
  
    [image: Kingdoms at War]
  


  
    
      KINGDOMS AT WAR

      DRAGON GATE, BOOK 1

    

    
      
        LINDSAY BUROKER

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Lindsay Buroker

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you to my editor, Shelley Holloway, for going along on the journey, and thank you to my beta readers Sarah Engelke, Cindy Wilkinson, and Rue Silver for sticking with me over the years. Thank you to my cover illustrator Jeff Brown and also to Vivienne Leheny for narrating the audiobook. Hey, Vivienne, I tried to do fewer six syllable names with random apostrophes in the middle for this one. You’re welcome!

      Last, but never least, thank you, good reader, for picking up a new adventure in an all-new world. I hope you enjoy the story.

      

      Note: this ebook includes a map of Torvil, but for a larger version, please visit my site: https://lindsayburoker.com/torvil-world-map-dragon-gate-fantasy-series/

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Torvil]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Take this to the man sitting outside. And don’t annoy him.”

      The boy accepted the mug of octli, careful not to let the milky liquid slosh over the rim as he eased through the busy cantina, but he hesitated in the doorway. Scents of sulfur and ash laced the salty sea air, and the usually harsh southern sunlight had a surreal orange tint that brought to mind tales of Hell and eternal toil under a slavemaster’s whip.

      A single man sat outside at a table under the awning. A roamer.

      The big man had brown skin, wiry black hair shot with gray, and a nose that had been broken more often than the cantina’s glassware. His dark brooding eyes stared across the strait toward the volcano smoldering on the closest of the Dragon Perch Islands.

      When the boy glanced back uncertainly, the bartender made a shooing motion, then rubbed his fingers together to remind him to collect the coin.

      “A pox on your bunions,” the boy muttered, though he dared not disobey the bartender.

      He’d already been hit twice that afternoon by grumpy patrons arguing about omens and placing bets on when the volcano would erupt. His swollen eye ached at the memory of yesterday’s punishment for moving too slowly.

      After squaring his shoulders and taking a deep breath, the boy headed for the table.

      The roamer glanced at him as he approached, but his attention returned to the volcano. A pen dangled between his fingers, and a journal lay open on the table, the pages bare except for a few lines. It was hard to imagine the big fighter as a scribe, given the sword harness strapped across his back, the worn leather-wrapped hilt of the blade poking over his shoulder, and the magelock pistol holstered at his hip.

      No, the boy realized with a start. That wasn’t a magelock but an old black-powder pistol. He remembered that roamers hated magic and hated those who used the tools and gizmos that mages sold to people. Nervously, he rubbed the band that circled his head, the source of pleasant daydreams and little zings of contentment that sometimes made him forget his lot in life.

      He crept forward and placed the mug at the man’s elbow. Two copper rinara rested on the table, one for the price of the drink and one… for him?

      The boy peered warily at the man, afraid to be caught staring but afraid to presume. Only then did he notice the man’s left hand was missing, replaced by a dark metal pickaxe head. A scar sliced through the roamer’s eyebrow and halfway down his cheek. It hadn’t been visible before, and it made the face seem familiar, as if the boy had seen it before, but he’d never waited on this man. He was certain of it.

      A shout came from farther up the road, and he jumped. Six teenagers in ill-fitting brown and tan tunics, rope belts clinking with dangling pieces of tin and copper, were ambling this way. Several carried clubs or maces on their shoulders.

      The boy glanced toward the doorway. Zone magic protected the inside of the pub from muggers and pirates, but only the enforcers imposed the laws outside, and they rarely bothered near the docks.

      Had the roamer seen the approaching gang? They might assume his age and missing hand would make him an easy mark.

      “Take the coins, killer,” the roamer said, his gaze on the journal as he wrote a line.

      Killer? The boy touched his chest.

      “Both of them,” the man added, his voice a baritone, not harsh and gruff as the boy had expected.

      “Uhm, there’s trouble coming, sir.”

      As the teens drew closer, they nudged each other and pointed at the table with their weapons.

      “I have no doubt.” The roamer looked toward the island volcano instead of the approaching gang. He squinted at a barge anchored in a bay close to the shoreline, almost hidden by ashy gray smoke wafting down from the caldera. Why would anyone sail so close to an active volcano? “You had better go inside,” the man added.

      “You can come in too if you want, sir.”

      “I like the view.”

      The teens had reached the seating area, and one kicked over a chair, sending it clattering across the sandstone road. Only the coarse rope strung between the pillars along the edge kept it from tumbling into the harbor.

      After grabbing the two coins, the boy ran back to the doorway. He’d done his best to warn the roamer, and he’d gotten paid, so the bartender shouldn’t be angry if something happened to the customer.

      “Buy us a drink, Grandpa,” one of the teens said as the group spread out around him, their crude weapons in hand.

      “Grandpa?” the roamer murmured, sounding indignant, though he didn’t look up from his writing.

      The boy lingered in the doorway, watching even though he didn’t want to see their customer beaten and mugged. He’d been generous with his coin when few were. Coin was too scarce, too hard won when half of every rinara went to the mages in their sky castles.

      “Or give us your coin purse, and we’ll buy our own.” Another teen laughed.

      The roamer penned a few more words on the page, as if the gang would go away if he ignored them. The boy shook his head. It didn’t work that way.

      “I said—” the biggest teen reached for the roamer’s shoulder, “—give us your coins, Grandpa.”

      Somehow, the roamer managed to lay down the pen, casually flip his book shut, and still catch the hand before it gripped him. He squeezed hard as he looked in the younger man’s eyes for the first time.

      “You sure you want to prey on the old and infirm, kid?” the roamer asked, his voice dangerous. “When we get to a certain age, we get cranky easily.”

      He lifted his pickaxe arm in warning, the hazy sunlight gleaming orange on the dark steel. He didn’t have the magical aura of a mage or a wizard, but he had the demeanor of someone who’d spent his life in battle and killed men. A lot of men.

      “We don’t care about your disposition.” The teen winced at the pressure crushing his hand, but he managed a defiant sneer. “We just want your money.”

      He tried to yank his hand back, but the grip was like a vise, and he couldn’t escape. Using his free hand, he threw a punch at the roamer’s face. It never connected.

      Without knocking over his chair, the roamer surged to his feet and blocked the punch. He spun, jammed the flat of his pickaxe into his attacker’s gut, and hurled him over his shoulder. The teen struck one of the posts holding up the awning and crumpled to the ground.

      Though startled, the rest of the gang roared and rushed at the roamer.

      For a big man, he moved quickly, evading the youths’ attempts to surround him, and he threw far more effective punches than they did. He never drew his sword or pistol, but he used his pickaxe as a weapon, smashing it against bone or slashing the tip into flesh. He grabbed another teen and rammed him in the solar plexus with the head, leaving him gasping on the ground. In the blink of an eye, two more youths flew over the rope and into the harbor.

      The roamer faced the remaining teens, but they’d had enough. Limping and cursing, they scurried away.

      During the skirmish, the mug of octli had been knocked to the ground, the viscous drink oozing into the cracks between the sandstone bricks. The roamer plucked it up with his pick and held a finger up to the boy to order another. Unscathed by the ordeal, he sat back down at the table, opened his journal, and gripped his pen again.

      The boy scurried into the cantina for another drink. As the bartender had said, this was not a man he wanted to annoy.
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      The smoke was so dense around the volcano that a night-blooming cactus flower was on full display, its purple trumpet vibrant against the rocky black slope. Jakstor Freedar—student, cartographer-in-training, and temporary lackey for the archaeology team—didn’t usually pause to admire flowers, but he’d seen this one in his mother’s herbalism books. She could use it for one of her headache cures, couldn’t she? Or maybe it went into that vision-inducing concoction that caused headaches. Her alchemical repertoire was as extensive as the list of plays by Egarath the Eternal.

      Since he owed her a few dozen thank yous for letting him come on this trip, Jak shifted the damp bandanas he carried to one arm so he could pick the flower. Snickers came from the lanky boys hacking off cactus pads nearby and tossing them onto a flat magecart that floated above the ground.

      “Are you picking flowers?” a boy his age asked, waving a saw.

      “We knew you were girlie, but we had no idea how girlie,” another snickered.

      Jak pocketed the flower and forced himself to approach the dimwits. He knew from previous exchanges during the barge ride across the Forked Sea that a conversation with them would induce headaches far more quickly than his mother’s potions, but they were part of his errand.

      Crew from the barge, they’d been pressed into the cactus-cutting duty while they waited for the archaeology team to finish their dig. Supposedly, the pads were a delicacy on the mainland and worth harvesting before the volcano erupted and buried the island. Jak, having sampled one of the rubbery things the night before, would have left them to be incinerated, perhaps even kicking them into the path of lava flows to ensure they didn’t show up again at the dinner table.

      “You’re picking cactus pads,” he observed, though he should have kept his mouth shut. “Is that not girlie? Here, wrap these bandanas around your mouth and nose. My mother treated them with something to help with the smoke.”

      Jak tossed two of the damp cloths to them and resisted the urge to dab at his eyes—unfortunately, the bandanas couldn’t keep them from tearing up.

      “It’s not girlie when you use a saw.” The boy caught the bandanas on his serrated blade. “And sell the cactus pads for big money at the bazaar in town.”

      “If I sell the flower at the bazaar, will it be more masculine?”

      “Nah, nothing about you is masculine.” The statement prompted more snickers from the group.

      “Not even my cleft chin? I’ve had women remark on its appeal.” Not many women, admittedly, but Jak was positive someone he hadn’t been related to had called it cute at some point.

      “It looks like a butt under your lips.” More snickers.

      “Ah. Thanks for sharing your wit with me today.”

      As Jak distributed more bandanas, including to a bored man standing guard with a magelock rifle cradled in his arms, smoke made his nostrils and throat itch. He removed his hat so he could retie his own bandana before continuing up the slope to complete his errand. Once he finished, he could get to the task he truly wanted to do. He touched the sketchbook bulging in his shirt pocket.

      The heckler with the saw eyed his hat, squinting at the medallion fastened to the band above the wide brim. The speculation that brightened his dull face made Jak uneasy, and he scooted away from the group. The guard was a member of the barge crew and might look the other way if one of his charges tried to steal from Jak.

      The boy elbowed his buddy. “You think that hat is worth much?”

      “Not covered in ash,” the other worker said with a grunt.

      “I think that circle thing is gold. Gold is worth a lot.”

      Jak hurried up the path, hoping the speculation would end as soon as he was out of their sight. Too bad he had to come back down this way after delivering the rest of the bandanas. There were few viable paths on the lumpy black mountainside, the uneven ground formed by past lava flows. Most routes ended at cliffs or fissures—or holes into ancient lava tubes where the human-hating drakur lived. There was a reason some of the crew carried rifles.

      The last group from the barge came into view, their saws working on another patch of cactus, but coughs and grunts behind him made Jak stop and turn around. His hecklers had abandoned their task and were scrambling up the uneven path after him. The chatty one carried his saw, and the big one he’d been nudging had picked up an axe.

      Since his mother’s archaeology team was paying for passage on the barge, Jak didn’t think any of the crew would murder him, but the way they kept glancing at his hat convinced him they had mugging in mind.

      Jak hopped on a rock to lend height to his five feet nine inches, though there was nothing he could do to make his fine features and lean arms more intimidating. Still, he puffed out his chest, doing the best he could with what he had, and lifted his chin to stare unflinchingly at them.

      Never turn your back on an enemy, his father had once said, or on chest-thumping cannibals who think strangers taste amazing.

      These boneheads weren’t cannibals, but Jak had no trouble filing them in the enemy folder. As they stomped closer, his fingers twitched toward the short sword belted on his left hip and the magelock pistol holstered on his right, but if he seriously hurt someone on the crew, the captain might leave the entire team here. And what then? The volcano could erupt this very day, and it was a five-mile swim across the strait to the mainland, the city sprawling there no longer visible through the ashy sky.

      “Give us the gold medallion, flower girl,” the chatty one said. “Or you might fall into one of the holes while you’re out here. Bet the drakur are agitated down there, what with their volcano getting uppity.”

      “Do you always threaten to throw passengers to their deaths? It seems bad for business, like repeat customers would be rare.”

      “Passengers gotta pay taxes.”

      “Actually, we pay fares. Taxes go to the wizard rulers that we all love.” Jak clamped his mouth shut, realizing he was treading on dangerous ground. Those who blasphemed the kings and queens in their floating castle cities tended to end up dead at the end of a zidarr’s blade. And these were the kinds of lickspittles that would rat a man out for that.

      “You think you’re smart, flower girl? Then do the smart thing. Give us the hat.”

      “Or we’ll take it,” the other said. “Think he’ll cry to his mommy if we take it?”

      “That crazy kook? Nobody will listen to her. The captain said so.”

      Anger boiled up inside Jak, and for the first time, he craved the fight. He wanted to pound a fist into the boy’s nose, consequences for the archaeology team be damned.

      His mother was a great herbalist, who had published countless papers and won awards for her work. Just because she’d left that career to try to complete the life’s work of Jak’s father and prove his theories true didn’t mean she deserved some grimy thugs disparaging her.

      But he’d already gotten in trouble numerous times for defending her—for defending both of them—and his mother would only lecture him if he fought someone over this. He made himself unclench his fingers and respond calmly.

      “This hat belonged to my father,” he said. “I’m partial to it, and I’m not giving it or any part of it to you.”

      “Where’d he get a hat with gold on it? You don’t come from no money.” The chatty one eyed his ashy cotton trousers and shirt, the worn pockets ripped in spots. That was more because Jak jammed books and tools into them all the time than due to poor quality, but the volcano grime did make him look disheveled. “He thieved it, didn’t he?” the boy asked.

      His buddy hadn’t put on his bandana, and he lowered the axe to cough and wipe at his eyes. The air was getting worse, the scent of sulfur and molten rock burning Jak’s nostrils.

      “I believe he bought it from a haberdasher near Sprungtown University. A mystifying place to find a hat, I’m sure. My mother could get you the address if you want to get one of your own.” Never mind that the medallion hadn’t come with it. Jak didn’t know where it had come from but had always assumed his father found it on one of his relic hunts. “But this isn’t the best time for discussing fashion. I suggest we—”

      The ground rumbled, and alarmed shouts came from the crewmen farther up the slope. Afraid they were out of time, Jak glanced toward the bay far below, at the archaeology team working just above the beach. He spotted his mother on her knees, waving over the diggers.

      His breath caught. An inky blue-black patch was visible in the ground underneath her. As he watched, she swept aside pieces of ancient lava rock that she’d chiseled away to reveal more of the material.

      Was that it? The artifact that would finally prove that his father’s life’s work hadn’t been a waste? That the last five years since his mother had abandoned her career and taken over the quest also hadn’t been a waste?

      Jak was so enraptured by the blue-black stone—no, if the historical texts were correct, that was dragon steel—that he almost missed the saw blade swinging toward his face.

      He ducked what would have been a smack to the side of his head and resisted the urge to scramble backward. Instead, he flung himself off the rock at his attacker and sank a punch into the boy’s stomach. He must have expected Jak to try to get away, because he surged forward, making the blow even harder than Jak had intended.

      Jak followed it up with a knee to the nuts, then shoved his foe backward. But the big one jumped in from the side and jammed the axe handle into Jak’s ribs. Pain blasted through him, and Jak again had to resist the urge to pull one of his weapons. The big idiot could have used the axe blade and hadn’t.

      His meatpaw reached for the hat. Jak sprang away, genuine fear surging through him for the first time. Not that he would be hurt but that he might lose the only thing he had left of his father.

      Alarmed shouts came from the crewmen, but Jak didn’t dare look in that direction. Hoping lava flows weren’t spewing out of the caldera and about to overtake them, he focused on his attacker.

      The boy’s swipe missed his hat, but he lunged in with his other hand and caught Jak’s shirt, fingers wrapping in the cotton and ripping off a button. Using a move his father had taught him, Jak grabbed the boy’s wrist, dug his thumb into the gap between bones, and twisted as hard as he could.

      Yelping, the boy let go. Jak jammed a palm strike into his nose, cartilage crunching, and his attacker reeled back, dropping his axe.

      Unfortunately, the chatty boy had recovered. He lunged in and snatched up the axe, murder in his eyes as he prepared to swing not the handle but the deadly blade.

      Jak drew his sword. He had no choice now.

      The boy lifted the axe in both arms, poised to split Jak like a piece of wood. As Jak crouched to spring aside, a massive spear whistled out of nowhere and slammed into his attacker’s chest. The stone tip cracked ribs and buried itself deep in his heart.

      Jak swore and dove to the side, flinging himself behind a boulder for cover.

      But cover from what? Or who? The crewmen wouldn’t have attacked their own people. Unless that spear had been meant for him? It couldn’t have been. The crew had daggers and magelocks, not primitive spears.

      The boy pitched backward into the dust, his eyes already dull, ash sticking to the whites. His buddy gaped at the body, utterly shocked.

      “Get down,” Jak ordered.

      A rock whizzed through the air, barely missing the boy’s head. It hit a boulder so hard it shattered. Finally, the boy recovered his wits enough to drop to his belly and crawl for cover.

      Screams of pain tore down the slope from the crewmen. The ground rumbled again, fresh plumes of black smoke rising from the volcano. But that wasn’t why the men were screaming. Jak peeked over the top of the boulder. Half of the crewmen lay dead among the rocks and cactus, spears protruding from their bodies.

      Others crouched behind boulders and fired their magelock rifles. The blue charges of magical energy struck their attackers, an entire horde of attackers.

      Jak swore as dozens of stone-skinned, rat-faced creatures with long whiskers and tiny slits for eyes poured down the slope, shouting in their growly native tongue and throwing weapons at the crewmen. They wore no clothing, and their genitalia flapped as they ran and jumped, roaring in triumph every time one of their spears sank in.

      Drakur.

      Jak had seen drawings in books, and even a stuffed one in a museum back home, but he’d never encountered a living drakur before. The troglodytes, some ancient mage’s experiment that had mingled man with animal, didn’t leave their caves. Or so he’d thought.

      The charges from the magelocks took a few of them down, but there were far, far more behind them. Too many to fight. And they weren’t deterred in the least by their comrades falling.

      They reached the crewmen and went from throwing their spears to running up and thrusting them, knocking aside firearms, and leaving the men helpless.

      Jak pulled out his own pistol. Usually, the sights on the foot-long firearm made it easy to aim. But his hand shook today as he tried to line up a shot. He’d been in fights at school, but he’d never been in a battle for his life, never stood next to someone who’d been slain in front of his eyes.

      “Dummy, there’s too many.” The axe-wielder, who’d been his enemy seconds before, thumped him on the back and pointed toward the bay where the barge was anchored. “We’ve got to get back to the ship. They’ve got cannons.”

      Cannons would be good. So would escaping without being noticed, but as one of the drakur raised a spear to finish off a crewman at his feet, Jak steadied his nerves enough to line up the shot and fire.

      The blue charge sizzled through the air and struck the drakur in the face, leaving a charred crater in his stone skin as it hurled him backward. The tremor returned to Jak’s hand. He’d never killed before, not a sentient being. Even though the drakur were trying to kill them, he couldn’t help but feel revulsion.

      The crewman scrambled to his feet and ran down the slope, shouting a thanks to whoever had helped him. Jak swallowed and told himself he could react later. There were still men alive in the cactus patch, men battling for their lives.

      With his heart pounding, Jak shot three more charges, trying to make each count. His basic magelock could only fire fifteen times before it had to be recharged.

      Between the chaos of the attack and the crewmen firing their own weapons, the drakur didn’t seem to notice Jak. That let him get off several more shots, counting each one. Eventually, a roar came from the slope above him, only fifty yards away. A half-dozen drakur were running past the crewmen, ignoring them completely as they headed straight for Jak.

      He glanced back, wondering if the axe-wielder would help him if they tried to make a stand, but the boy had taken his own advice. He was sprinting down the slope toward the bay.

      Down by the beach, his mother and the archaeology team still bent over the blue-black artifact, hewing away more lava rock to reveal what lay beneath. With a jolt of fear, he realized they didn’t know what was happening yet. With the roar of the sea in their ears, they hadn’t heard the battle, and the axe-wielder was running for the bay and the barge, not the beach. Jak had to warn the team.

      He almost bolted to his feet right away, but he stopped himself before he ran out from behind cover. The drakur were still coming.

      One roared as it led the charge toward Jak, a spear hefted over its shoulder to throw. Farther back, more and more of the deadly troglodytes kept appearing out of holes and fissures in the rocks. Jak had to focus on the six that were running at him.

      Forcing his hand to steady again—he only had six shots left—Jak fired at the leader. His aim was true, and the blue charge slammed into the creature’s chest. It flew backward, almost tripping one of its fellows.

      Amazingly, the other drakur didn’t react, didn’t slow down in any way. They kept coming. Two hurled spears at Jak.

      He ducked below the boulder. One spear soared several feet over his head and clattered onto the lava rock behind him. The other skipped off his boulder, knocking shards of rock free that pelted him in the face.

      Jak risked lifting his head. The remaining five drakur were only twenty yards away.

      With nerves he hadn’t known he had, he fired five times at five different chests. Four of the charges struck in the center, slamming against the stony hides hard enough to knock the drakur to the ground. From the pained groans they emitted, he knew he hadn’t killed them. But he didn’t care about that. He just needed them off his back so he could sprint to the beach.

      But one of his charges didn’t strike true enough, and the creature roared and kept coming. Against all rules of sanity, it ran toward Jak and the barrel of his pistol, not caring that its actions were suicidal.

      The ground rumbled again, and with a flash of enlightenment, Jak understood the reason. The drakur weren’t attacking because they hated humans—not only for that reason—but because they were afraid. The volcano was going to erupt, and they knew it. They were trying to escape the island, and the crewmen happened to be in the way.

      Jak gulped. Another reason he had to warn his mother.

      He aimed his magelock as the drakur closed to ten yards, hating to kill these creatures if all they wanted was to escape, but it hefted a spear, the stone tip pointing at Jak’s eyes. They weren’t giving him a choice.

      When he fired, the trigger clicked uselessly. He swore, almost ducking too late to keep the spear from removing his head. He was out of charges, the weapon useless until he could get back to camp to add more.

      Worse, the drakur had pulled another spear out of a holder on its back. It didn’t throw this one. It gripped it in both hands as it ran, its squinty eyes somehow allowing it to navigate—and kill—out in the ashy gray daylight.

      Jak started to reach for his sword, but he worried its reach wouldn’t be enough. One of the spears lay in the dust next to him, and he grabbed it. The weapon’s thickness and weight surprised him. It wasn’t meant for human hands, and he struggled to turn it around without rising up from the boulder protecting him. He dared not lift his head with the enemy this close. There would be no time to duck.

      Shifting rocks and thudding bare feet were the only way he could time the drakur’s approach. As it sprang atop his boulder, Jak lunged up and jammed the spear into it from below.

      He meant to jab it in the abdomen, but he caught it in the crotch. The stone tip didn’t sink deep and deliver the crippling blow he’d hoped for. It only dented that stone hide, and the weight of the contact jarred Jak’s joints and almost knocked him down. He planted his feet and braced the butt of the spear against the ground.

      Roaring with pain and fury, the drakur vaulted over him, its own spear flying from its hands. It hit the ground several feet away.

      Jak dropped the crude spear and drew his sword, whirling to face the creature. When it leaped to its feet, it didn’t even look at him. It charged off down the slope, not caring that its back was to Jak. That reinforced his belief that they wanted to escape.

      But when he glanced back at the crewmen, many dead on the ground, he knew the drakur would take out anyone in their path. And more and more of them were spewing out of their volcano tunnels. The creatures raced toward the bay—and the barge and the archaeology team.

      Jak sprinted down the slope, hoping he wasn’t too late to warn them.
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      As Professor Jadora Freedar knelt on the hardened lava rock, carefully chiseling away pieces to reveal more and more of the blue-black object, her heart pounded as if she’d been chewing guarana seeds. The ground kept rumbling, a reminder that her team had to hurry to excavate the entire artifact before the volcano erupted, but she couldn’t help but pause and rest a hand on it in wonder. The surface was as smooth as spun glass and strangely warm, especially given that it had been encased in rock for countless millennia.

      “This is it,” she whispered, certain that warmth indicated magic, even though her terrene blood had no affinity for sensing it. “All those years… all that research, Loran’s life’s work… Loran’s life.”

      Her throat tightened from more than the ash choking the air, and tears ran down her cheeks into the astringently scented bandana covering her mouth and nose. She couldn’t be bothered to wipe her eyes now, not when they had finally found it, the portal to the homeland of the dragons.

      “We won’t know that until we get it out of here and see if it matches the descriptions in the texts,” her colleague, Professor Darv Sadlik, said from a few feet away, though he was chiseling away rock as enthusiastically—as determinedly—as she.

      “I know, but archaeologists have unearthed enough samples of dragon steel to recognize it when we find it. We may not know the components of the alloy, but we know it’s impervious to heat and just about everything else. What else besides dragon steel could have survived being encased by molten lava? And look.” Jadora waved at the side of the two-foot length of the artifact they’d revealed. “See the curve? You can already tell that it’s going to form a ring. What besides the portal could it be?”

      “A giant circle?” Darv asked dryly, then broke into coughs, his older lungs more frail than hers. His bandana had fallen, and he’d also been too distracted to fix it.

      Jadora paused to reach over and adjust it for him, which earned her an eye roll. Old men weren’t any more accepting of mothering than teenage boys.

      Darv patted her shoulder. “I know how important this is to you and Jak, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Once we have it on the barge, and we’re safely on our way back to our continent, we can study it thoroughly.” He glanced not toward the volcano but toward the mainland and the busy port city of Perchver five miles across the strait. “In the meantime, let’s hope nobody over there is paying attention to us.”

      “I gained permission from the local magistrate, the Perchver University chancellor, and the archaeology department head before planning a dig here. Since they’re convinced nothing could be on one of these volcanic islands—for what ancient human civilization would have been so foolish as to settle here?—they even gave me permission to take what artifacts we might find, though I did have to promise to share recipes for a few of my proprietary pharmacognostic blends in exchange.”

      “I notice you didn’t mention King Zaruk in your list.”

      “I don’t know what paperwork to file to request permission to dig from someone who lives in a floating castle. Can you even send mail up to those cities?”

      “Funny, Jadora.”

      She lowered her voice. “You know why we can’t ask them for permission—or let them get a whiff of what we’re doing or that this truly exists. We have to hope the portal works after all this time and figure out how to activate it before they find out.”

      She rested her hand on the smooth metal, hoping that would take days or weeks and not years or decades.

      A zing of energy ran up her arm, and she almost jerked away. But something like a dream flashed into her mind, bright and vibrant in contrast to the hazy gray world around her.

      A blue sky over vast snow-covered mountains and glaciers filled her mind, the ice tinted with greens and pinks like nothing she’d ever seen. A magnificent dragon flew over the snow and ice, its shimmering scales iridescent like the inside of a mollusk shell, its body undulating through the sky almost like a snake. Jadora recognized the great creature she’d seen only in drawings based on fossils, but it was different from the artists’ renditions. Who would have guessed a dragon’s scales were iridescent?

      Something poked Jadora, and the vision snapped, leaving her with a twinge of disappointment as her ash-choked reality returned. The surface of the artifact pulsed under her hand, shimmering slightly, reminding her of the dragon’s scales.

      Uncertainty and wariness crept over her. Nothing in Loran’s research or in any of the hundreds of archaeology books she’d scoured had suggested the artifact could do anything except open a portal to the dragon home world. What had she seen? A dream? A preview of that other world? Proof that dragons still lived?

      Darv prodded her again with his finger. “Have you figured out how to do that?” he asked slowly, as if he were repeating the question. He probably was.

      What had she been saying? Oh, yes. Activation. “There’s some research on that in Loran’s notes.” Loran’s notes that had said nothing about the portal emanating visions. Jadora leaned back, removing her hand and rubbing it on her dirty trousers. “My work these past years has been focused on locating it. The rest, I assumed, could be figured out later. Loran had some hypotheses in his journal.” Her hand strayed to the lump under her jacket, the inner pocket that held that tattered leather-bound book full of his notes and sketches.

      Maybe her tone had changed—even after five years, Jadora couldn’t keep the emotion out of her voice when she spoke her late husband’s name—for Darv looked over, his spectacles half-coated with ash, his short gray hair damp with sweat, his dark eyes grave. “I’m sorry. You know how easily I fret. Besides, I feel obligated to give you a hard time since you’ve dragged me out to an active volcano in the middle of the summer heat.”

      “If we’d waited, the mages might have found it first.” Jadora shoved aside rock, unveiling even more of the curve along the side of the artifact. Interestingly, it had a slight undulation, reminding her of the dragon’s flight in her vision.

      Darv’s eyes sharpened. “Do you think they’re still looking for it? After all these years?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know? You haven’t published anything, not that the university press would have allowed you to, since—ah.” He cleared his throat and fell silent.

      “Since I’ve been ostracized for abandoning my chemistry and herbalism career? I’m well aware of how most of my former colleagues feel about me, but after we get this back to the university—” Jadora started to pat the smooth metal but turned the gesture into a finger point, wary that another vision might grab her if she touched it again, “—it will have been worth it. As to the rest, yes, they’ve been following my research. My offices, both at home and at the university, have been ransacked and searched at least once a semester.”

      Darv stared at her. “Thanok and Shylezar, you didn’t say anything?”

      “Who would I tell when mages were responsible? Would our chancellor have rushed up to their sky cities and filed a complaint?”

      “You could have told me. I would have avoided your office more assiduously.”

      “You’re hilarious, old man.”

      He broke into another round of coughs, and Jadora regretted teasing him. He was her mentor and closest friend, one of few who hadn’t turned his back on her these past years.

      “Why don’t you get the steam-sledge team over here?” she asked, waving to the steam-powered machinery they’d coerced off the barge that morning. That task shouldn’t weary him as much as digging. “As soon as we can get the portal carved out of the rock, we’ll hook it, haul it down the beach, and pull it up onto the deck.”

      “And pray it isn’t as heavy as it looks?”

      “The ancient dragon alloy is much lighter than steel.”

      “Right. I’m sure we’ll heft it out of ground like a feather.”

      “Not that light.” Jadora moved farther along the artifact’s edge with her hammer and chisel, tempted to speed up the process with explosives. Normally, that would be an insane way to excavate an artifact—as the rest of the archaeology team would loudly inform her—but experiments had shown that neither black powder nor mage charges damaged dragon steel. “But it won’t sink the ship.”

      “I trust you’ve done calculations.”

      “Of course. You know mathematics is a hobby of mine.”

      “And here I thought drying herbs and brewing potions took up all your spare time.”

      “Not these days.” Maybe if this worked and they got the portal back to the university, Jadora could one day return to her original career. She would have to help a team figure out how to operate it, but then… visiting the dragon home world could be a mission for younger, sturdier people with a fondness for adventure. Adventure and grime. She eyed the black sand under her fingernails and ash in the creases of her skin, and thought longingly of her sterile laboratory back home.

      “Are you sure? I can’t help but notice how you still clank when you move. How many sample vials are in your pockets today?”

      “Just a few. I’ve heard the black sand from the Dragon Perch Islands has interesting properties, so I collected some, and I picked up some irithika at our stop in Nelm. In case of relic raiders.”

      “Is that a poison?”

      “It shares characteristics with alcohol and is an anxiolytic—it tends to relax people and make them susceptible to suggestion.”

      Darv waved toward the firearm-toting guards that Jadora had hired to protect their team. “Some people just shoot their enemies, you know.”

      “Yes, but I’m an academic and an herbalist. My preferred methods are to bore enemies to sleep by reading from my scholarly papers or to drug them.”

      “If my students are to be believed, the latter is more humane.”

      “I’ve heard that from your students as well.”

      “Ha ha. Do you—”

      He frowned and peered past her shoulder toward one of the trails leading up the side of the volcano. Jadora caught a distant shout and followed his gaze. She gaped in horror, not because of the ominous plumes of black smoke—those had been wafting from the caldera all morning—but because a horde of drakur was racing down the mountainside. And—pray to Shylezar—was that Jak?

      He was sprinting down the slope, flailing as he navigated uneven ground, and shouting. With the surf roaring beyond the bay, Jadora couldn’t understand his words, but she had no trouble deciphering the warning.

      “Captain Nokk!” she called to the uniformed guards too busy spitting chaw, playing cards, and scratching their balls to have noticed the trouble. “Enemies!”

      As Jadora lurched to her feet, pointing at the dozens and dozens of drakur racing down the mountainside, the ground rumbled again.

      The guards—would the team of ten she’d hired be enough to stem the drakur tide?—jumped up, grabbing magelock rifles as they spotted the encroaching trouble. What had happened to the crewmen who’d been cutting cactus pads up there? Were they in hiding? Or dead?

      “We’re not going to survive that,” Darv whispered.

      “Yes, we are.” Jadora gripped his arm, hoping to reassure him, and pointed him toward the wooden rowboats pulled up on the beach. There were enough of them to carry her team if the guards stayed behind and bought them time to escape. She would stay with the men and make sure they did exactly that. And also make sure Jak made it down to them. He was a fast runner, but the determined drakur were right behind him, waving spears as they chased him.

      The wind shifted, blowing sulfuric plumes of smoke toward Jadora, and she lost sight of Jak. She fought down fear that rose up, threatening to turn into panic. He was all she had left in the world. She couldn’t lose him.

      “Get to the boats,” she ordered her team as the guards started firing at the drakur. “Find cover, Jak!” she yelled up the slope, hoping he heard her. In the haze, the guards might accidentally shoot him.

      “You better get to them too, Jadora,” Darv called back as he ran toward the beach.

      “I will,” she yelled, though she wouldn’t. Not until she had Jak.

      Jadora rushed across the dig site toward the handful of tents erected along the edge and ducked into one to snatch a rifle. Despite her disinterest in shooting enemies, when her expeditions had started taking her into the wilds, she’d learned to use the weapon. But she also grabbed a few canisters that she’d prepared ahead of time. They would create a small explosion upon impact and spit out a lot of noxious smoke. Unfortunately, the smoke was meant to deter humans, not drakur. She didn’t even know if the subterranean beings had noses.

      Outside, there were fewer guards than there had been a moment before. Two men with magelocks, soft thwomps sounding as the weapons unleashed charges of power, were blasting the oncoming drakur as they walked backward toward the beach. The rest of the guards were jumping into the boats.

      Jadora gaped at them. “Where are you going? Captain Nokk!”

      The gray-haired leader met her eyes, shook his head, and pointed out into the bay. The barge was belching dark plumes from its steam stack as it made ready to move. No, it was already moving. On the deck, crewmen with telescopes were pointing at the drakur and shouting for their helmsman to navigate them out of the bay at top speed. The barge had cannons and harpoon launchers, and they were worried about the creatures?

      The guards shoved Darv and several of the archaeologists out of the rowboats, so they could flee first.

      Jadora swore at them and took several steps in that direction, but a cry of “Mother!” made her spin back to the slope.

      Jak raced out of the smoke with two drakur right behind him. He gripped his pistol as he ran, his blue eyes wild with fear, but he must have already used all of the charges. The creatures were right behind him with their spears hefted.

      Struggling for calm and a steady hand, Jadora raised her rifle. The drakur were so close behind him that she worried she would miss and hit Jak. But he saw her taking aim and ducked low as he ran.

      Trusting him not to lurch up, she pulled the trigger. The stock of the magelock reverberated against the crook of her shoulder as it fired, and the blazing blue charge sped away. It slammed into the whiskered face of one of the drakur, knocking it from Jak’s trail.

      She shifted her aim and fired at the second one. It anticipated her attack and jumped to the side, so her charge only clipped it in the shoulder. Fortunately, that was enough to send it spinning off the trail and give Jak the time he needed to reach the camp.

      Jadora fired at more drakur rushing down the same path, afraid they would attack her team. She was responsible for Darv and nine other archaeologists, none of whom had been allowed into the rowboats. The guards had shoved all of them out to make room for themselves and were rowing after the barge as fast as they could move their oars. Cowards.

      Though she shook with anger, Jadora managed to stay calm enough to hand her magelock to Jak as he ran up. “Buy me a few seconds if you can. I have an idea.”

      “It better… be… brilliant,” he panted, chest heaving after his run. Somehow, he’d managed to keep his hat.

      She wanted to hug him for that—it meant almost as much to her as it did to him. “I have a couple of smoke bombs.”

      A clang sounded, a spear striking the steam sledge. More spears hurtled toward the archaeologists on the beach. A few of them rushed out into the water and swam after the boats.

      Maybe that would be better than standing their ground. Even as Jak fired at drakur heading toward the tents, others swarmed out onto the dig site. There was no way Jadora and Jak could stop all of them, and most of the other archaeologists weren’t armed with anything better than pickaxes and chisels.

      Realizing her weak explosives would do nothing to scare the drakur horde, Jadora twisted off the caps of two of the canisters. She fished in her pockets, found the vials of gray irithika powder, and dumped the contents inside.

      Jak fired at two drakur who’d reached the tents and were knocking them down, jabbing ferociously with their spears.

      “I don’t think they like us, Mother,” he said, sounding scared though he tried to hide it under bravado.

      “Their world is on the verge of erupting with molten lava surging out of the volcano and burning everything in its path.” Jadora sealed the canisters again. “That knowledge probably has them moody.”

      A crash-clunk came from a nearby tent, and Jak fired. “That one just destroyed the coffeepot. Moodily.”

      Jadora stepped up beside him and looked for a large knot of drakur to target. She kept hoping they were fleeing the volcano and would rush out into the water, that they’d only been destroying what was in their path out of fear and anger.

      But they didn’t head for the bay. Those not assaulting the tents and flinging camp rations all over the place arrowed toward the artifact. Dozens and dozens of them. She stared in horror as they swarmed it and jabbed at the dark metal with their spears.

      Their roars coalesced into a semblance of words to her ears. She’d only studied writings that attempted to translate their language using her own Dhoran alphabet, but their vocabulary wasn’t extensive, and she could pick out a few familiar terms.

      “They think it’s our fault that the volcano is erupting,” she said.

      A drakur with a spear charged at Jak, murderous rage contorting its face. “No kidding.”

      He fired, hitting it in the chest and knocking it to the ground.

      “Because we’re removing the portal. They think the gods are angry. Keep shooting.” Jadora hefted one of her canisters and threw it at the mob converging on the artifact.

      “That one of your smoke bombs?” Jak fired at another drakur.

      “It is.”

      “I’ve only seen you use those for scaring away raccoons rooting through the garbage at your dig sites.” His voice was hoarse, and he coughed at the end of the sentence.

      “They’ve scared away thieves too.”

      “Yeah, thieving raccoons.”

      The explosion, when it came, was weak, but smoke flowed out to rival the plumes wafting from the caldera. Even from dozens of feet away, the smell stung Jadora’s nostrils. She willed it to affect the drakur.

      After a few seconds, a couple of them stumbled away, but the rest didn’t even pause. They kept ramming their spears at the artifact. Afraid they would find some way to damage it, Jadora growled and threw the second explosive.

      “I’m running low on charges,” Jak said grimly, sweat plastering the side of his face, his bandana drooping around his neck.

      “There’s another magelock in here.” She lunged into the tent, grabbed it, and handed it to him instead of keeping it for herself. Her gaze caught on a megaphone. Earlier, the guard captain had been using it to communicate with the barge crew. “That’ll do.” She grabbed it. “Stay here, Jak.”

      “Stay here? Where are you going?”

      “To hide behind a rock and pretend I can speak their language.”

      Jak threw her a bewildered look.

      There wasn’t time to explain. She eased around the back of the tent—it was the last one standing—and toward a boulder. As she moved, the drakur spears, now chipped and splintered from striking something much harder than they were, stopped banging off the artifact as frequently. Smoke filled the air around the dig site, thick and gray and noxious. The drakur peered around, bumping into each other, disoriented.

      Her formula was affecting them. But would it be enough?

      Jadora darted from rock to rock, hoping they would be less likely to sniff out her ruse if her voice wasn’t coming from the tent where they’d last seen her. She sank down behind a boulder where she had a view of the dig site and also the bay with the barge now well on its way, the rowboats struggling to catch up with it. Another ship was out in the strait.

      Dare she hope some kind crew would come rescue them if they managed to survive this? If the rest of the day was anything to go on, that ship would sail past as quickly as it could.

      From behind the boulder, Jadora lifted the megaphone and bellowed into it. “Zarzargaresh zug resh rugt!”

      She lowered the megaphone and looked toward Jak instead of sticking her head up to gauge their reaction. Had she managed to impersonate a god and command them to flee their home? That had been the goal, but it was possible she’d spewed gobbledygook. Or told them the gods wanted that artifact utterly destroyed.

      Loran, who’d spent his entire life studying languages, both dead and living, would have teased her mercilessly over her pronunciation. She wished he were still alive to do so.

      The dwindling spear clacks dwindled further, then stopped completely. Jak was watching them, the stock of his rifle to his shoulder, but he didn’t fire again. He glanced at her and mouthed something. Do it again?

      She bellowed the same phrase, not trusting her limited grasp of the language to come up with something else. Long seconds passed, the only noise coming from the roar of the surf. The bastards on the barge hadn’t bothered firing their cannons to help.

      Jadora had a feeling the crew, much like the drakur, thought the volcano’s eruption was imminent and there was no point in helping people who would be dead soon. She couldn’t say for sure that it wasn’t, but she’d also talked to enough volcanologists to know that volcanos could spout smoke and rumble and stew for a lot of days before they actually erupted, if they erupted at all. Admittedly, it was more hope than certainty that had driven her out here and made her willing to risk her team. If the volcano blew in a big way and buried the dig site in lava flows again, the artifact might never be recovered.

      Splashes sounded, making her tense. What now?

      Only when Jak lowered his weapon did she realize what she was hearing. The drakur were jumping into the water.

      She peeked out, her heart soaring as they ran en masse into the bay, leaping in and swimming away. Where they thought they would go, she didn’t know, but she didn’t care. As long as they weren’t trying to kill her team. Darv and the others were crouching behind barnacle-covered boulders in the shallows, their heads barely visible.

      “It worked, Mother.” Jak waved his magelock in the air after the last of the drakur were swimming away from the beach. “What did you tell them?”

      “To leave the artifact alone.”

      “Wait, maybe that wasn’t the only thing that worked.” Jak’s voice had taken on an odd note. He was looking toward the portal.

      Jadora peered around her boulder, a sense of foreboding coming over her. Four of the drakur lay unmoving next to the artifact, their heads charred black, as if they’d been thrust in fire—or struck by lightning.

      “I didn’t do that.” Jak glanced at her, as if she might have thought a magelock could leave such marks. “I’m pretty sure they’re dead.”

      “They were trying to destroy the portal. Maybe it has… defense mechanisms.” The memory of that vision flashed in Jadora’s mind, and a chill went through her at the idea that this artifact might be sentient. At the least, it had more capabilities magically instilled in it than any of the ancient texts had mentioned. She didn’t know whether to be excited or scared. What if it objected when they tried to remove it from this resting spot?

      If they still could. Without the barge, there was no way to get that artifact off the island. And she and her team were stuck here.

      Another ominous rumble coursed through the ground. Jadora closed her eyes, letting her forehead thunk against the boulder.
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      When Jak saw his mother slumped against the boulder, he tried to help her back to the lone standing tent, but she brushed aside the offer. Instead, she patted him down to check for injuries, then flicked her thick brown braid over her shoulder and veered straight toward the artifact. Her jacket was torn, her trousers covered in dirt and ash, and stray strands of hair plastered the sides of her face and neck, but she wouldn’t be deterred from the mission.

      He shook his head and walked after her. He also wanted to see the artifact unearthed, but there was little reason to hurry to dig it out now when they had no ship to load it onto. Still, he’d spent many hours poring over the journal, notes, and books his father had left behind, and curiosity drove him toward the artifact alongside his mother. It almost made him forget the ashy smoke that had descended on the beach and that made his throat raw and hoarse.

      “What did you do to scare them away, Professor Freedar?” one of her assistants asked, her clothing soggy and her boots squishing as she and the team returned to the dig site.

      Mother said something vague about impersonating gods and telling the drakur they would be struck down by lightning, but she returned to chipping lava rock away from the artifact without expounding. She didn’t mention that the portal itself had killed some of the drakur. Jak had seen it happen, lightning branching out from the exposed portion of the artifact and smacking its attackers in the head. It had only taken seconds for the drakur to topple to the ground, smoke wafting from their charred faces.

      Maybe she didn’t want to worry the rest of the team. She was, Jak noted, being careful not to bump the artifact as she chiseled.

      “She also flung her raccoon-deterrent smoke bombs at them,” Jak said, since the colleague was eyeing the artifact with worry. Some of the archaeologists might have also witnessed the lightning attack. “I think that was the true secret to victory,” he added.

      “That explains some of the stink. The non-sulfuric stink, anyway.”

      “Someone’s coming,” Darv called from the beach.

      “Our stalwart guards?” Jak couldn’t believe the supposedly well-trained fighters had fled, leaving a bunch of scientists and his mother to handle the drakur. Granted, she was in her early forties and not incapable by any means, but none of them were fighters, at least not in the traditional sense. His mother had once dealt with a strung-out homeless man who was threatening her students by mixing laboratory ingredients in a mop bucket and wheeling it down the hallway to knock him out. If she had access to herbs or chemicals, Jak would always put his money on her in a fight.

      “I don’t think so.” Worry lurked in Darv’s voice.

      What now?

      Jak sighed. “I’ll check on it.”

      “Thank you, Jak,” Mother said without looking up.

      As he approached Darv, the older man’s trousers sodden and clinging to his thin legs, the breeze shifted smoke out of the bay to reveal a large wooden rowboat heading their way. Jak’s first thought was that the barge captain had stopped, regained his sanity, and sent it for them, but he didn’t recognize any of the stern faces inside. Stern women’s faces. Ten female warriors stood in the center of the boat, all wearing brown uniforms and a mix of chainmail and hardened-leather armor, and all carrying weapons. Twelve more uniformed women manned the oars on either side of the craft. They were also armed with swords, maces, and magelocks.

      “Uh,” Jak said. “Are we about to get mugged by a bunch of women?”

      Darv wiped his spectacles on his shirt, even though it was as ashy as everything else here. “Are female muggers inferior to male muggers?”

      “I don’t know, but I’d rather not admit to being mugged by them to friends back home.”

      “Perhaps in the retelling, we can call them pirates.”

      Jak didn’t know if being mugged by female pirates sounded that much better.

      “I will warn your mother,” Darv said. “In case they are here to rob us of the artifact, she may need to produce more of her raccoon deterrents.”

      As Darv hustled up the beach, Jak called after him, “You’re just leaving so I’ll have to be the one to deal with them, aren’t you?”

      “My colleagues would not cease teasing me if I were mugged by female pirates,” Darv called back.

      “I knew it would be embarrassing,” Jak muttered, keeping his voice low since the newcomers were now within earshot.

      One in the front of the boat, a dark-skinned woman with short salt-and-pepper hair and a compact build, watched Jak calmly. Something about her made him want to describe her as serene rather than stern. Was she the leader? Despite the masculine haircut and uniform, there was an elegance to her strong jaw, straight nose, and pronounced cheekbones that made him suspect she’d been trailed by all the boys in the neighborhood in her younger days. She looked to be about fifty, and ten to thirty years older than the rest of the women.

      Jak debated if it would be even more embarrassing to be beaten up by someone more than twice his age. As they drew closer, hands resting on their weapons, he worried they had come to do more than beat people up.

      He was still armed, but the only other magelock in camp was out of charges. He’d checked for more, but the guards had taken all of their weapons when they’d fled. Other than a couple of swords and daggers—and pickaxes, chisels, and hammers—the group didn’t have much to defend themselves with. And these women looked like they knew how to use their weapons. Several of them wore sleeveless versions of the uniforms that revealed muscles that many men would have envied.

      “Welcome to the twelfth Dragon Perch Island,” he called to them, hoping to put them in a good mood by being friendly. “We’re camping on this delightful beach, but you’re welcome to the rest of it. The natives have recently cleared out, so there are numerous caves and lava tubes. The perfect place for a camping trip. Or a military training exercise.” They each wore an armband with a small metal oval that was embossed with either one, two, three, or four thorns—he assumed the symbols denoted rank. The leader was the only one with four thorns.

      “Camping? I wondered what kind of idiotic tourists could possibly be out here on a volcano about to erupt.” A tall, mid-thirties woman next to the leader pointed to Jak. “I guess this is a demonstration.”

      Her black hair was pulled back in a bun so tight it had to give her a perpetual headache. Maybe that accounted for the grumpiness. Her armband had three thorns. The second-in-command? A lieutenant?

      “Who’s the bigger idiot? The people on the volcano or the people rowing out to get to it?” Jak shouldn’t have insulted them, given their proliferation of weapons and muscles, but he resented the implication that they were dumb tourists. If they’d truly found the ancient dragon portal, it could change the course of history.

      “Can I shoot him?” the talker asked.

      One of the rowers, a pretty young blonde with arms much thinner than the others, smiled at the exchange, but she was the only one. With pale skin and freckles, she was out of place in the group. The rest of the women appeared to be a mix of roamers and southerners.

      “We were sent to get them,” the leader spoke for the first time, her voice softer than Jak had expected.

      “The magistrate’s orders were to get the idiots off the island before they start an international incident. It didn’t sound like he cared if they were alive or dead.”

      “True.”

      “We have clearance from the government to be here,” Jak said as the boat came close enough for the bottom to scrape in the sand. “And it’s possible the volcano won’t erupt for weeks.”

      “Or it’s possible it’ll erupt in five seconds,” the lieutenant said, “smothering your mouthy ass in magma.”

      “It’s lava when it’s above ground and magma when it’s below ground. Do they not have any books near the gymnasium where you hurl heavy objects around?”

      A hand clasped Jak’s shoulder, making him jump.

      “What are you doing?” his mother asked.

      “Trading insults with these large, muscled women.”

      She gave him a stop-being-a-dolt look. Funny how similar it was to the expressions the newcomers were giving him.

      “I’m Professor Jadora Freedar.” Mother waded out to help the women pull their boat up on the beach, though the fit crew hardly needed assistance. “Did you say you were sent to get us?”

      “That’s right. I’m Captain Ferroki, commander of Thorn Company, a free-mercenary unit.” The leader stepped onto the beach, waved at the ash in the air, and faced Mother. “You aren’t going to resist being collected are you?”

      “Ah.” Mother pursed her lips and looked toward the dig site. The rest of the team was continuing the excavation, though not without numerous glances toward the boat. Without machinery—machinery that had been damaged by spears thrown into the workings—the excavation could take days. “Is your ship perhaps large enough to hold an artifact of approximately five hundred pounds of weight that measures twenty feet in diameter?”

      “No,” the captain said.

      “You’re certain?” Mother peered through the smoke toward a ferry that looked like it could hold the artifact, though Jak had no idea how they would get it onto the ferry with the machinery broken.

      “We’ve been sent to retrieve archaeologists,” the captain said, “not archaeology.”

      “It’s a historic find of great importance.” Mother was careful not to mention what it truly was. There weren’t many artifacts that the general populace would be aware of, but everybody had heard the legends of the dragon portal—and the dragons who’d used it long ago to visit Torvil and soar through the skies here.

      “I’m certain that you will regret losing it, but the magistrate believes the volcano will erupt soon and is paying us to remove you from his island.”

      “Menial task that it is,” the lieutenant muttered.

      “They’re all menial tasks these days,” a soldier in the back of the boat said with a sigh.

      The captain looked back at her troops. It was a gaze, not an icy cold glare, but it silenced their disgruntlement.

      “That was a clever trick with the drakur,” the captain added to Mother. “We saw your guards swimming after their ship.”

      Mother’s mouth twisted. “Apparently, we didn’t pay them enough.”

      “How much would you pay us?” the lieutenant asked.

      Ferroki looked at her.

      “What, Captain? We’ve got tools, and you know we could use extra money. Pay’s been sparse, and five hundred pounds isn’t that much. Corporal Granite weighs almost that much after she porks down a bin of tallow crackers.”

      “Hey,” a boulder of a woman in the back said. “Everybody eats tallow crackers when we get them.”

      “Not everybody eats so many of them.”

      “You say you’ve already been paid to give us a ride?” Mother asked.

      “You, yes,” the captain said. “Your artifact is extra.”

      The lieutenant smirked, probably pleased that her idea had been adopted. Jak caught the eye of the young blonde woman, curious how she’d ended up with this rough bunch. He smiled at her, maybe a bit of a flirtatious smile, though this wasn’t the right time for that. Still, it was hard to resist. She was the first girl his age that he’d seen since leaving home.

      She broke their eye contact right away without returning the smile and shrank inward a bit. He bit his lip and looked away, hoping he hadn’t offended her somehow. He was certain he hadn’t ogled her chest or anything his mother would have smacked him for.

      “How much extra?” Mother asked.

      “Ten gold oroni,” the captain said.

      “That’s a high price. How much is the magistrate already paying you?” Mother looked at Jak.

      He frowned. Was she worried they would end up being billed for this? She hadn’t given him the details about the monetary situation, but he knew she’d done a big fundraiser and personally asked for donations from regular benefactors to the university to finance the trip.

      “Not a large amount,” the captain said. “He’s only paying us to carry you off the island, possibly by slinging you over our shoulders. You’re asking for more work, so the price is higher.”

      “I might be able to piece together a few oronis and…” Mother scanned the tattered remains of the camp.

      Jak couldn’t imagine what valuables they had that would appeal to mercenaries. Her gaze shifted to him, skimming over the medallion in his hat’s headband, and he stiffened, but her gaze didn’t linger for long before returning to the mercenaries.

      “The rest of our coffee beans,” Mother finished. “They’re from Rabbit Roaster in Sprungtown and enhanced with culinary magic. The coffee is delicious.”

      Never mind that those beans were scattered all over the dig site now and coated with ash…

      “Mage coffee,” the lieutenant growled. “Isn’t that the stuff that addicts you and diddles your mind so you’re a more eager slave?”

      “You’re thinking of the magebands,” one of the mercenaries said, waving at her bare head.

      “They have all kinds of doodads they create,” the lieutenant said, “to make us happy little minions who don’t fight back when they murder our children and break our backs in their mines.”

      The captain held up a finger. “I’ve heard of that roaster. He’s not loyal to the wizard kings, is he?”

      “No,” Mother said. “They think he is, but he’s a supporter of terrene humans. The coffee sharpens and stimulates your mind with its magic. It’s an effective counter after you’ve been wearing one of their headbands.”

      “We accept your offer.” The captain waved for the rest of her people to get out of the boat. “Show us how to help.”

      The ground shuddered, and ripples spread across the bay.

      “You’d better show us quickly,” she added.

      “Happy to.”

      Jak coughed as the smoke thickened, settling over the beach. He pulled his forgotten bandana back up, and the herbal tincture his mother had doused it with helped clean the air before it trickled down his trachea.

      At a gesture from one of the other soldiers, the blonde girl stayed with the boat. Jak thought about lingering to say something friendly to her, but if she wasn’t interested in chatting up handsome-but-bruised-and-ash-covered strangers, he shouldn’t pester her.

      “What is that?” she breathed before he’d taken two steps.

      She pointed toward the volcano, and he groaned, afraid lava had started to flow. But there was something hovering in the sky behind the smoking caldera, something even blacker than the smoke. His heart sank into his boots.

      “A mageship.”
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      The mageship flew toward the beach, a sleek black craft similar in shape to wooden sailing ships, but with neither sail nor steam to power it and nothing but magic to keep it aloft. Jak stared glumly at it, certain nothing good could come from the arrival of mages from one of the sky cities. Most likely, they would threaten to do far more than sling the team over their shoulders and evict them from the island.

      The ground shook several times in a row, and Jak feared the eruption was coming. Not days from now but today. He’d given up praying to the gods after they’d failed to save his father’s life, but he thought about resuming the practice now, praying that the volcano would erupt and incinerate the mageship with lava blasted hundreds of feet into the sky.

      Not that he could be certain molten lava would destroy one of those ships. They were rumored to be built not by the worker mages that crafted all of the utilitarian magical items in the world but by those talented and powerful enough to be called wizards. Building tools and trinkets was considered beneath them, but they were the only ones who could craft mageships and sky castles.

      “Jak,” his mother called. “Get up here.”

      He’d been rooted to the beach since the blonde girl pointed out the ship, but his mother, the archaeology team, and the rest of the mercenaries were frantically chiseling and digging. What was the point? There was no way they could get the portal out and onto the ferry and escape while the mages watched from above.

      But as he ran up to help, he realized the team wasn’t trying to dig the artifact out. They were trying to cover it back up.

      He shook his head. The mages had to know about this, or why else would they have shown up at these forsaken volcanic islands? But the team had already covered up most of the blue-black metal, so he dropped down to help. Maybe there was a remote chance the mages were here for another reason—they had academics and scientists, the same as normal humans, so maybe they’d sent the ship here to study the volcano.

      “Sure, Jak. That’s likely.”

      As the mageship floated closer, the team covered up the last of the telltale blue-black metal and headed toward the lone tent. There was no doubt about the ship’s destination. Had it been flying around the volcano for observation purposes, it wouldn’t need to come to their dig site.

      Jak joined his mother, Captain Ferroki, Darv, and several of the archaeologists by the tent, awkwardly sticking his hands in his pockets. He wasn’t the only one. The words act casual floated through his mind, and he snorted. There was no way this would work. Even if the mages up there couldn’t somehow sense the magic of the artifact, some of them might be telepaths. They could read the minds of everyone here and learn everything Jak and his mother knew, including their five years of research on the portal.

      His mother closed her eyes, defeat slumping her shoulders for the first time today. The urge to comfort her or say something encouraging came over him, but he couldn’t think of how or what.

      “Should we start cleaning up the camp and pretend we’re… doing something besides digging for a priceless artifact?” he asked. “The captain’s coffee beans are scattered in the ashes over there.”

      Ferroki peered over, lifted an eyebrow toward Mother, then snorted. At least she didn’t appear pissed at this revelation.

      “There’s no point,” Mother said. “I only covered it up on the off chance the dragon god blesses us with luck and the ship is carrying a team of inept teenage mages on a school field trip to observe the volcano.”

      Ferroki raised both eyebrows this time. “That’s the Murder Flyer.” She pointed at the front of the black hull of the craft. There was no name written on it, but a distinctive shark figurehead leered down at them, its long sharp teeth glinting silver. They were the only things on the ship that weren’t black, at least from this point of view. “I don’t know what it’s doing in Zaruk’s kingdom, but that’s Malek’s ship.”

      Jak didn’t usually swear with his mother standing three feet away, but he couldn’t keep an oath from blurting out. Everyone had heard of King Uthari’s right-hand man, the most infamous of the zidarr. One-third warrior, one-third wizard, and one-third pure magic, they were loyal servants to the great wizard kings and trained from their earliest years to be pure killers. Malek was one of few who didn’t have a name like Stone Heart or Dragon’s Death. He didn’t need one. Everyone knew to fear him without some stupid moniker.

      Even though his mother had spoken little of the details around Father’s death, Jak had heard rumors that one of the zidarr had been responsible. It had been Uthari’s soldiers who came to the house after he’d been killed and questioned her and searched everything. Jak remembered two of them tramping through his own room, turning over the mattress and throwing the contents of his drawers and bookcases to the floor. They’d even torn his maps off the wall. Jak could have hated Uthari just for that.

      “Isn’t it named the Star Flyer?” Mother asked.

      “They have their name for it; we have ours.”

      “How much would I have to pay you to fight him?”

      Ferroki shook her head humorlessly. “There is no amount any mercenary company would take to face zidarr, even the Iron Fist. A rabbit does not tug at a lion’s tail.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” Mother said bleakly.

      “It may be wise for me to take my people and leave before they land. There is no logical reason they should attack us, and we did agree to remove your team from the island and take you back to the mainland, but mages were not mentioned in the contract.” Ferroki scrutinized Mother, as if she might be responsible for this new development.

      “They probably want the artifact,” Mother said.

      The mageship came to a halt floating a hundred feet above the beach. The sky was too hazy with ash for it to cast a shadow, but Jak wagered it threw an ominous one whenever the sun was out.

      “Perhaps you should leave it for them,” Ferroki suggested. “Unless they forbid it, we will still offer you passage back to the mainland.”

      Mother shot her a sharp look. Or was that an anguished look? “I can’t leave it. Not after so many years devoted to researching it, not after so much has been given up, not after my husband—” she swallowed, and Jak patted her shoulder awkwardly.

      Ferroki looked at him, as if he might be more reasonable, but Jak shook his head. He couldn’t imagine getting this close and then leaving the portal to someone else. This was his mission as much as it was Mother’s.

      The mercenary lieutenant jogged up to Ferroki. “Captain, I trust you know who that is?” She pointed upward. “Let’s get out of here. This mission isn’t worth dying for.”

      “I know.” Ferroki looked at Mother and smiled sadly at her. “If you will not come with us, then we must depart without you. It is difficult for me not to feel we are abandoning you, but if I were to incur the wrath of the zidarr or their wizard masters, it could cost me my entire unit. I have a… friend who had that happen to him earlier this year. He lost hundreds of men and did not survive unscathed himself.”

      “I understand,” Mother said numbly.

      “If you somehow manage to survive this encounter, we will owe you a favor.” Ferroki truly sounded upset to leave them to the mages. Jak didn’t know why she cared since they’d just met, but she saluted Mother before waving for her people to run back to the boat on the beach.

      Jak couldn’t keep from curling a lip, bitterness sinking into his soul. Nobody would stick around to help them today. How were terrene humans ever supposed to improve their lots in life if they didn’t stand together against their magical overlords?

      Several black oval disks floated over the side of the mageship, each with a person riding on it. Jak glimpsed uniformed men and someone with a black cloak that flapped in the breeze that his disk stirred. How dramatic. Was that Malek? Was there any chance that a sniper shooting him could take him down? Jak fingered the magelock he still had, positive none of the mercenaries would try it. They were as cowardly as the last group.

      “Wait.” Mother lifted a hand before Ferroki had taken more than two steps. “May I redeem that favor now?”

      “Uh.” Ferroki paused and looked up as the disks descended.

      Mother stepped not toward her but toward Jak. When she reached for his hat, he was too surprised to grab it. His fingers twitched toward her to take it back, but he stopped himself. He trusted her, though he frowned mightily as she fiddled with the headband. She was removing the gold medallion.

      “What?” He reached for it. “Father gave that to me.”

      She blocked him. “Trust me, Jak.” She turned her back on him and handed it to Ferroki. “Keep this safe until I can return for it.”

      “I…” Ferroki held it in her palm, looking like she wanted to protest—Jak wanted her to protest—but she glanced at the disks. They were only twenty feet from landing now. “I will. I’ll keep it safe.” She buttoned the medallion into one of her pockets and strode toward the boat.

      The rest of the mercenaries had pushed it into the shallows and were waiting for their captain. But before they could take off, a blast of liquid fire came from one of the discs, making Jak jump and swear. The blast struck the wooden boat, blowing it to pieces and flinging the mercenaries dozens of feet.

      Ferroki, still on the beach, whirled and pointed a magelock at the disk, but a different type of magic—some invisible wave—struck her and hurled her back into the water. Her head struck wreckage from the boat, and she went limp.

      Jak swallowed and stepped in front of his mother as the disks landed on the beach, the people—could mages truly be considered people?—now visible. There were six of them, four male and two female, all wearing gleaming black boots, black sashes at their waists with attached scimitars, and red military uniforms with silver piping. Entwined lightning bolts circled their cuffs to denote rank. Two had silver epaulets, including the man who’d destroyed the boat, the man with the black cloak, its edges trimmed in silver fur. Was this Malek? He had six circles on his cuffs, more than any of the others.

      Mother gasped, as if she recognized him.

      His black hair was pulled back in a ponytail, accenting an angular face with cheekbones so sharp they could have honed daggers. His dark eyes were hard, his lips thin and pressed together in irritation, and his chin had a haughty tilt as he looked down his nose at the team of archaeologists. His body buzzed with energy, as if he were made from magic instead of flesh and blood, and at any moment, he might need to unleash more of it.

      Jak would have hated him on sight even if he hadn’t just seen him blow up the mercenary boat. The women were swimming back toward it—clumping together as if for support—and one had grabbed their captain and was trying to rouse her. Blood ran from a gash at the blonde girl’s temple, and a surge of protectiveness swept over Jak.

      “Don’t do anything to attract attention,” Mother murmured, stepping up to his side—refusing to let him stand in front of her.

      “I won’t if you won’t,” he muttered.

      “Do not fear,” the cloaked officer boomed in a voice enhanced by magic. “We will question you soon. Time may be limited.” He looked toward the caldera, wrinkled his nose, then lifted a hand in that direction. Wind formed somewhere, with him at the center, and spread, blowing the smoke away from the beach and somehow keeping it away, even when he lowered his hand and the wind died down. “Did nobody tell you that it’s unwise to dig for artifacts under an active volcano?”

      So much for hoping they didn’t know about the portal.

      “The travel brochure for the island failed to mention the active part,” Jak muttered.

      He didn’t think he’d spoken loudly enough for this Malek to hear him, but the mage’s eyes narrowed, and he lifted his hand again, fingers spread toward Jak.

      Jak stepped back, but there was nowhere to go. Chilling power wrapped around him, holding him in place and applying pressure from above. It forced him to his knees.

      “Stop.” Mother stepped forward. “You’ll want our help. We’re experts on the artifact.”

      Malek’s gaze shifted to her, and she gasped as the magic also wrapped around her and forced her to the ground.

      “What I want,” Malek boomed, “is you powerless animals on your knees where you belong when in the presence of wizards.”

      He forced the rest of the archaeology team to their knees—poor old Darv crumpled before the magic even touched him—then sneered over at the mercenaries. Most of them had found their way to the beach, some supporting others. At least Ferroki was back on her feet, but why hadn’t they swum for the ferry out in the strait? If he’d been allowed, Jak would have gotten away from this place. Maybe the mercenaries thought Malek would drown them with a tidal wave.

      “Kneel!” Malek boomed. “Kneel before your superiors.”

      What an ass. Jak barely managed to keep from saying it out loud. But that chilling power still gripped him, and he feared for his life—and his mother’s life. They were experts on the artifact—everyone on the team had valuable knowledge—but what if this cocky ass didn’t see that or just didn’t care? Maybe he had only been sent to retrieve the portal and didn’t care if his master figured out how to work it.

      Half of the mercenaries dropped of their own accord. Ferroki, her lieutenant, several others, and even the blonde girl glared back at him, remaining on their feet. Their resistance made no difference. With another whisper of magic, he forced them to their knees.

      He pointed at the blonde girl, lust entering his hard gaze as he eyed her figure. “That one had better get used to that position. I would have sent for her myself if I’d known she existed.”

      Raw terror flashed in her eyes. Malek smiled and drank it in.

      The fury and the desire to protect her returned to Jak, and he tried to lunge to his feet. He longed to shoot that bastard.

      The rest of the officers didn’t say anything or acknowledge that their boss was a toad. They were walking around the dig site, looking at the ground and pointing at it in spots—spots that were exactly where the portal lay under the rock. As Jak had feared, there’d been no point in hiding it. The mage officers could sense it.

      “Any chance they’ll take it and leave us here?” Jak whispered, though the idea of losing the artifact still stung him to his core.

      “No,” a cool voice spoke from a few feet behind them.

      Jak spun as much as he could under the magical power that bound him. He almost wrenched his neck.

      Another man had appeared from nowhere—Jak would have seen him if he’d ridden down on one of those disks. Unlike the others in their bright red uniforms, he wore simple clothing—tan trousers and a brown shirt and jacket—all free of adornment, save for the weapons hanging from his belt, a basket-hilted sword and a main-gauche. His short black hair was shot with gray, his hard face chiseled from granite. His whole body might have been.

      Jak’s first thought was to think him someone’s bodyguard, but he radiated power. He was as magical as the others, maybe more so. Yes, it was even more pronounced than with Malek. This man seemed almost made of energy. That made Jak more uneasy about him than about Malek. Or, he realized with a start, was this Malek?

      “Did you want to question them or shall I, my lord?” the cloaked officer asked, managing to ooze arrogance even as he used the honorific. His tone wasn’t disrespectful, but his eyes were challenging as he met the gaze of the newcomer, as if they were equals who butted heads often rather than being higher-ranking and lower-ranking officers in Uthari’s army.

      “I don’t know,” the man Jak was increasingly convinced was Malek said. “Have you had enough yet of being flamboyant and pompous, General Tonovan?”

      “Rarely,” Tonovan said without missing a beat. He looked toward the blonde girl, as if he weren’t done with her, but Malek gave the volcano a pointed look, and Tonovan inclined his head.

      They bowed to each other, and Tonovan smiled. An edged smile that Malek did not return. The two men reminded Jak of alpha wolves circling and about to fight over leadership of the pack.

      But when Malek said, “Get the portal out of the rock,” Tonovan nodded in curt obedience.

      Not that Tonovan did anything himself. He pointed at his men and waved at the ground. “See to it.”

      Jak hoped the artifact would zap them all with the same power it had used to kill the four drakur.

      “Don’t touch it,” Malek added, pointing at the dead drakur as he looked at Jak. Reading his mind? Jak had been afraid the mages would have that ability. “The artifact has a lot of power pent up in it.”

      “Tell us something that isn’t blatantly obvious,” Tonovan said.

      Malek’s cool gaze shifted to him. “I’d make a remark about your intelligence, but I can’t think of one that isn’t also blatantly obvious.”

      “Careful, Malek. I have a lot more friends than you do.”

      Jak caught a couple of the officers looking at each other and rolling their eyes—it was the most human gesture any of these people had made—and Jak doubted the statement was true.

      “You have allies who will be loyal as long as they believe you or Uthari will grant them political power.” Malek didn’t extend the rebuttal by referencing a preponderance of friends of his own.

      Jak doubted anyone would be friends with a zidarr.

      Tonovan snorted but turned his irritation on his men. “You heard him,” he barked, though they had already started using their magic to crack and clear rock from the artifact. “Get that thing out of the ground.”

      Unfortunately, magic was all they used. They never touched the portal. There was no chance of them being zapped if contact was required. Was it? With the crowd of drakur surrounding the artifact, Jak hadn’t been able to tell if they—or their spears—had been touching it when it struck.

      Malek walked around the archaeologists and came to stand in front of Jak and his mother. He only flicked a glance at Jak before his gaze settled on her.

      Fear for his mother coursed through Jak. And after seeing Tonovan openly leer at the blonde girl, Jak worried about what kind of perversions this Malek might have. And if he would turn them on his mother.

      Jak didn’t know how attractive other men considered his mother, but about a year after his father had died, unmarried professors at the university—and some who were married—had started asking her for dates, so she had to be all right for her age. He hoped this freak didn’t think so.

      “Rise,” Malek said.

      And Jak found that he could. His mother pushed herself to her feet, offering a hand to Darv, who was on her other side, to help him up. The old scholar had gone pasty, and when Jak met his gaze, he read the utter fear there.

      “Give me the book,” Malek told Mother, not looking at anyone else.

      There was no doubt about what he wanted—Father’s thick journal full of notes—and Malek knew she had it. Jak was sure she did too, since she was rarely without it, but she raised her eyebrows in puzzled inquiry.

      “Book? Which book? We have many.” She pointed to the tents torn down by the drakur, a few books visible amid the carnage. “Are you a fan of Witiker’s Field Guide to Megalithic Artifacts of Eld? It’s a classic.”

      Malek’s expression didn’t change. Jak winced. It was the kind of flippant thing he would say, so he knew exactly what the probability was of it getting her in trouble. And this man—this zidarr—shouldn’t be played around with. Surely, she had to sense all that power radiating from him.

      “I have read it,” Malek said. “It is not what I seek.”

      “You have?” Mother asked. “Is archaeology a hobby of yours?”

      “Lately, Uthari has insisted it become so.” His tone had turned dry, and he glanced at the now half-revealed artifact.

      “Then you must have opinions on Chapter Seventeen,” Mother said, as if she were back at the university, quizzing a student on whether he’d read the assigned material.

      Jak stared at the side of her head, willing her to knock it off.

      “Is that the one on the marble henge on Skyarctica that tells one of the mythological tales of how some humans came to be able to use magic?” Malek asked.

      Surprise flickered in Mother’s eyes. Had she thought he was lying about reading the book? Jak hadn’t. Something about this man made Jak doubt he ever felt the need to lie.

      “It is,” she said. “Do you believe that version? Or the prevailing one that dragons gave some humans magical power before they left this world, thus to ensure a part of them remained?”

      “The literature suggests there’s not enough evidence to support either hypothesis.”

      “Correct, but most who study the field have opinions.” Mother looked over toward the mercenaries. They’d risen from their knees and some had backed quietly into the water and were swimming toward the distant ferry. Maybe she was trying to buy time for them to escape.

      So the medallion would escape with them? Jak, remembering his fear that Malek was telepathic, forced his mind away from that thought.

      “Perhaps we will discuss them on the voyage back to Utharika.” Malek held out his hand. “Give me what’s in your pocket.”

      He didn’t modulate his voice like the general, but magic laced the words, making them impossible to disobey, and Mother’s hand dipped into a pocket. Jak’s fingers twitched toward his own pockets before he caught himself.

      But somehow, Mother found the gumption to thwart the order, or at least interpret it creatively. She pulled three vials containing samples out of her pocket and held them out to Malek.

      Instead of taking them, he pointed to the ground. “Empty all of your pockets.”

      Again, magic accompanied the words, giving them immutable power, and Mother responded. Her movements were stiff and jerky, like a clockwork soldier marching in circles, but she couldn’t resist. She set more vials on the ash-dusted ground, pens, a set of fine tools for cleaning artifacts, a loupe, and canisters full of who knew what she’d collected on the journey—or just since breakfast. Even Jak, who knew her tendencies, was amazed at everything she had stashed in her pockets. She still hadn’t produced the journal.

      Malek’s face hadn’t changed much, but Jak thought he read exasperation in the man’s eyes.

      “Professor Freedar doesn’t believe in purses,” Jak said, more to distract Malek from any growing annoyance than because he expected a laugh.

      “Empty your pockets too,” Malek told him. “And drop the magelock.”

      The words were as impossible to disobey as Jak had believed, and he dropped the rifle instantly. Since he had little to hide, he didn’t bother fighting the compulsion to unbutton and empty his pockets, though he hoped the men would let him take his belongings with him when they left. The idea of abandoning his fine drawing tools—the kit of pens and pencils and charcoal sticks hit the ground first, landing next to Mother’s pile—filled him with anxiety. They had been a gift from his father on his thirteenth birthday.

      A compass, protractor, and short ruler joined the kit, as well as the folded map of the island he’d been drawing that morning. His pile ended up almost as large as his mother’s. Normally, he didn’t carry that much around, but he’d intended to return to working on that map after running his errand with the bandanas. He was amazed he hadn’t lost more of his stuff during the mad flight down the slope.

      “I’m not into purses either,” Jak said.

      “You’re a quirky family,” Malek remarked.

      “Yes, we are.” Mother lifted her chin, as if she were proud of it.

      Jak might have felt sheepish, but he was still too unnerved by these people to feel anything but uneasy. The idea of being taken prisoner and tortured for what he knew was at the top of his mind. It seemed inevitable.

      Malek held out a hand, and the folded map floated up and opened, hanging in the air before him. He didn’t look long—maybe he’d expected notes pertinent to the artifact rather than a student’s half-finished cartography project—before folding it again. Surprisingly, he returned it to Jak before shifting his focus to Mother’s pile.

      Jak winced again. Father’s thick leather-bound journal now lay on the top of it, the edges of the pages ragged and dirty after a lifetime of travels and having information recorded in it. More than a few pieces of paper had been folded and stuck inside, making it look even thicker.

      Again, Malek floated it up into his hand. He flicked through a few pages, then closed it and put it in his jacket pocket and looked toward the artifact. With magic, the officers had dug free in minutes what had been taking the archaeology team hours.

      The inky blue-black portal wasn’t as uniform in hue as Jak had thought when he’d first seen a portion of it. There was an iridescent quality to it, with hints of color wavering and glinting, as if affected by the sun. But with the ash and smoke filling the sky, there was no sun.

      The body of the portal also wasn’t uniform. Instead of essentially being a thick ring with smooth sides, the frame was formed by four dragons, each one biting the tail of the one ahead of it so that there were no breaks. It seemed a strange message for something crafted by dragons, but he couldn’t deny its elegance and beauty, and the urge to draw it filled him. Also the urge to touch it. From across the beach, he couldn’t see if there were any runes or etchings on the surface, and he dearly wanted to investigate more closely.

      The ground rumbled again, reminding him of their predicament. If Malek was right, they didn’t have much time to get off the island.

      “Shall we lower ropes with winches?” One of the younger officers pointed up at the mageship still hovering a hundred feet above the beach.

      “No.” Malek held out his hand toward the artifact.

      The ground trembled again, and Tonovan swore and backed up, waving for his men to do the same. This time, the tremble wasn’t caused by the volcano but by the portal rising out of the hard ground, quivering as lava rock sloughed away.

      Jak couldn’t keep from gaping as it levitated into the air, rock and ash trickling off it. How much had Mother said it weighed? Five hundred pounds? Far less than pure steel would have, but nobody should have been able to lift that with their mind.

      Malek’s face was tight with concentration as the portal rose higher and higher, flying straight up toward his ship. Jak glanced at the magelock he’d tossed to the ground. The officers weren’t close. Maybe he could grab the weapon and shoot Malek while he was distracted. And then… and then what? They could never escape the other mages, and they would surely retaliate. Jak might get his mother and the whole team killed.

      Malek looked over at him, not as distracted as Jak had believed.

      Jak swallowed and looked away, thoughts of trying to be a hero dissipating from his mind. These people were inhuman. It would take more than a magelock to defeat them.

      The artifact disappeared over the railing of the mageship. Jak hoped the crew ran up and hugged it and got zapped—unless there were normal humans up there. He wouldn’t wish that on them. Only the mages should hug the damn thing.

      With his task complete, Malek lowered his arm. “Watch your thoughts, boy,” he said quietly. “There are those aboard the Star Flyer who would kill you for them.”

      Mother turned concerned eyes toward Jak. He bit his lip and shrugged helplessly. How was he supposed to control what his mind did?

      With a flick of Malek’s fingers, two of the empty disks floated over, the wafer-thin black ovals appearing far too flimsy to support someone’s weight.

      “Get on,” he told Jak and his mother.

      Apparently, the questioning that Malek had spoken of would happen later aboard their ship. Fantastic.

      “Take some of the other archaeologists,” Tonovan called. “To ensure compliance.” The general smiled cruelly at Mother.

      Jak didn’t know whether to hope that Malek would object or not. Was it better for the rest of the team to go with the mages and get off this smoking island? Or be left here and hope the mercenaries would come back to pick them up?

      Malek’s gaze skimmed over the team. They all stared at the ground, their shoulders hunched, hoping not to be picked. They would all rather take their chances with the volcano.

      “Professor Darv Sadlik,” Malek said, though nobody had introduced him. He spread his hand toward an empty disk. “Step aboard.”

      Darv cringed.

      “Not him,” Mother blurted, raising a hand, as if she would grip Malek’s arm, but she caught herself, merely holding it up in protest. “He’s too old.”

      “There is no maximum age for riding a skyboard,” Malek said, that dryness returning to his tone.

      “But he—”

      “Means the most to you,” Malek interrupted her. “After your son.”

      Mother closed her eyes in defeat.

      “Step aboard,” Malek repeated, the magical coercion in his voice again.

      Jak couldn’t resist but managed to snatch up his belongings before he stepped onto a disk with his mother. She’d grabbed all of her vials and tools too, though the officers would doubtless take them from her later.

      As Darv stepped onto another disk, he smiled at Mother and tried to convey that it was all right. But it wasn’t.

      Without any command or even a hand wave from Malek, the disks rose up. Jak gripped his mother to keep her from falling, but there was no need. The disks were as solid as ground and rose levelly, more smoothly than the steam elevators in the tall buildings of Sprungtown.

      The officers shared disks, rising up with them. Jak looked for Malek, but he’d disappeared from the beach as effectively as he’d first appeared.

      As they rose, Jak caught Tonovan looking down at the mercenaries swimming out of the bay and navigating the harsher waves in the strait. Many were helping those who’d been injured in his attack and were making poor progress. The ferry was heading in their direction, but what if Tonovan, whose lips were curled in that cruel sneer again, impeded their progress? Or worse.

      As Jak was groping for a way to distract the jerk, the volcano finally blew. One side of its caldera crumbled inward as the other exploded outward. Huge plumes of black smoke flowed away from it, masking the entire island from view, save for brilliant orange splotches of lava already running down the rocky slopes.

      “I hope the mercenaries help the rest of our team get away,” Mother said quietly.

      “They will,” Jak said, more to comfort her than because he believed it was true. Nothing good had happened today yet.
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