back? And a snack?”

A clang sounded, the hatch opening again. 

Dak stalked out, his face, hands, and shirt coated with black soot. Yanko barely recognized him. A white bandage wrapped around his right hand was the only clean thing on him, and even it had a few black smudges. 

Four young armed soldiers trailed after him, trading nervous glances with each other. One of them broke away and jogged over to the senior soldier holding Yanko and his friends against the bulkhead. They shared a few whispers in Turgonian.

“What’s going on?” Yanko asked Dak, noting the displeased thundercloud storming on his face.

“The boiler explosion has been averted,” Dak said, his voice hard and terse, as if he were speaking about their imminent sinking rather than a problem being solved.

Another thunk came from the hull of the bow, followed by a disturbing squealing scrape. The ironclad veered onto a new course with surprising alacrity for such a large craft. Yanko allowed that they still had a problem. 

“We’re going to the brig,” Dak said, and jerked his chin toward a different hatch that led below decks.

Yanko sighed, though he was hardly surprised. “Will they let us out if we run into a mountain and start to sink?”

The Turgonians spoke rapidly to each other, then waved their weapons toward the hatch, making it clear that Yanko was to lead the way. 

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Dak grumbled. 

He walked behind Yanko, Arayevo, Lakeo, and the mage hunter. The soldiers crowded around them. Yanko thought about pointing out that he could protect himself and his friends if they decided to shoot, but there wasn’t much to be gained from reminding them that he could access the mental sciences.

They wound through dark corridors and down two flights of stairs. More soldiers waited in the brig. One kindly opened the gate to a cell for Yanko. He, Arayevo, and Lakeo were directed into it, while Jhali was placed in the one adjacent to them. A guard with a first-aid kit went in after her, while another stayed nearby to keep a pistol aimed at her. Yanko would make sure he did not fall asleep anywhere close to the shared cell wall.

Kei sprang from his shoulder and chose a perch on the horizontal bar that ran between the vertical ones. Yanko rubbed away blood from his skin, wishing to have his robe back for more reasons than one.

“Dak,” Yanko said, “if we make it back out to the sea before—” A scrape against the hull sounded, the noise much louder down within the bowels of the ship. “If we make it back out to sea, can you—”

“I can’t do anything, Yanko,” Dak said.

“But—” Yanko broke his protest off before it had started, his mouth dangling open as Dak was pushed into a third cell, one across the way from Yanko. 

The guards spoke rapidly to each other, then shoved his gate shut with a clang. One turned a lock in the keyhole, then did the same to Yanko’s gate. Yanko barely noticed. He kept staring at Dak, trying to figure out if he was grasping the situation correctly. What could have happened? Why would his own people imprison him?

Once the gates were locked, half of the guards left, their boots clanging on the metal decking as they strode out of the brig. The other half of the contingent, eight men, remained behind, taking up guard positions and looking like they intended to stay for a while. The other three cells were empty, so all of these people were there for the mage hunter and for Yanko. Yanko and... Dak.

“Uhm, Dak?” Yanko asked. “Are you here to guard me again?”

Dak glowered through the bars, and for a moment, Yanko did not think he would answer.

Finally, he said, “I’m here because I’ve been confined to the brig for assisting a rogue Nurian criminal in killing a Nurian diplomat. Admiral Ravencrest plans to take me back to Turgonia, where my superiors can sort out my actions and figure out if I was working against my nation.” His nostrils flared as he inhaled distasteful air. 

“But I...” Yanko groped for words, all too aware that he had pleaded with Dak to help him against the mage. “Sun Dragon isn’t—wasn’t—a diplomat. How can they not see that? He wanted to strand your entire fleet there when the land rose up, and he had arranged for someone else to pick him up.” Yanko admitted that he was guessing at the latter, but Sun Dragon had implied as much.

“I don’t suppose you have any proof of that,” Dak said.

“No. He spoke to me in my mind.”


“Wonderful.”

“How can they—I mean, you’re the president’s nephew, right?” Yanko asked, ignoring the surprised looks that Lakeo and Arayevo gave him. Even the mage hunter looked over, her eyebrows slightly elevated. “They must know that you wouldn’t act dishonorably or betray your nation.”

“As I told you, being related to someone important doesn’t mean anything in Turgonia. All that matters are one’s actions. And mine have been—” he ground his teeth, a muscle in his jaw twitching, “—called into question. If I hadn’t been integral in helping with the boiler, I might be receiving worse punishment than a stay in the brig.”

“But Sun Dragon isn’t influencing the admiral anymore,” Yanko reasoned. “He shouldn’t be... Why wouldn’t he believe what you told him? That I’m... not a rogue Nurian criminal. I’m...” Yes, what exactly was he? Until he cleared his name, he was a Nurian criminal. “Working for Prince Zirabo.”

“Do you still have the letter?” Dak asked.

“I—” Yanko patted his chest, checking for the familiar feel of the letter in his tunic before remembering that he was shirtless. He almost said that it would be in his clothes, but when was the last time he had checked for it? Before swimming out of Pey Lu’s ship? What were the odds that it still remained in that pocket? Even if it did, would the Nurians truly care? “It might be in my tunic.”

“It’s not. I was there when they dumped out your gear and searched everything.” Dak’s jaw clenched again. “They searched all of my gear too.”

“Oh.” Yanko didn’t know what else to say. Without that letter, he was... everything that Dak had said. Everything this Fleet Admiral Ravencrest apparently believed.

A ringing bleat sounded, something different from the alarm of earlier. A call to attention? After it finished, a man spoke in Turgonian over some contraption that piped the words down, even into the lower levels.

Cheers sounded, muted by the intervening bulkheads, but their pleasure was nonetheless decipherable. 


“What did he say?” Yanko asked.

“We’ve cleared the landmass.” Dak glanced at the guards, then held Yanko’s gaze across the passageway. “We’re going to Turgonia.”

Yanko gripped the bars of his cell. He could burn through the lock with his mind, and maybe he could even get past the guards without being shot, but unless he could control Admiral Ravencrest’s mind the way Sun Dragon had, how could he get off this ship and back to his people? How could he find Prince Zirabo and tell the Nurians about the new continent before the Turgonians heard about it? How could he avoid being shot as an enemy, both to his own nation and to Turgonia?

“What would you do if you were in my position, Dak?” Yanko asked quietly, aware of the guards watching on.

Maybe it was unfair or selfish to ask for advice from someone who might be in an even worse position than he was, thanks to the help he had offered, but Yanko couldn’t stop thinking about his mission, about the honor he had sworn to return to his family. He had to try whatever he could to find a way back home, talk to whoever might have information he could use.

Dak backed away from the bars. “Listen, Yanko. For the sake of my career, I can’t help you anymore. This has turned into enough of a morass without further muddying the waters. I hope you will consider my debt repaid.” He inclined his head once, then turned and sat down, his back to the bars. And to Yanko.

Yanko swallowed and rested his forehead against his own bars. He still had Arayevo and Lakeo, but he couldn’t help but feel that he had just lost a friend. Perhaps forever. To add to the insult, he’d failed in his mission, he’d possibly brought more dishonor to his family, and he was on his way to the enemy nation, thousands of miles from home.

Arayevo swatted him in the shoulder. “Forget your grumpy cellmates, Yanko. I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. Escape.”

“From a Turgonian warship in the middle of the ocean, surrounded by a dozen other warships?”

“Of course. Are you or are you not Yanko White Fox, someone who very nearly qualified for Stargrind?”

He snorted. “Very nearly, yes.”

“That makes you the most powerful wizard around.”

“An alarming thought.”

“We’ll come up with something. I heard Lakeo is talented with mops.” 

Yanko could think of plenty of ways to destroy the ship. He could think of fewer ways to convince it to turn toward Nuria and take him home, preferably before reporting back to Turgonia with word of the continent. 

“We’ll come up with something,” Arayevo repeated softly.

Yanko nodded. “Yes.” 

They had to. There was no other choice. 

 

THE END

 

The adventure continues this fall with the third book in the Chains of Honor series.
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