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      Thank you, good reader, for following along with my epic fantasy series. I suspect you’ve been waiting for some fun dragons to show up (not only those crusty predatorial dragons), so I hope you’ll enjoy meeting the hatchling.

      Before you jump in, please let me thank my editor, Shelley Holloway, and my beta readers, Sarah Engelke and Cindy Wilkinson, for sticking with me for these long manuscripts. Also, thanks to Jeff Brown for the cover art and map for this series.

      Now, I hope you enjoy the new adventure…
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      Jakstor Freedar frowned as his charge ignored the plate of fish, curassow, and pokran meat he’d finagled from the yacht’s kitchen. Instead, the dragon hatchling prowled around the bed, burrowing under the blankets and tackling the already ravaged pillow, determined to transfer the stuffing from the inside to the outside.

      It had been three days since the hatchling emerged from his egg, amid a disgusting mess of shell, amniotic fluid, and whatever those sparkly magical dots had been. The dragon hadn’t eaten since.

      “Babies are supposed to be hungry all the time.” Jak waved a piece of red meat in front of the creature’s snout. “Especially big babies.”

      The hatchling wasn’t as large as Jak had expected, given the size and heft of the egg he had carried back through the portal. He’d come out about the size of the parrots squawking in the jungle trees outside his porthole. He had scales instead of feathers, rich blue scales that were neither the mottled brown and gray of the dragon that had tried to kill their party on the other world, nor the iridescent blue of the frolicking dragons that the portal had shown Jak in visions.

      Would this hatchling grow into a friendly dragon, such as those who had long ago worked with humans when they’d visited Torvil? Or would he turn into an evil dragon that killed others of his kind and slew humans for sport—and dinner?

      The scaly snout sniffed at the meat as slitted yellow eyes peered up at Jak. At a glance, they looked like the alien reptilian eyes of a snake or lizard, but there was a curiosity and expressiveness in them more akin to a human’s. And intelligence, Jak thought, for he’d caught the hatchling watching him while he worked on his latest map, peering both at his writing utensils and what he was creating.

      At first, Jak thought the hatchling might somehow recognize the world he’d been drawing—after all, it was the frozen snow-and-ice-covered realm where they’d found the egg, locked up in a glacier with dozens of others. Then he’d eaten a charcoal stick and used his tail to flick a pencil across the cabin. It was possible he’d only been considering what on the desk would be the most fun to destroy.

      “Do you want me to chew it first? Mother wolves do that for their pups.” Jak tossed the gamey pokran in his mouth to soften it. “Actually, they chew the meat, swallow it, and regurgitate it when they get back to their dens, but that’s not within my repertoire.” He drew out the macerated pokran meat and offered it again. “I also think vomitus may be forbidden on a fancy flying yacht owned by a wizard king. Given how readily they punish the servants, I would rather not take chances.”

      Jak eyed the open door that led into the parlor of the suite that he and his mother had been given and used his burgeoning magical senses to make sure there weren’t any crewmen nearby to hear and judge him. Hypothetically, he was a guest here, and King Uthari hadn’t punished him or his mother, but they also didn’t have the freedom to leave or even wander about the ship without an escort. Just that morning, guards had come in to take his mother down to one of the tents set up around the portal so she could do some research. Jak didn’t know what sort of research yet, nor did he know if she would return to the yacht.

      The hatchling took the meat from his hand, and hope stirred in Jak. Since the creature had hatched, he’d been worried that he didn’t have the means to care for it. He’d tried milk, even though Mother had assured him that reptiles did not nurse their young, as well as various kinds of meat. He’d even tried slices of fruit and bamboo in case dragons had a vegetarian streak the history books hadn’t warned them about. Nothing interested his charge.

      The hatchling shook his head on his long neck and released the macerated meat. It flew across the cabin, hit the porthole, and stuck to the glass.

      The creature jumped up and down, little wings flapping—thus far, they lacked the power to let him fly—and emitted squawky noises that sounded like a temper tantrum.

      “It’s not my fault you don’t like anything here.” Jak rubbed his face. Maybe dragons could only eat meat from their homeland. “I’m sorry I didn’t think to carve steaks out of those ugly bat creatures that attacked us on… whatever that world is called. We don’t even know.”

      Though a knock didn’t sound at the door, Jak sensed someone powerful entering the suite. He stood and turned, hoping for Malek, but General Tonovan was the one to appear in the doorway.

      Jak’s gut twisted with revulsion. Not only had the odious general leered at Jak’s mother and made sexual comments about her, but he’d been in the process of raping Rookie Tezi when Malek had distracted him so she’d been able to escape—by springing over the railing of a mageship to what she had believed would be her death.

      Though Jak wanted to strangle Tonovan, he radiated almost as much power as Malek. Jak had no doubt that the general could flick a finger and kill him. He kept his face—and his thoughts—blank as Tonovan glowered at him, a gesture more menacing than ever now that he had only one eye.

      “Professor Freedar isn’t here? How disappointing. I know how she enjoys chatting with me.” Tonovan’s lips twisted into something between a smirk and a sneer, like one of the melodramatic villains in an Egarath the Eternal play. Davroloth the Dark, perhaps.

      “Yes,” Jak said, “she pines at night when you’re not here to entertain her with lewd innuendos.”

      “I’d entertain her with a lot more than that if I weren’t busy.” Tonovan waved toward the porthole and the mageships outside, a dozen belonging to King Uthari and a dozen more that had been sent by other kingdoms. They also hoped to use the newly operational ancient portal to travel to other worlds.

      Jak clenched his jaw and kept from responding, not wanting the man to have a reason to stay. Why had he come, anyway? And why did he want to harass Mother? She was in her early forties, and from what Jak had heard, Tonovan preferred to molest women even younger than Jak.

      “Because it irritates Malek.” Tonovan smirked again, though there was no humor in his remaining eye. “And she’s not bad looking for an older woman. Still firm and soft in all the right places.” He groped suggestively in the air.

      Raw rage flared in Jak, and he balled his fists and envisioned himself springing across the cabin and throttling Tonovan. He should have been trying to guard his thoughts from the mind-reading general, but he was too furious to concentrate on that.

      “Go ahead, boy. I don’t know why Uthari and Malek want to let you live, but Uthari wouldn’t punish me for defending myself against a reckless wild one.” Tonovan’s eye narrowed. “I’d enjoy killing you, for the same reason I’d enjoy screwing your mother.”

      Jak couldn’t control his rage. He snarled and leaped at the general. Even as he tried to wrap his hands around Tonovan’s neck, he sensed a magical barrier pop up between them. Jak willed a mountain to fall on it, a fierce wind to tear it away.

      Thus far, he’d had some luck performing magical feats, using nothing but sheer willpower, but not this time. Not against this experienced and powerful wizard.

      He smashed face-first into the barrier and bounced away. A crushing weight slammed onto him from above, and Tonovan’s power drove him to the deck. It was as if a mountain had landed on him, and he couldn’t budge. Invisible fingers wrapped around his throat, cutting off his air.

      Idiot, Jak told himself. You stupid idiot.

      Tonovan chuckled as he applied more force around Jak’s throat. He hadn’t budged, not so much as lifting a finger, and used only his magic. “To kill you, or not to kill you? It was clear I was only defending myself, wasn’t it? There’s even a witness, assuming one can read the mind of a scrawny dragon hatchling.”

      Jak couldn’t move, couldn’t suck in air to reply, nor to replenish his lungs. They ached in his chest, already longing for oxygen.

      The hatchling jumped up and down on the bed, wings flapping. Whether he was complaining about this assault or that his food was unacceptable, Jak didn’t know, but the realization that he might not live to find out terrified him.

      Again, he tried to draw upon his own power—everyone kept saying he had great potential, so it ought to be good for something. He envisioned himself within a ring of mountains—the Impact Mountains once formed by an asteroid strike in Northern Agorval—with their tall peaks separating him from Tonovan, driving the general back, forcing him away.

      It didn’t work. Not against this foe.

      Malek? Jak thought telepathically, trying to pinpoint-deliver the message so Tonovan wouldn’t hear him. I did something stupid, and if you’re on the yacht, I could use some help.

      The hatchling leaped down from the bed and half walked and half hopped past Jak toward Tonovan.

      “This is the mighty dragon, eh?” Tonovan drawled, eyeing him even as he kept Jak pinned, maintaining enough pressure around his throat to prevent him from breathing. “It doesn’t look like much. How funny to think that primitive people turned a dragon into a god. Shylezar the Great. What a farce. Terrene humans are easily manipulated simpletons.”

      Jak’s rapid heartbeat pounded against his eardrums, and darkness crept into his vision. He would pass out and die at this man’s feet, and the bastard wouldn’t care one iota.

      “Let him go,” came a voice from the parlor.

      The pressure around Jak’s throat and the weight pinning him to the deck disappeared in an instant. He gasped in air and rolled away from Tonovan as the general turned to face Malek.

      Even though he didn’t lower his barrier—if anything, Jak sensed Tonovan strengthening it at Malek’s approach—the hatchling somehow hopped through it.

      From his position gasping on the deck, Jak had a perfect view of the creature springing in and biting Tonovan on the back of the calf. Tiny sharp teeth gnashed through the red material of his uniform trousers.

      Tonovan yelped and kicked the hatchling away.

      Swearing, Jak lunged to his feet as his charge flew across the cabin. The hatchling smashed against a wall, then bounced onto the bed.

      Jak almost blacked out, his body still struggling to recover from the lack of oxygen, but he scrambled onto the bed, terrified the little dragon’s bones might have broken. He was just a baby and who knew how fragile. Jak swept in and gathered the hatchling in his arms, cradling him to his chest. Dazed, the creature only gurgled slightly.

      “What are you doing in here?” Malek asked from the doorway, glaring at Tonovan, though he glanced at Jak and the hatchling.

      “I came to see what popped out of that egg.” Tonovan lifted his leg and rubbed his calf, but he didn’t comment on the attack—or the fact that the hatchling had somehow slipped through his barrier as if it didn’t exist. “Your teenage prodigy attacked me, so naturally, I had to defend myself.”

      Jak’s neck throbbed, as if real hands had been wrapped around it, and he wondered if he would have bruises later. He was more concerned about the hatchling and wished he knew how to tell if any of his bones were broken or if he was only dazed.

      “Which of the women he cares about did you threaten to rape?” Malek asked coolly.

      Tonovan smirked and put his leg down. Alas, he wasn’t limping. “His mother, but I wouldn’t need to use force on her. She would enjoy wrapping her mouth around my fat—”

      Tonovan jerked back, as if he’d been slapped.

      Malek hadn’t moved, but his dark eyes were as hard as obsidian, and Jak had sensed the attack, a mental jab that could strike even through a mage’s barrier. Sadly, Malek didn’t follow it up with another attack or try to kill Tonovan. Jak would have gladly helped, even if all he could do was shout at the general and distract him.

      “You sure you want to threaten me, Malek?” Tonovan said with ice in his voice. “When you’re recovering from near-death wounds and aren’t at your strongest?”

      “I’ll duel you any time you wish.” Malek pointed upward, as if to suggest they should challenge each other on the open deck of the yacht. “And I’ve recovered nicely from my wounds. They won’t impede me.”

      “I’m so happy to hear that.” Tonovan didn’t move toward the corridor or give any indication that he would accept the challenge. “Uthari would be so saddened by your loss. He wouldn’t have anyone left who’s as eager to kiss his ass.”

      “You’ve seen the hatchling. Get out.” Magical power laced Malek’s voice, and when he stepped aside to clear the way to the exit, Tonovan lurched forward, taking two steps before clenching his jaw and visibly stopping himself.

      But it was only for a moment. He glared back at Jak—and the hatchling—then strode toward the exit.

      “See to it that you get your trousers mended,” Malek added. “Something has frayed them.”

      Not responding, Tonovan walked out, slamming the door behind him like a petulant child.

      Jak slumped against the wall, his body aching after the encounter. The hatchling chirped in his arms, then nibbled on the cuff of his sleeve.

      “I know you’re hungry,” Jak whispered. “Just tell me what you like.”

      Malek stepped into the bedroom, wearing his usual tan trousers, beige shirt, and brown jacket, his main-gauche and basket-hilted longsword in their scabbards on his weapons belt. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry you had to come, but thank you. I made an unwise decision.” Jak grimaced and rubbed his neck.

      “Tonovan likes to goad his enemies into doing that.” Malek pointed at the hatchling. “Is it all right?”

      “I think so.”

      The hatchling had recovered from being stunned and was trying to climb up Jak’s arm to his shoulder.

      “Hopefully, he’s tough. He’s so magical, even as a baby, I think he’d have to be.” Jak had been able to sense the magic of the dragon eggs when they’d been encased in ice, and the hatchling’s aura was even more noticeable now. “But he hasn’t eaten anything since he hatched. I’m worried that the food on our world doesn’t agree with him.”

      Jak pointed at the plate of delicacies, then at the piece still stuck to the porthole glass. A couple of flies had arrived in the cabin and were buzzing around it. Jak made a note to clean the macerated meat off the glass. If there were rules about vomiting on yachts, there were probably rules about leaving half-chewed pieces of pokran sticking to things.

      “You still need to work on guarding your thoughts around mages,” Malek observed.

      “Sorry. I wasn’t trying.”

      “Your mental barrier should become habitual, something you keep up during all of your waking hours. So that enemies don’t know if they’re successfully goading you to anger and nearby allies aren’t afflicted with imagery of you regurgitating food to your hatchling.”

      “I didn’t do that. I was just thinking about it. Wolves do it, and dragons are predators, so…” Jak shrugged, a little embarrassed, but if Malek poked into his mind, he couldn’t truly be offended by what he found. It had to be better than what was in Tonovan’s mind.

      “No doubt about that.” Malek stepped closer, peering at Jak’s charge. Since he’d been recovering from his wounds, he hadn’t been by to see the hatchling yet, and he had to be curious. It sounded like the word had gotten out. Everybody might be curious.

      Jak could handle visitors, as long as they weren’t vile like Tonovan, but he worried someone would want to take the dragon to raise and turn into a trained killer. Uthari had said Jak could watch over the hatchling, providing Jak and his mother obeyed Uthari and did all that he wished, but he wasn’t the only powerful mage here. And then there were the druids in the jungle. What if one of them sneaked aboard and kidnapped the hatchling while Jak slept?

      “Are you sure it’s a he?” Malek asked. “It doesn’t look like it has recognizable sex organs.”

      “Mother thinks so, but she admitted it would be hard to know for sure unless we had a female for comparison. Apparently, there isn’t a lot of surviving information on how to sex baby dragons.”

      “I’ll hazard a guess that there was never a lot of information on that.”

      “Possibly true. She’s going by how one tells on lizards.”

      Malek arched his eyebrows. “And how is that?”

      “Males are more swollen at the base of their tails than females, and they have a pair of enlarged scales near their cloaca.” Jak, not certain how familiar Malek was with lizards, lifted the hatchling so he could see the underbelly. The dragon’s tail whipped back and forth in the air, and he tried to spring to the porthole. In case he had developed a new interest in the meat now that it had aired out, Jak lifted him to the ledge. “Apparently, there are behavioral clues too. The males tend to be more aggressive. This one likes to throw temper tantrums and destroy the pillow.”

      “And it bit Tonovan.” Malek’s voice and face were never that expressive, but he smiled with faint approval.

      “Through his barrier.”

      “I noticed that. I’m not sure if Tonovan just wasn’t paying much attention to what was behind him or if it truly sauntered through as if it weren’t there.”

      “I was behind him.” Jak touched his chest. “He should have been paying attention.”

      “He doesn’t see you as a threat.”

      “I wish I could say that was a grievous mistake and he’ll one day rue that failure, but I was licking the deck at his feet two minutes ago.” Jak sighed.

      “Give it time. You’re only starting to develop your power. I had to endure ten years of zidarr training before Uthari deemed me fully ready to receive the mantle and go on missions for him.”

      Talons scraped as the hatchling hung from the porthole ledge. His head darted all around the meat, but he didn’t remove it. He seemed to be tracking the flies.

      “So, in ten years, I’ll be able to defend myself against Tonovan?”

      “Maybe fewer. Learning to defend oneself is a simpler matter than learning to attack someone else through their defenses.”

      “So, only five until I can keep him from crushing my windpipe?”

      “Maybe three. Have you named him?” Malek nodded toward the hatchling whose tail was swishing back and forth against the wall.

      “No. I wasn’t sure if that was presumptuous. Right now, he’s a little runt, but when he’s powerful and intelligent and speaks the language of the dragons, the dragons who had the wherewithal to build those portals and other great artifacts, he might not appreciate having been named by a human.” Admittedly, Jak didn’t know if the hatchling would be able to develop fully without the influence of his own kind. It wasn’t as if humans learned how to speak in a vacuum. Would Jak be able to one day find adult dragons—good and kindly adult dragons—to give him to? And what about all the eggs that were still frozen back in that glacier?

      “Give him a mighty name that acknowledges his nobleness, and maybe he won’t object.”

      One of the flies landed on the glass, and the hatchling froze like a dog on point.

      “I’m not sure how long this little fellow will survive if I can’t figure out what he’ll eat. We may have to go back to his world and get some meat there.” Jak grimaced at the idea of returning to that frozen wasteland. Even though he loved the idea of exploring and mapping new places, he shuddered as he remembered all of the bones—the human bones—that had littered the dragon’s lair, and how their team had almost been lured to their deaths.

      “Dragons lived here for a time and presumably traveled to all the worlds linked by the portals. One would think they could subsist on meat from places other than their homeland.”

      The fly buzzed away from the porthole. The hatchling blurred into motion, surging up and snapping his jaws before it could escape. He caught the fly, wings flapping for stability as he kept himself from falling off the ledge, and chomped it down.

      “Or insects from places other than their homeland,” Malek said dryly.

      “They eat bugs? Noble, magnificent dragons eat bugs?” Jak pushed a hand through his hair. “That isn’t what I was expecting.”

      The hatchling shook his tail and shifted his focus to the other fly.

      “Perhaps Fly Slayer should be his name,” Malek said.

      “That doesn’t sound mighty or noble.”

      “Maybe he’ll one day graduate to crickets.”

      Jak eyed Malek, still a little startled when the great and powerful zidarr showed glimpses of humor. When Jak had first met Malek—first been kidnapped by Malek—he’d only been able to think of him as King Uthari’s loyal, and extremely deadly, henchman. Neither his position nor deadliness had changed, but since he’d saved Jak’s life more than once and had started helping him learn to use his magic, Jak no longer feared him.

      Maybe that was unwise, since Malek had always been clear that his loyalty was to his king—and Jak longed for nothing more than to dethrone all the wizard kings ruling over terrene humans—but he couldn’t help how he felt. And he appreciated these quiet moments when Malek seemed more like a mentor than an enemy.

      The remaining fly buzzed away from the porthole, and the hatchling stretched for it again, catching it and devouring it in a gulp. This time, he lost his balance and slipped off the ledge.

      Jak caught him. The hatchling scrambled up his arm, talons digging through the material of his sleeve, and perched on his shoulder. He peered around the cabin, tail swishing as he looked for more prey.

      “Insects are high in protein,” Malek said. “Maybe they’re a staple food on the world where dragons evolved.”

      “But they’re so little. And dragons are so large.”

      “Yes.” Malek touched his side where dragon fangs the size of swords had pierced him less than a week earlier. “I remember. There are large insects in some parts of the world, and there could be even larger ones where dragons come from.”

      “True. I think he’s still hungry.”

      “If he hasn’t eaten since he hatched, that’s understandable.”

      “Do you think the mage crew would find it odd if I wandered around the yacht hunting for insects?” Jak would prefer to go down into the jungle and poke around under logs. Would the dragon like grubs? But he doubted Uthari’s guards would let him leave.

      “Perhaps—” Malek eyed him thoughtfully, “—this is an opportunity for a lesson.”

      “A magic lesson?”

      “Yes.”

      “One that will help me defend myself against powerful bastards?”

      “All lessons that help you develop and refine your skills are useful.”

      “That sounded like a no.” Jak tried not to feel disappointed. He would gladly learn any skill that Malek was willing to teach him.

      “It won’t specifically help unless you want to pelt Tonovan with crickets.”

      “I wouldn’t be opposed to that.”

      Malek rested a hand on his shoulder. “Come. Bring the shikari.”

      The hatchling peeped as they headed for the door.

      “Yeah, that’s you,” Jak told him. “You’ve impressed Lord Malek with your extreme hunting prowess.”

      The hatchling chewed on Jak’s collar. Well, that wasn’t any worse than the pillow.
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      Tezi Tigan sat cross-legged on the dirt floor of one of the tents that Thorn Company had been given, charging magelock rifles in a portable filler for her comrades. It was a mindless task, but she didn’t resent it, since it gave her an excuse to stay out of sight instead of going out on the patrols in the jungle that the others were being assigned.

      Thorn Company wasn’t the only mercenary unit in the area, and tensions were high. By now, everyone had heard about Tezi’s dragon-steel battle-axe, and she’d caught numerous speculative glances in her direction. In its direction.

      The tent flap stirred, and Lieutenant Sasko and Captain Ferroki walked in.

      Tezi rose to salute, then grabbed their freshly charged weapons for them.

      “Thank you, Tezi,” the captain said.

      Sasko accepted hers and sat on a crate of rations, the closest thing the tent had to furnishings. “You figure out how you’re going to carry a rifle and a giant battle-axe on your back yet, Rookie?”

      “The axe isn’t that heavy, ma’am.”

      “That’s good. I was afraid the weight would crumple your scrawny legs.”

      “My legs are fit and firm, ma’am.” Tezi was used to razzing from her squad leader, Sergeant Tinder, but the lieutenant always got in her fair shots too.

      “She helped kill a dragon, I hear.” Ferroki sat on a sack of potatoes. “Perhaps you shouldn’t tease her anymore.”

      “Tinder said she was useless against the dragon, that they all were, and that Lord Malek killed it. I will definitely not tease him.”

      “Wise,” Ferroki murmured.

      Tezi wished she could say she hadn’t been useless, but none of the magelock rifles had perturbed the dragon. It hadn’t even noticed them, as far as she’d been able to tell. Jadora’s explosives had at least distracted it, though that had likely been more because of the noise than their power. Only Malek’s magical sword had pierced the dragon’s armored hide. Presumably, the battle-axe would also have such an ability, but Tezi hadn’t discovered it until after the battle.

      Too bad. She wished she could have landed at least one serious blow on the dragon. She hadn’t been so terrified that she’d frozen and been too stunned to react—as they’d been creeping into its lair, she’d feared that might happen—but it hadn’t mattered. In the end, she’d not only almost gotten herself killed, but Malek had been bitten because he’d leaped on the dragon’s tail to keep it from reaching her. She hated that she’d been useless, and she hated even more that she owed a zidarr her life.

      It still surprised her that Malek had bothered to save her. Did he even know her name? She wasn’t sure.

      “Are these charged?” Sasko pointed at the other rifles Tezi had done.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’ll give them back to their owners. There could be trouble out there any time.” Sasko scooped up the weapons and left.

      “It’s true that I didn’t do much on that mission, ma’am,” Tezi admitted when she was alone with the captain. “I tried. I hit the dragon several times with magelock charges, but they did nothing.”

      “No matter how brave the mouse, she cannot defeat the lion,” the captain murmured, likely quoting from one of her fables.

      “How does a mouse survive in a world run by lions?” Tezi asked.

      “By treading carefully and carrying a big thorn.” The captain pantomimed shoving a thorn in a lion’s paw, then pointed at the axe and smiled.

      “I don’t deserve this weapon, ma’am. I scrounged it from a dead man. All that remained of him were a few charred bones and a blackened suit of armor, but he must have once won it bravely in some battle. It doesn’t seem right that I lucked into it because he died.”

      “If he’s dead, he’s not coming back for it. And even if he had a rightful heir, I don’t know how you would find the person and return it.”

      “Nobody was alive there. Nobody human.”

      “Then it’s yours.”

      “Are you sure, ma’am? Maybe you should wield it. Or… Lord Malek was the one to kill the dragon. If he wanted it—”

      “He has enough. Two lesser-dragon-steel weapons. Few in the world have such blades, even among the zidarr.”

      But dragon steel was even better than lesser dragon steel. Admittedly, Tezi didn’t know how or why, but everyone had been quick to point that out.

      So far, all she knew about the axe was that it was surprisingly lightweight, seemingly indestructible, and that it had pierced the hide of that giant worm when few other attacks had. Also, it was warm to her touch, and even though she was as sense-dead as any terrene human, she could feel the magic that it radiated. As with the portal, its magic was so great that anyone could detect it.

      “I’ve never trained with an axe,” Tezi admitted.

      In truth, she didn’t want to give up the weapon. Given how stacked the odds were against her, with every powerful mage she encountered wanting to kill her because she’d killed two of their kind in the past, she could use an advantage. The mages she’d taken down had been vile people who’d tormented others, but that didn’t seem to matter. All mages believed it was a crime deserving of death if a terrene human killed one of their kind, no matter how loathsome the person had been.

      “No?” Captain Ferroki stood and grabbed her rifle and a short sword. “Let’s practice then.”

      “Me and you, ma’am?” It was silly, but Tezi had never sparred with the captain. Sergeant Tinder usually led weapons practice for the company and paired up the troops. The fact that Ferroki cared and wanted to help Tezi touched her.

      “Me and you, Rookie.” Ferroki smiled and headed for the flap. “I don’t know what calamity is going to strike us next, but I fear we’ll both need the practice.”

      As they headed off to find a quiet spot, Tezi eyed the portal looming beside the pool, its magic keeping it standing upright. As far as she knew, it was still active, and more monstrous creatures could fly through it at any time.

      If dragon-steel weapons were one of the few things that could harm them, she had better do more than practice. She had better master the battle-axe.
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      Jak followed Malek to the railing of the yacht with the hatchling on his shoulder. Shikari.

      He’d thought the word a silly name at first, given that his charge had only managed to capture flies thus far, but as the hatchling grew into an adult dragon, he would learn to hunt down large and dangerous game.

      “The trees are full of insects.” Malek extended a hand toward the jungle canopy below the yacht, branches shivering as a breeze whispered through, the air promising it would rain later.

      On the other mageships in the area, crewmen gazed curiously over at them, either because it was always worth noting what a zidarr was up to, or because of the dragon hatchling riding on Jak’s shoulder.

      “I would guess the whole jungle is full of insects.” When Jak paid attention, he could make out their buzzes and chirps in the background. At night, the noise was more noticeable, but it existed during the day too, punctuated by howls and hoots from monkeys and squawks from birds. He didn’t know what was responsible for the screeches he often heard in the distance, and he didn’t want to find out. “The mosquitoes have found and sampled me often.”

      “Now you have a mosquito hunter.”

      The hatchling peeped.

      “You sound like a baby chicken when you do that,” Jak told him. “It’s not at all ferocious.”

      The tail dangling down his back swished up to flick at his hair.

      “Since he’s too young to fly, you’ll have to catch insects for him.” Malek extended his hand toward the trees, a reminder that this was to be a magic lesson.

      “Do you want me to muddle through figuring out how to do that on my own? Or are you going to give me a tip first?” Jak remembered when Malek had shared his thoughts back on the frozen world, some kind of mind link that had allowed Jak to see and sense how he was creating a barrier. It had made it much easier to grasp the tactic than when people simply explained a magical act, leaving it to him to figure out a methodology that worked for him. “Our hatchling is hungry, so the sooner I can provide food for him, the better.”

      Malek rested a hand on Jak’s free shoulder, then looked toward the leaves ten feet below. Again using a mind link, he shared what he was doing as he produced strands of magic, the thin tendrils forming from power that flowed out of his body. In seconds, he wove them together into an invisible net that was tangible to Jak’s senses. Though Malek performed the act quickly and easily, it looked complicated.

      The net descended between the trees, and with a fresh nudge of magic, Malek created a breeze that swept through the leaves. It blew in with just enough power to knock insects from their perches in the trees. They tumbled into the net and stuck, as if it were a spider’s web instead of something crafted purely from magic.

      Malek drew up the net, wrapped it around the tiny winged prizes stuck to it, and dropped the wad on the deck behind them. The hatchling watched, hopping up and down on Jak’s shoulder.

      “Does he prefer live prey?” Malek asked. “Or should I kill them?”

      “We haven’t had that discussion yet. I’m waiting for him to learn Dhoran.”

      Shikari sprang off Jak’s shoulder, startling him, since the hatchling couldn’t fly yet. Jak lunged after him, afraid he would hurt himself jumping from such a height, but Shikari landed without trouble in the middle of the net.

      The insects were batting against the woven strands, trying to escape their imprisonment. Jak thought Shikari might get trapped as well, his talons sticking to the magical web, but he hopped about without trouble, snout descending to pluck up bugs.

      “It’s interesting that the magic doesn’t affect him,” Malek said. “Though perhaps not surprising. The dragon I fought was very resistant to my attacks. I did land a few blows with magic—especially when I targeted its eye—but my sword was more effective.”

      Shikari chomped down the fifteen or twenty bugs the magical net had caught, then looked expectantly up at them, his tail swishing on the deck. He crouched and pounced on Jak’s boot.

      “Are you sure that’s a dragon and not a cat?” Malek let his net dissolve, the magic fading until there was no trace of the strands.

      “Reasonably sure. He is somewhat… kittenish.”

      “It’s hard to imagine him growing into something like the one we battled.”

      “I’m hoping he won’t, at least not in the humans-are-delicious-so-I-am-luring-them-to-my-lair-to-eat kind of way. His scales are blue like the good dragons.” Jak didn’t mention the lack of an iridescent overlay. Maybe that would come later.

      “The good dragons?” Malek raised his eyebrows.

      “In my dreams—ah, the visions the portal has shared with me—there are iridescent-blue dragons that play in the pool and frolic with each other. There are also brown-and-gray mottled dragons, like the one we faced, that are evil. Or at least mean and not playful. They kill the blue dragons as well as people.”

      “Hm. I’d wondered if this one would grow into a threat to us.”

      “Hopefully not to us. If we treat him well. They’re as smart as we are—smarter, probably.”

      Shikari chewed off the end of Jak’s bootlace and spat it out.

      “Clearly,” Malek said.

      “I’m sure you weren’t doing anything that advanced when you were three days old. My experience with babies is that the highlight of their early months is when they discover their toes.” Jak admittedly didn’t have much experience with babies, other than occasionally visiting his married cousin who lived with his little daughter on the outskirts of the city, but he doubted zidarr spent much time around them either.

      “We’ll leave to explore another world in the morning,” Malek said. “I’ve recovered sufficiently, and King Uthari is insistent that we don’t delay. Will you take the hatchling along or leave him here with someone?”

      “I can’t leave him.” Alarm surged through Jak at the thought. “He needs me. I’ll make a sling so I can carry him.”

      Jak had brought the hatchling into this world, so he felt responsible for him. Not only that, but he still worried that one of the ambitious mages would get ahold of Shikari—why did Rivlen’s face come to mind?—and try to shape him into some loyal minion, a future servant.

      “He might be a hindrance,” Malek said. “Or be killed if we end up in battle.”

      “I’ll take care of him. I know I can. And he won’t be any trouble.”

      Shikari, having rejected the bootlace, looked expectantly up at Jak again.

      “I think he wants more insects,” Jak said, hoping to change the subject.

      Maybe if Jak showed up at the portal with Shikari in a sling, Malek would simply accept that he was coming along.

      “Yes. And you’ll provide them.” Malek pointed at the trees. “The net is intricate, as far as magic goes, and it may be beyond your skills at this time. You can either try it or come up with your own solution.”

      It had looked intricate. As much as Jak would have preferred to show off his vast abilities by perfectly making a magical net on his first try, he doubted he could. Even having watched and sensed how Malek had done it, it was a daunting task that he would prefer to first practice in private, especially since a number of mages on their ship and on others were watching. They probably cared more about the dragon than Jak’s magic lessons, but if he failed utterly in front of them, he would feel like a fool.

      Maybe Jak could eschew the net and simply create the same kind of wind that Malek had. If he struck the insects hard enough, it might stun them, and he could sweep them onto the deck of the yacht. Shikari could use his killer instincts to pounce on them and devour them before they regained consciousness.

      Thus far, he’d had most success performing magic when he could relate what he wanted to do with a cartographical feature on one of his maps. Mountains for defense. Rivers for funneling some of his power into other people to use. And a geyser to levitate someone upward into the sky.

      He envisioned the kind of harsh hurricane winds that drove storms off the sea and to shore, battering the beaches hard enough to erode land and reshape the coastline. He willed such a blast of wind to gust through the treetops, knocking free any insects loitering on leaves and funneling them up to land on the yacht’s deck.

      But wind was a dubious cartographical feature, even if it shaped the terrain of the world over time, and his power seemed to sniff disdainfully at this notion. Long seconds passed as he concentrated, sweat pricking at his armpits, and nothing happened beyond the natural breezes whispering through the trees.

      Though Malek didn’t say anything, he watched Jak. That made Jak feel self-conscious, and heat rose to his cheeks. He wanted Malek to believe he was worth teaching, that this wasn’t a waste of his time. Maybe the other mages around had sensed that Jak was trying to do something—trying ineffectually to do something—for many of them had paused to watch too.

      If Jak couldn’t even catch flies, would Uthari realize he was useless and forbid Malek to teach him? Or decide that it wasn’t worth letting a wild one like Jak live?

      Feeling like a clock was ticking toward a deadline, Jak gave up on the wind. He’d used water imagery effectively before. Frustrated, he envisioned storm waves crashing to the shore. They shaped coastlines far more quickly and dramatically than wind did.

      Snapping and rustling rose up from below as a wall of water—no, of the magical force that Jak was creating by envisioning water—rushed through the treetops. The tops of trunks snapped off, branches tore free, and thousands of leaves flew into the air.

      Realizing he’d used too much force—and nothing like the finesse of Malek’s net—Jak released his concentration. But the wave of magic kept rolling along. Like a real wave, it couldn’t be stopped until it crashed to the shore. In this case, it crashed to Uthari’s yacht, bearing a deluge of leaves and broken branches and tree trunks on it. The wave slammed into the ship, making the entire vessel quake as it dumped most of the debris onto the deck.

      “What in all the caves in the slavemasters’ Hell was that?” the yacht’s captain bellowed, rushing out on deck with other officers on his heels.

      “Are we under attack?”

      “What the—” They stopped and gaped at the knee-deep layer of foliage, branches, and treetops blanketing the deck.

      Jak buried his face in his hand, wishing he could disappear. If his cheeks had been warm before, they flamed like a sun now.

      “Hm,” Malek said.

      Uthari strode out, frowning around at the mess before his gaze settled on Jak. The officers might have been confused, but he seemed to know exactly what had happened.

      “We’re not under attack,” Uthari told the captain. “At least not by enemy fire.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” The captain glared at Jak. He was one of many doing so.

      Only the hatchling appeared pleased by this mistake. He hopped among the debris, poking his snout under leaves. A cricket that the magic had indeed stunned tried to hop away, but he caught it and chomped it down.

      “What is going on, Malek?” Uthari walked up to them, branches crunching underfoot.

      Jak lowered his hand, wondering if Uthari would punish him. And if so, would Malek stand by and watch? Numerous things that he’d said within Jak’s hearing implied Malek believed a zidarr who didn’t perform adequately deserved to be punished. Would he feel the same about a young pupil?

      “Feeding time,” Malek said.

      Did he sound amused?

      Jak couldn’t tell, but he hoped so. Unfortunately, Uthari didn’t look amused, not in the least.

      Shikari’s tail swished as he searched for more insects.

      “It eats leaves?” Uthari asked.

      “Insects. Jak is experimenting with ways to retrieve them.”

      Uthari looked at the mounds of jungle debris layering his deck. “A net wouldn’t have sufficed?”

      “The net looked daunting,” Jak muttered.

      Uthari frowned at him. “The net looked daunting, Your Majesty. If you’re going to make a mess of someone’s personal yacht, the least you can do is address him respectfully afterward.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “And clean it up.” Uthari turned a frank look on Malek. “I trust you can teach him to do that without overly daunting him.”

      “Possibly.” Malek did look amused. His eyes were glinting.

      Uthari squinted suspiciously at him, then shook his head and stalked away.

      “Worse than the water-tank incident,” Uthari muttered, then called over his shoulder, “Don’t think I’ve forgotten that, Malek.”

      “I was sure you hadn’t, Your Majesty,” Malek called after him.

      Shikari found a clump of leaves afflicted with foliage-munching worms and proceeded to devour them while ripping the foliage to shreds.

      “Water-tank incident?” Jak asked.

      “During the first year of my training,” Malek said, “I knocked a water tank off the roof and flooded the castle courtyard.”

      “Oh?” Jak allowed himself to feel hope that such incidents might be common among mages in training and that he wasn’t a total dolt. “What were you trying to do?”

      “Catch a butterfly.”

      “Really?”

      Malek nodded. “Raw power comes first and finesse later, though you have to work for it. Some mages never get past using their power like a bludgeon. They don’t make it far and usually get killed in battle early on by someone more subtle.”

      “Ah. I likely should have tried the net then.”

      “Likely.” Malek smiled slightly, then waved to the mess. “Let’s separate the insects from the debris and toss everything that isn’t supposed to go down a dragon’s gullet over the side. I’ll show you, and you try emulating me this time. You can be creative later, ideally when you’re alone without anyone around who might be injured.”

      “Funny.”

      “Yes. Zidarr are known for their wit.”

      “I don’t think that’s true.”

      “No? Distressing.”

      Jak grinned and nodded that he was ready to learn and try to do exactly what Malek did.

      As they worked together, Malek proved a surprisingly patient teacher. It reminded Jak of when his father had taught him about excavations and stratigraphy and how one did not, contrary to Jak’s original belief, simply dig holes to search for artifacts.

      A pang of nostalgia came over him, along with the realization that he appreciated having someone to teach him again. It wasn’t as if he needed another father, or that anyone could replace the father he’d lost—he would never want that—but having a mentor was… nice.

      But, as they used magic to sweep the debris off the deck, Jak reminded himself that Malek wanted him to swear loyalty and use his power to help Uthari. That had to be the only reason he was teaching Jak, not out of the goodness of his heart. As all the stories assured him, zidarr no more had hearts than they had wit.

      Still, Jak couldn’t help but think that everything would be much easier if he went along with Malek’s desires. He hated the idea of becoming some wizard ruler’s loyal minion, but if he did, could he make sure his mother and grandfather were safe? If so, that would be worth a lot. Maybe even his freedom.

      On the other hand, if Jak learned from Malek only to later turn on him and Uthari, they would try to kill him. To kill him and his family. Even if all Jak did was try to escape them, would they forgive him for that? For learning the secrets of mage powers and running back to the world of terrene humans?

      He worried that neither Uthari nor Malek would allow that.
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      “Interesting,” Jadora murmured, turning the knob on the microscope. “Extremely interesting.”

      She was in one of the many tents that had been erected around the waterfall-fed pool by both Uthari’s people and mages from the other fleets. Uthari had sent her down that morning, promising she would like what she found, which had included the microscope and all manner of laboratory equipment he must have brought along, hoping his team would find the longevity-inducing plant he sought.

      During the last few days, she’d been hard at work translating the stories in the centuries-old tome the druids had lent her, and it was a worthwhile project, but this was her passion. She was examining some of the specimens she’d amassed during her journey, plant samples collected from all over, including the tunnels underneath Uthari’s sky city, the druid monuments in the jungle, and beside the pool here—the spot where the magical dragon portal had chosen to have itself placed. The plants she’d gathered here had particularly intrigued her, and she was glad for the chance to examine them under a microscope, but she wouldn’t admit it to Uthari or any of his people.

      Even though she wasn’t bound by shackles, Jadora and Jak were his prisoners. Even worse, Uthari now also held her father prisoner on his yacht. To ensure her compliance.

      “Is she talking about the green smudge on the rectangle of glass?” Sergeant Tinder asked from the entrance to the tent.

      “I believe so,” Captain Ferroki said.

      They were Jadora’s two guards today. She didn’t quite understand how the Thorn Company mercenaries had come to be working for King Uthari, when less than a week ago, they’d been employed against him by another alliance, but from what she’d heard, it had to do with their previous employers being killed and them being given an ultimatum. Work for Uthari or be abandoned in the jungle, a thousand miles from the coast and civilization.

      They weren’t the only mercenaries that Uthari had gathered that way—numerous tattooed roamers strode the decks of several ships in his fleet—and Jadora had no doubt he would throw them away as cannon fodder should fighting break out again. Since the battle with the worm, the various fleets had been holding an uneasy truce, but she had little doubt that every commander longed to claim the portal—and whatever wonders the other worlds might hold—for their masters. Further, some of the other fleets had brought mercenaries of their own, who were also camped in the area, and tensions were high whenever the different groups of soldiers crossed paths.

      “Is that typical for scientists?” Tinder asked.

      “I believe it is,” Ferroki said. “We each have our own passions. To the anteater, ants are interesting.”

      “Huh. The things I find interesting are combat bonuses, exotic foods, and new toys for the bedroom.”

      “That’s because you’re typical for a mercenary.”

      “Am I, Captain? I always thought my knowledge of explosives and love for constructing, throwing, and precisely placing them made me unique.”

      “All mercenaries enjoy those things. You just excel at them.”

      “Thank you for noticing, Captain.” Tinder opened the tent flap, peeked out, and frowned. “You know what else I excel at? Keeping rowdy soldiers in line.” She stalked out and started yelling at people who were apparently lounging on the flat rock alongside the pool and swimming in the water instead of taking their duties seriously.

      Jadora’s current guards were chatty.

      She opened a fresh journal that had been waiting on the table when she arrived and drew what were the most unique chloroplasts, if that was indeed what she was looking at, that she’d seen. Maybe later, she would ask Jak to peer into the microscope and do more accurate drawings. She didn’t have his deft touch with a pencil.

      Outside, a tremendous splash sounded, followed by a man yelling for Tinder to get naked and join him. The last Jadora had seen, off-shift soldiers were climbing the cliff to the top of the waterfall, jumping into the river, and letting it carry them over the edge to plummet into the cool, deep pool.

      Given the humidity that made sweat bead on her forehead, even here in the shade of the tent, she couldn’t blame the soldiers, but she had a feeling some of the stern mage crewmen would come down from their ships and put an end to anything that might be considered fun. Since another deadly predator might fly through the portal at any time, someone out there should be standing guard assiduously, ready for that possibility.

      “I hope we aren’t distracting you from your work, Professor,” Ferroki said quietly. “Especially since I assume your work is at King Uthari’s behest. I don’t wish to draw his ire.”

      “It’s fine. I was just thinking of collecting another specimen. It’s possible this plant represents a mutation.” Jadora didn’t think that was true, unless each of the plants in that patch was mutated, but she wanted to rule it out. She opened the flap, intending to walk to the portal for another sample, but one of the roamers was sprawled naked atop the green patch of plants, his hands behind his head, his bronze skin drying in the sun. “Perhaps I’ll wait.”

      If the portal activated, and another giant man-eating worm flew out, he would be its first meal.

      Ferroki looked out beside her. “What do you need?”

      “Another sample from under that large fellow.”

      “Tinder.” Ferroki waved to get her sergeant’s attention and pointed at the greenery. “Collect a plant from under that roamer for the professor.”

      Tinder eyed the drowsing roamer. “From under him?”

      Jadora shook her head. “Roamer-adjacent is fine.”

      Tinder ambled over, eyed the fronds of the plant, and pulled out a dagger to cut off some of the foliage. The roamer opened his eyes, said something in a sultry tone, and fondled her calf. She stepped on his wrist, pointed her dagger at his genitals, and replied in a clipped tone. He chuckled and released her.

      “At least our combined forces are getting along,” Ferroki said as Tinder walked away.

      In Jadora’s academic world back at Sprungtown University, she wouldn’t have considered that getting along.

      “And nobody has tried to kill our rookie for that axe yet,” Ferroki murmured, her gaze toward an open area where Tezi was sparring with two other female mercenaries. “I’ve been concerned about that. It’s garnered a lot of interest from mercenaries and mages.”

      “Not surprising. Even weapons made from lesser dragon steel are rare and coveted.” Jadora thought of the blades Malek wielded. He’d admitted that he’d won them in battle against dangerous foes. “Their inherent magic gives them abilities beyond simple steel weapons, and dragon steel has even more power and magical properties. There are a handful of dragon-steel relics in museums and private collections around the world—and even a few monuments left in remote locations around Torvil—but neither smiths nor mages have ever learned how to smelt either material. The hottest heat we can make isn’t effective, nor is any kind of magic. The material is impervious to it.”

      “So I’ve heard. One wonders how the tools were originally made.”

      “The hypothesis is that dragons have the power to manipulate the magical alloy. Our methods of dating artifacts suggest that all the dragon steel and lesser dragon steel on Torvil comes from the time period they were known to be visitors to our world. It’s likely they made the weapons for the humans that befriended them—or served them. It was all more than ten thousand years ago, so the records are fuzzy on which it was. Perhaps some of both.”

      “It seems like it would be wise to befriend a dragon if at all possible.”

      Jadora shivered, remembering the brown-and-gray mottled dragon that had almost killed Malek. It had almost killed all of them. “I don’t think it’s always possible.”

      Tinder delivered the plant sample.

      “Thank you, Sergeant.” Jadora accepted it. “That was brave of you.”

      “Nah, that one’s all right.” Tinder pointed her thumb toward the lounging roamer. “He was flirting with Sasko earlier and accepted her no when she gave it. They don’t always. I was a little surprised Sasko said no, to be honest. He’s all muscled and sexy, if you’re into that type. Which she is.” Tinder smirked. “She may be pining for the mage engineer that we lost last week.”

      “Lieutenant Vinjo?” Ferroki asked. “She was avoiding him, not pining, when last they spoke. I believe Colonel Sorath is the one who misses him. A talented engineer willing to make magical gadgets for terrene humans shouldn’t be cast aside lightly.”

      Jadora took the plant back to her worktable and cut a piece off the frond to make another slide.

      “Maybe he’ll show up so neither of them needs to pine,” Tinder said. “It sounded like he effectively sabotaged Uthari’s ships, and Vinjo was with a zidarr, so they should still be alive out there.”

      Jadora well remembered that sabotage and the subsequent crash. That she and her son were out here in the middle of a bunch of enemies who would prefer to kill each other rather than work together toward a common goal did not make her feel good about their future prospects.

      As she placed the new slide under the microscope, she thought of her father. Uthari had permitted her to speak with him but only a couple of times and briefly.

      “Same chloroplasts,” she murmured, taking a couple of notes. “Captain, do you have any troops who would be willing to escort me around the area? I’d like to see if there are any other plants here that are unfamiliar to me.”

      “All of the plants here are unfamiliar to me,” Tinder muttered.

      “But not to me. This is my field.” Jadora waved at the microscope and herbalism and chemistry books Uthari had thought to stock along with the laboratory equipment. “Or it was before I took up my late husband’s archaeology work to find the portal.”

      Something she already regretted. She feared it might have been better for mankind if the ancient artifact had remained buried on that volcanic island.

      “I don’t believe this plant is native to Torvil.” Jadora pointed at it. “It’s clearly been able to thrive and reproduce here, but the cellular structure is so different from typical that I suspect it has extraterrestrial origins. There are things in the cell that I don’t even recognize. I can pick out a nucleus, plastids, and chloroplasts, of course, but even those are subtly different from anything I’ve seen before.”

      “Extraterrestrial?” Tinder’s brows rose. “Is that as weird as it sounds?”

      “Not… necessarily. We believe the portal insisted on being placed in the same spot it was thousands of years ago when it was used by dragons—and possibly, given the human bones and armor and axe we found elsewhere, humans. It’s not surprising that those travelers might have brought back seeds that fell near the portal and took root. It is fascinating, however, and might give me insight into the flora we’ll find out there. That could help me with turning the Jitaruvak, if we’re able to find it, into the longevity-enhancing compound that Uthari wants.”

      The quicker she could do what Uthari wished with that plant, the sooner she could get her father back to safety. She hoped. Dare she believe that Uthari would keep his word about that? She’d come to trust Malek—whether that was wise or not—but only to be honest and do what he said. Not to balk at his king’s orders or stop injustices Uthari might perpetrate.

      “Just what we want,” Tinder muttered. “Mages who live longer.”

      A woman’s yell and the bang of a rock—or of a weapon striking?—sounded outside. Ferroki and Tinder rushed out of the tent.

      Jadora, certain they were more qualified to handle trouble than she, intended to stay with her microscope, but it was hard to ignore the raised voices and the thumps of fists striking flesh.

      “If you want a fight,” a woman growled, “we’ll give it to you.”

      “Not a fight, Surly. A little friendly tussle behind the trees there. Enjoyable for all.”

      “She said she’s not interested.” That was Tezi.

      Jadora grimaced, feeling more attachment to the young woman than the others, since they’d spent time together and Tezi had confessed to what a hard life she’d led.

      “You know what I’m interested in?” a man asked. “Besides your tits? That axe.”

      “Yeah,” another man said. “I’m real interested in that too. Did you see when Lord Malek threw it? We’d been fighting that monster for an hour and barely dented it, and that axe slid right in and killed it.”

      “She found the weapon,” Ferroki said, her voice calming, “so it’s rightfully hers. Perhaps, if you speak with your commanders, you might be placed on one of the teams that goes exploring through the portal, and you will have an opportunity to find one of your own.”

      “Any weapons like that are sure to have owners,” the man replied. “How’d she even get it? By robbing from someone? You can’t tell me your pretty little girl mercenary beat a man in a fair fight.”

      “Its previous owner was eaten by a dragon,” Tezi said coolly. “He didn’t need it any longer.”

      “You found it? Then you’ve no more right to it than anyone else.”

      Someone grunted, a thud sounded, and noises of scuffling followed.

      Jadora looked around the laboratory, seeking inspiration. Something she could concoct to stop a fight without permanently harming anyone—though she wouldn’t mind withering up the testicles of some of the idiots out there. But it would take more than noxious smoke to do that.

      Fortunately, she’d taken an inventory of ingredients earlier, so she knew what the tent laboratory contained. A little ferroot and some screaming yaryar... Yes, that would do.

      As the sounds of fighting escalated, Jadora donned goggles to protect her eyes and pulled her shirt over her nose and mouth. It wasn’t ideal, but she didn’t have time to hunt for better protection. She mixed the chemicals, carefully pouring them into a beaker, and green smoke wafted from the top. She covered it, the fumes from the concoction burning her palm, and ran to the tent flap.

      Outside, several of the Thorn Company women stood back to back with Tezi. She was gritting her teeth and brandishing the axe as men surrounded them, some darting in and trying to snatch it from her.

      Tezi didn’t look like she wanted to use the weapon on them, and Ferroki, Tinder, and the others gripped magelock pistols but hadn’t yet fired. The tense set of their faces suggested they might soon. So far, the men from the other unit were acting more like playground bullies than true enemies with deadly intent, but as Jadora watched, the brawl escalated.

      One man caught the haft of Tezi’s axe. She kicked him in the shin as she jerked it away. Tinder snarled and shot the man in the shoulder. The rest of the men drew their weapons.

      Though Jadora lamented that her concoction would affect allies as well as enemies, she ran and hurled the beaker into their midst. The liquid inside spilled out, hitting the ground as well as people’s clothing as it spattered. It would burn their skin a little, but the smoky green fumes would irritate their eyes and mucous membranes far more.

      Some of the people closest to the beaker started coughing and cursing right away, while others wrestled and threw punches for several more seconds as the smoke spread.

      “Knock it off,” a male voice called from the trees. Colonel Sorath.

      He came running into the clearing with several Thorn Company women he must have been on patrol with, and they charged toward the group. But the fight was already breaking up as mercenaries reeled away from each other—and the smoking beaker on the ground. They coughed and clawed at their eyes as they ran off into the trees. Several jumped, fully clothed, into the pool.

      Sorath’s charge slowed, his nose wrinkling as he came within range of the fumes. He halted as he reached Ferroki’s side. A moment earlier, she’d been fighting, but now she bent over, gripping her knees with snot streaming from her nose.

      Jadora winced, again wishing she could have attacked their enemies without hitting her allies, but it had to be better than being shot.

      Sorath patted Ferroki on the back and led her away from the fumes. He noticed Jadora and must have guessed what happened—the beaker in the dirt wasn’t exactly something a mercenary would have tossed. He gave her a salute, then pulled out a kerchief for Ferroki.

      “That’s one way to end a brawl,” a familiar dry voice commented from behind Jadora.

      Startled, she jumped, even though she recognized the speaker right away.

      Malek stood beside the tent, his oval skyboard tucked under his arm, suggesting he’d just come down from one of the ships. Jadora hadn’t seen him since the night they’d returned through the portal, when he’d barely been able to walk, due to the grievous punctures the dragon had left in his abdomen. Her relief at seeing him fit and hale made her take a step, wanting to hug him, but she halted before reaching for him.

      Uthari’s words echoed in her mind. I would trust Malek with my life and my kingdom, but women always tend to complicate matters of loyalty between men. If I deem it necessary, I will remove the complication. Don’t assume your value to me is infinite.

      Even if she wanted Malek to be well and appreciated how often he’d helped her, Jadora dared not show that appreciation with a physical display. Or anything that suggested romantic interest.

      Besides, she wasn’t romantically interested in Malek. He was better than the other zidarr and most of the mages she’d met, but he was still… what he was.

      Malek smiled faintly—and maybe a little sadly—doubtless reading her thoughts. That sadness made her regret thinking them, but it didn’t change anything.

      “Are you unhurt?” Malek looked her up and down briefly before eyeing the mercenaries, the portal, and their surroundings, as if scanning everything intently for danger or sign of anything amiss. “I heard the commotion from the ship.”

      The ship. Uthari’s yacht hovering a couple hundred feet above them, the mages up there able to look down on their mercenary minions without having to interact with them. The same as they looked down upon their terrene human subjects from their sky cities.

      “I’m fine,” Jadora said. “Per Uthari’s suggestion, I’m familiarizing myself with his laboratory, so I’ll be ready when we find the Jitaruvak and can begin synthesizing something pharmacologically suitable for his needs. The sooner I do that and he releases my father, the better.”

      “Yes.” Malek’s tone was neutral, not sympathetic, not willing to admit that Uthari was an ass for using an old man to get what he wanted.

      Jadora didn’t think he approved, but as long as he allowed it, did it make a difference? To be a part of their world and the crimes they committed—to support the king by working for him—was as bad as being one of the rulers subjugating her people.

      Another reason they could never be… anything.

      “Your fingernails are green,” he noted.

      Jadora had been scraping off the epidermis of a plant earlier to make a compound. She hadn’t realized she’d gotten chlorophyll under her nails but couldn’t pretend to be surprised.

      “I’m sure they’re not the only part,” she murmured.

      His gaze drifted up to her forehead. “No,” he agreed, the smile returning.

      Had she rubbed it on her face? Wonderful.

      “I came to inform you that we’ll leave in the morning,” Malek said. “Uthari is aware of the tensions down here—the climate is equally tense among the mages. He’s received communications from almost all of the kings and queens, and they’ve all sent or are sending more troops, more mageships. He wants us to find his plant and more dragon-steel weapons before they arrive en masse and he’s no longer able to control the portal. Right now, he only can because he has the key, but if someone manages to take it from him…”

      “He wants us to find the plant and dragon-steel weapons?” Jadora didn’t miss that Uthari’s desires had expanded.

      “He is contemplating taking Tezi’s axe for himself.”

      “Oh, good. Another bully.”

      Malek’s eyes narrowed slightly. She didn’t care. She refused to mince words about what a bastard Uthari was—about what a bastard all of the powerful mages were—just because Malek was one and lived in their world. Maybe it was stupid, but she’d come to believe he wouldn’t use his power to punish her for speaking freely.

      “No,” he agreed softly, “but others will. Please don’t goad anyone powerful. I have let it be known that you and Jak are under my protection—” Malek turned a cool gaze toward several drenched male mercenaries who were muttering and pointing at Jadora, perhaps having figured out who’d been responsible for the fumes, “—but I can’t watch over you every hour of the day. Also, there are some who hate me and would hurt you simply to spite me. Others hate Uthari and would hurt you for the same reason.”

      “I know.” If she’d believed he would protect her because he liked her and valued her as a person, Jadora might have been flattered, but he was
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