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      Lieutenant Rysha Ravenwood murmured and made soft exclamations as she studied one of two journals she’d recovered during the last week’s mission. The scribbles of her enthusiastic pencil filled the hostel room as she took notes. At least, they did at the moment. Often, the shouts, thumps, and screams from the other rooms and the alley outside drowned out her quieter noises.

      “It’s disconcerting to hear someone making such pleasure-filled sounds while reading a book,” Major Kaika said, pausing her push-ups to lock her arms in the board position, or the “rest position,” as Rysha’s instructor in the elite troops training program called it. As if one could rest while one’s arms were quivering from holding up one’s weight.

      “It’s a journal, ma’am, not a book.”

      “That makes it much better. I hope that’s not the one from the dragon-rider outpost. Didn’t you say the title translated to How to Be a Delusional Cultist in Six Easy Steps?” Kaika lowered herself halfway and held the position.

      “That wasn’t the precise translation.” Rysha felt guilty for sitting cross-legged next to the shuttered and barred window with her books instead of joining in with the exercises. By now, she had missed so much of her training that she feared she would have to wait a year for the next session to start. “The front half of the cult book does have the history, bylaws, and ceremonies for the Brotherhood of the Dragon, but it’s the back half that’s more interesting. It’s written in Middle Dragon Script and was copied from a much older version of the book, I believe—maybe the original from over three thousand years ago when the cult was founded. I’ve only got a few pages translated.”

      “And that’s what has you more excited than being handed a freshly dipped dragon horn cookie from Donotono's Bakery?”

      “Actually, that journal is disturbing. I do need to go over it so we can return it to—”

      “Return it? You want to walk past a hundred angry cultists to put it back in their sacrifice room?”

      “I was thinking we could leave it outside for them to find. Or drop it in the entry hole.”

      Kaika grunted and rolled onto her back to torture her abdomen muscles with leg raises.

      “The journal I’m reading now is the one we found in the dragon’s lair. I believe the man who dropped it…” Rysha hesitated, reconsidering her word choice. The man hadn’t dropped it. It had been in his pack when he’d been slain, and then the scavengers living in those tunnels had eaten the flesh from his skeleton and chewed on his bones. “I believe the previous owner was traveling in the same party as Trip’s mother.”

      “His surrogate mother?”

      “Apparently so.”

      Since they had all been there for the discovery of Trip’s heritage, and the fact that he was one of nine half-human-half-dragon offspring that had been born thousands of years earlier, she didn’t think she needed to bring it up. Trip hadn’t stopped calling the woman who had found and raised him his mother, so Rysha would use the same word.

      “The journal isn’t particularly organized,” she added, “and there aren’t any dates, but it’s quite fascinating. It details a lot of the research the party did that led them to find the dragon’s lair in the first place. Unfortunately, it doesn’t name the members or talk about if someone brought the team together or if the individuals formed it themselves. There is mention of someone financing the expedition, possibly someone local. I flagged that. I need to find a map to see if I can put together the clues. I’m also still looking for a confirmation that Trip’s mother was indeed in the party.”

      “Is there any reason we need that information now?”

      “Well, I think Trip would like to know it, and I find the events that resulted in his existence in our time to be quite fascinating.”

      “I see. Trip is the reason you’re making those noises.”

      The look that Kaika slanted her was hard to read, but Rysha thought she saw disapproval in it. Kaika didn’t object to dalliances with men—she seemed to dally more frequently than the next person—but she didn’t believe dalliances should turn into an obsession—or affect a woman’s career.

      Rysha didn’t think she was obsessed, but she had been willing to risk punishment and expulsion from the elite troops training program when she’d chosen to stay here in Lagresh to help Trip unravel the Dreyak mystery. If Kaika had been able to find passage back to Iskandia, she would have already left and reported that Trip and Rysha were… AWOL, essentially. The minute Trip had said he intended to stay here to investigate Dreyak’s death, he’d been on a personal mission rather than one assigned by a commanding officer. That meant Rysha was too.

      Was that a mistake? Rysha had made the decision in the moment, acting on instinct—and feelings—rather than well-thought-out arguments.

      “The events that resulted in his existence are fascinating to me,” Rysha repeated firmly. “He’s not just some boy I’m making moon eyes over. In addition to his greater than average potential to help Iskandia in the coming years, he has all those half-dragon baby siblings over there who could also grow up to help the country.” She waved at the compact stasis chambers, stacked against the wall like kegs in a brewery, hoping she could imply that her interest in Trip’s past was part of some grander scenario, one from which Iskandia would benefit.

      “So, the half-lizard baby brother in that one on the end is what’s attracting you to Trip? Or is it that furry panda-looking thing?”

      Rysha sighed. “Ma’am.”

      She didn’t argue further. Kaika didn’t seem to have maternal instincts. Rysha hadn’t thought she did, either, but when she’d looked at the human babies nestled in the stasis gel, their features just discernible through the semi-transparent lids, she’d felt the urge to protect them. More than that, she wanted them to be hatched from those prisons where they’d been held in perpetual hibernation for thousands of years, and she wanted them to have wonderful childhoods and good lives.

      A boy and a girl—twins, perhaps—were in side-by-side chambers on the top of the stack, each with dark curly hair and their thumbs in their mouths, and they reminded her of her little cousins, Frian and Themala, when they had been little. She could easily imagine the babies growing into toddlers and playing in her family’s valley, chasing squirrels in the orchard and swimming in the lake.

      “Why don’t you take a break from the books and come exercise?” Kaika asked. “We can do unarmed combat drills too. I’d like to see you return to the capital, having equal or greater ability than the rookies that have been training the whole time we’ve been away on these missions. If you don’t pass the test at the end of the spring, then you’ve got to wait another year to reapply to the program, and there’s no guarantee that you’ll be selected again. Do you want to go back to overseeing a crew of thugly gun huggers on the wall of the fort?”

      Rysha hadn’t minded her job as an artillery officer, especially since aiming guns effectively employed her mathematics background, but she’d mostly gone into that specialty because it was one of the few combat jobs open to women. She’d believed that background would make her more appealing to the elite troops recruiters. Everything had been a careful calculation, with the end goal to become only the second woman to pass the training and be accepted into the unit.

      And Kaika was right. She was potentially giving all that up because of Trip.

      She could tell herself that his path and potential were greater than hers and that he could use the support of someone who cared about him, someone who might eventually love him, but was she positive that was the truth? Maybe she just liked having sex and snuggling with him, and she was deluding herself about the rest. After all, since she’d been chosen to wield the chapaharii blade Dorfindral, she, too, had the potential to play a great role in protecting her country and her people from dragons and other enemies.

      Rysha rubbed her face. Why couldn’t she have it all? Trip and the elite troops?

      “It’s not too late,” Kaika said quietly.

      “For push-ups?”

      Kaika snorted. “Never too late for them, but I meant to get back home in time to rejoin the training and graduate from the program. You haven’t yet… Nothing has happened that I would need to report. Admittedly, I don’t know what Blazer will report to General Zirkander about soldiers turning into bed buddies in the field, but since we haven’t been able to secure transportation yet, you haven’t technically chosen to go AWOL with Trip. We’re all stuck here until there’s a boat heading our way that we can get on. But once I find one, if you choose not to get on it…” Kaika shrugged. “I have to go back and report in, and Blazer tasked us with getting all those canisters home.”

      Rysha grimaced, imagining that Trip would object to them being taken away without him. Would he even allow it?

      “I’ll train with you, ma’am.”

      Rysha closed the book. She would stay up nights to finish reading the journals if she had to—she could sleep during the voyage back to Iskandia. Besides, how valid was her argument that she needed to finish studying them when she hadn’t even read the one that had come from the outpost, the one she’d essentially stolen and should return before they left?

      “I haven’t given up my dream, not for Trip or for anyone else,” Rysha added. “I want to make it into the elite troops.”

      “Good.”

      Kaika rose to her feet and lifted a hand, as if to wave Rysha over to join her, but she paused in the middle of the gesture. Frowning, she grabbed her chapaharii blade, Eryndral, and strode to the window. She leaned her ear toward the shutters, some of the desert’s harsh sunlight slipping through and creating the slashes of light Rysha had been reading by.

      Rysha raised her eyebrows and mouthed, “What is it?”

      “I hear voices,” Kaika said quietly.

      Rysha spread her hand, palm up. She’d been hearing voices all day and through most of the night too. Deals being cut and threats being delivered. Twice, gunfire had woken her with her heart slamming against her rib cage. She didn’t think the people in this city ever slept. Especially not in this neighborhood.

      Their hostel was close to the waterfront, so Kaika could go down every morning and check for passage on new ships that came in, but the location was the only good thing about it. The room itself was a sewer pit with the lumpy mattresses on the floor providing the only furnishings, if they could be considered that. They were made from dried cactus pads, with some but not all of the thorns removed before they’d been stuffed into the cases.

      “It’s quieter than it’s been all day.” Rysha had been doing her best to block out the interruptions.

      “That’s what concerns me. Two different groups of idiots tried to mug me this morning when I was on my way down to the harbor. To say this city is dangerous is an understatement.”

      Kaika had neglected to mention that earlier.

      “Were they random mugging attempts, or did they target you for a specific reason?” Rysha looked Kaika up and down.

      They were both clad in their gray uniform trousers but not the jackets or caps that would have left no doubt that they were in the Iskandian army. Kaika wore a creamy button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a tattoo of the first grenade ever invented inked in black on one of her ropy forearms. Even if she hadn’t been carrying the sword and her pistol, she wouldn’t have looked like an easy mark, not with her six feet of height and athletic build.

      Rysha was close to six feet tall, too, and strong and agile if not quite as lean, but her spectacles always seemed to make people think she was a librarian rather than a warrior. She could easily imagine muggers targeting her.

      “I assumed they wanted the sword.” Kaika tapped Eryndral’s scabbard. The blade only glowed green when a magical item or someone with dragon blood was nearby, but the scabbard still looked old and valuable, with elaborate runes running down the sides. “But it’s also possible someone thinks we have something worth money in our room. Numerous street toughs were watching from the shadows as we unloaded the wagon last night.”

      Rysha glanced again at the stasis chambers. They’d done their best to keep them covered, and she doubted anyone could have guessed what they were, but someone could have assumed they were valuable. Twice that morning after Trip had left, someone outside had attempted to open their locked door.

      The doorknob rattled, and Rysha jumped.

      “Sword,” Kaika said, pointing to where Dorfindral leaned against the wall in its scabbard.

      Rysha grabbed it and belted it on. She pulled the blade out a couple of inches to see if it was glowing. It was, but she remembered that it had been glowing a little ever since they had recovered the stasis chambers. Every time Rysha picked it up after it had been set aside for a while, it sent an urge through her to heft the sword overhead and smash it into the magical containers.

      As that urge came over her now, she started to whisper the new “stand down” command term that she’d chosen and that Trip had programmed into the sword. But she hesitated before finishing it. She might need the sword alert to guide her movements if someone with magical means attacked them.

      “Stand back.” Kaika stepped away from the window, facing it and the door, and drawing her own sword.

      Eryndral also glowed green, and Kaika’s jaw clenched as she glanced back at the stasis chambers. But she narrowed her eyes in determination and faced the door.

      Something slammed against it. The lock snapped off, and the door flung inward.

      Kaika tossed a compact cylindrical object Rysha hadn’t noticed her pull out. An Iskandian military smoke grenade. Something else was tossed into their room at the same time, an oval object that almost knocked into the cylindrical one.

      Rysha had no idea what the other object was, but she scurried back, worried it was something deadlier than a smoke grenade.

      Kaika had the opposite reaction. She sprang forward and smacked the oval projectile with the flat of her blade before it struck the floor. It flew back out through the doorway, Kaika’s accuracy impressive.

      Several alarmed shouts sounded in the alley, coming from at least four different voices.

      An explosion boomed scant feet from their doorway. Light flashed, and shrapnel—or were those pieces of the wall?—hurtled into the room as smoke flooded the air.

      Rysha lifted an arm to shield her face as shards pelted her body and clanged off the stasis chambers.

      Not showing a similar self-preservation instinct, Kaika leaped through the doorway, her sword cutting for a target before she landed fully in the alley. A thud sounded, followed by a yell of pain. Not hers.

      The smoke wrapped around Kaika as she lunged toward someone else, and Rysha lost sight of her.

      Realizing Kaika might need help, Rysha ran toward the doorway. Her instincts should have been to attack right away rather than to defend. But Rysha halted before crossing the threshold. The stasis chambers. If she left the room, someone might sneak in and get them—or damage them.

      Hoping Kaika wouldn’t believe her cowardly for staying inside, Rysha crouched next to the doorway, Dorfindral ready to strike at intruders. The smoke stung her eyes and her throat, and she had to fight the urge to cough. She didn’t want their enemies to know she was there.

      Clangs and shouts came from the alley. Something—or someone—flew into the bars of the window, and the shutters rattled.

      Rysha bit her lip as the battle raged outside and seconds passed with her doing nothing. Should she peek out and see if she could help? The smoke hadn’t yet dissipated, and she doubted she would see anything.

      She was on the verge of leaning out when a scuffling sounded in front of the doorway. Rysha crouched lower, ready to spring.

      But the intruder didn’t come inside. A gun fired, and bullets slammed into the back wall.

      Cursing, Rysha glanced toward the stasis chambers. She had to do something—if they were hit, they might be destroyed. But she couldn’t fling herself into fire. Bullets kept streaking through the doorway.

      From up high, she realized as most of the bullets slammed into the wall at head height. And they were coming straight in, not from an angle. The gunman had to be right in front of the doorway.

      Hoping she wasn’t being suicidal, she shifted and dove through the doorway, staying low and turning the wild fling into a roll. Right away, she slammed into someone’s legs. She had enough mass and momentum to knock the person back, and something clattered to the ground nearby. The gun, she hoped.

      She sprang to her feet, swinging toward her opponent as she did so. Dorfindral cut into flesh. A man’s arm? She couldn’t tell in the thick smoke.

      A man cried out right in front of her. The smoke stirred, and Rysha sensed him leaping back. She leaped after him, swinging again, a fierce protectiveness welling within her and lending strength to her movements. Whether by accident or design, this thug had been trying to destroy the chambers, trying to kill babies.

      Her foe had been scurrying back, but he must have bumped into the far wall. A thud sounded, then a shout of alarm. Rysha thrust Dorfindral point first, and the blade sank deep into flesh.

      She might have stabbed again, to wound the man deeply enough that he would never want to return, but the clamor from Kaika’s skirmishes had quieted, and Rysha heard the rustle of clothing behind her. Someone trying to get into the room?

      She yelled and wheeled, running back for the door. The smoke had cleared enough for her to see the shadowy figure of a man in dark clothing. He’d reached the threshold, but he heard her yell and whirled, a dagger and pistol in hands.

      Anticipating a shot, Rysha sprang forward but also to the side. He fired. A scream of pain came from behind Rysha—had he hit his own ally?

      She didn’t pause to consider it, instead leaping in and slicing Dorfindral toward that pistol. A normal blade would only have knocked a firearm aside, but the chapaharii sword sliced through the metal, cleaving the barrel in two.

      The man’s eyes bulged in surprise, but he reacted quickly. He dropped the pistol and tried to knock Dorfindral aside with his dagger as he sprang toward Rysha. She had to dance back, but she evaded the attack and whipped her sword in, keeping it between her and the man.

      He yanked out a second dagger, the blade almost long enough to qualify as a short sword, and advanced on her. He used one weapon to block her attacks and stabbed and slashed with the other. Rysha tried not to give ground—she sensed that he wanted to push her away from the doorway so someone else could slip into the room.

      For the first time, she looked into the eyes of one of their attackers, clear blue eyes like an Iskandian might have. She didn’t let that make her pause, other than to note the grim determination in the man’s face. Instead, she launched into one of the sword routines she’d worked on with Colonel Therrik, one for use against a foe with two weapons.

      He tended to block with his right hand, and she suspected that was his dominant side. She struck hard and toward his left, forcing him to block with the other hand. He was less accurate and swatted as often as he connected. She had to watch out for the attacks from his right-hand dagger, but she had the advantage of reach. As long as she kept Dorfindral in front of her, he struggled to touch her when he slashed.

      Her foe growled at his lack of progress, and his attacks grew faster, almost frantic. Rysha felt daunted as she struggled to keep up, having to parry and move her feet rapidly so as not to give ground. Fortunately, he lost his accuracy and missed a few important blocks. Rysha feinted toward his ribs on his left side, then, as he twisted his body away to avoid Dorfindral’s tip, she whipped her blade down, sinking it into his thigh.

      Hollering curses, he stumbled back. She pressed the advantage and feinted high, then attacked low again, catching him in the hip.

      He pulled an arm back, and she almost didn’t recognize his intent in time. He threw one of his daggers. Rysha ducked, desperately jerking Dorfindral up to protect her head. More by chance than because of skill, her blade deflected the weapon, and it clanked against a nearby wall.

      Though shaken by the near miss, Rysha forced herself to lunge after him, knowing she had the advantage. He was down to one weapon.

      But he halted, his eyes bulging in surprise—and pain—before Rysha could strike again. His remaining weapon fell from his fingers, and a second later, he followed, crumpling to his side.

      Major Kaika stood behind him and in front of the doorway to their room. The smoke had cleared, revealing five fallen men in the street. Kaika bent and pulled a dagger out of the back of the one Rysha had been fighting.

      “Sorry,” Kaika said. “Normally, I would have let you finish—good training—but there are a lot of eyes watching this alley.”

      Rysha grimaced and glanced behind her, and then in the other direction as well. Girls, boys, men, and women crowded both ends of the alley, peering toward them with wide eyes. Most of them scattered when Kaika looked their way, but who knew how many spies had been in the group? From what Rysha had heard and seen, this city was run by a few crime lords and powerful business people. Possibly, those were the same thing here.

      “I’ll forgive you this one time, ma’am,” Rysha said, though all she’d been thinking about was surviving the encounter and defending the babies, not getting training.

      “You’re a gracious lieutenant.” Kaika kept her voice low so they wouldn’t be overheard.

      Right, it wasn’t a good idea to announce to the world that they were Iskandian soldiers.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rysha whispered. “That’s how they taught us at the academy.”

      Kaika wiped her blade off on the dead man’s shirt, but paused before rising from a crouch. There was nothing notable about their assailants’ clothing, nor did all of them have the same hair or skin color. Rysha had noticed Lagresh was quite the melting pot with complexions from all over the world.

      But something must have given Kaika a clue. She shoved the man over and cut his shirt part way open, revealing a brand in the center of his chest below his collarbones. It was a familiar mark. The symbol of the Brotherhood of the Dragon.

      “I was hoping we wouldn’t see these people again.” Kaika rose to her feet and frowned at the fallen men.

      It might have been useful to question one of them, but Rysha didn’t think any had survived. The first one she’d stabbed had taken a bullet to the throat, courtesy of his comrade. And Kaika’s foes all appeared quite dead.

      “They wanted Trip dead from the moment they saw him,” Rysha said, stepping through the doorway to check on the stasis chambers. “Maybe they can sense when someone with some of Agarrenon Shivar’s blood is nearby. Or at least a couple of them can.”

      As she recalled, most of the cultists had been mundane—Dorfindral hadn’t reacted to their presence, just as the blade hadn’t been bothered by these attackers—but Trip had mentioned the leader having power. Had another leader stepped forward? One who could direct his people to the stasis chambers?

      “You’d think they would want to worship someone with their god’s blood,” Kaika said. “Not get rid of the person.”

      “Maybe. The first zealot I encountered on the cliff called Trip a usurper. Maybe they think offspring of the dragon are inferior and should be gotten rid of? Or maybe they worry that such offspring might try to take control of the cult?”

      Kaika grunted dubiously. Rysha wasn’t enamored with the hypothesis herself. She had no evidence. Maybe she should have been reading the Brotherhood journal instead of the other one. But from the beginning, she’d been far more interested in the outpost and the dragon riders who had created it than in the cult that had moved in later. She would have been perfectly happy if she had never encountered the Brotherhood of the Dragon again.

      Unfortunately, the Brotherhood seemed to have other ideas.

      Rysha touched a dent in one of the stasis chambers, grimacing. Most of them appeared undamaged, and they continued to hum faintly with whatever magic powered them. The dent looked to have come from one of the bullets. She peered inside, her gut clenching because it was one of the human babies. The dragon-human hybrid babies, Rysha corrected, but it—he—looked perfectly human as he floated there in the transparent gel.

      It was the boy she’d been thinking reminded her of Frian. She shifted to check on the one that she’d thought might be his twin, the curly-haired little girl. But the chamber wasn’t next to the boy’s, as it had been earlier. Had Kaika moved them around?

      Rysha backed up and counted the rows. “Twenty-five… twenty-six…” Dread surged through her limbs. “Where’s twenty-seven?”

      “What?” Kaika leaned against the doorjamb—she had been watching the alley—but now she frowned over at Rysha.

      Rysha checked again, peering into the tops of the chambers, hoping she had simply counted incorrectly. But she hadn’t.

      “One of the chambers is missing. It was here just a few minutes ago. I’m sure of it.”

      “Someone got in, took one, and got out without us noticing?” Kaika asked skeptically. “I was right outside the door. Fighting, yes, but I pay attention to my surroundings when I’m in a skirmish.”

      Rysha silently admitted that someone could have gotten by her without her noticing, especially with all that smoke, but said, “Could someone have used magic?”

      “I—” Kaika frowned and tapped Eryndral’s hilt, the sword back in its scabbard. “Damn, maybe so. It buzzed a little warning in my hand while I was fighting. I assumed it was implying my opponent had some dragon blood.”

      Rysha rubbed the back of her neck, that feeling of dread increasing to one of horror.

      She had promised to keep an eye on the babies—to protect them—while Trip figured out who killed Dreyak. What would he think when he got back? Would he be disappointed in her? How not?

      Rysha hoped he could use his magic to locate the stasis chamber. But what if it was too late? What if someone transported it out of the city? Or what if someone took it to the harbor, pried open the lid, and dumped the baby out?

      Tears of fear and panic formed in her eyes.

      “You have any way to get in touch with Trip?” Kaika touched her temple, sounding much calmer than Rysha felt.

      “No, not unless he reaches out to me telepathically.” Rysha didn’t know what his range was for that, especially when she was toting Dorfindral around.

      “I can go look for it while you guard the others, but we’re not going to want to stay in this room indefinitely. It’s clearly not safe now.” Kaika waved toward their fallen assailants outside and also to the busted door. The initial kick that had thrust it open had also ripped it from its top hinge, and it hung askew. “People know we’re here, and someone could bring a team back for the rest of the babies. We need to get Trip here to assemble his wagon so we can move.”

      Kaika waved at the disassembled metal wagon he had made from scrap ore carts in the dragon’s lair. He’d taken its sides and wheels off so they could bring it into the room, fearing it would have been stolen in seconds if they left it outside unattended. Little had they known that would be the least of their worries.

      “I better go while there’s still a chance of catching up to—” Kaika frowned toward the rooftop on the opposite side of the alley and drew her sword again.

      “More trouble?”

      “Someone up there is spying on us. Someone who may have seen the kid being taken. Stay here.” Kaika ran across the alley and leaped to a window, using its vertical bars to pull herself up. She kept climbing to the next story and then the next, disappearing onto the rooftop.

      Rysha stared bleakly at the limestone wall of that building, feeling very alone and very much a failure.
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      We could simply go in the front door, Jaxi spoke into Trip’s mind. Majestic and powerful mages don’t usually squat on smelly rooftops, their shirts stuck to suspicious tarry substances as they spy on people meandering into work.

      You believe I’m majestic and powerful? Trip asked, watching as a man in the gray and white uniform of one of the city’s law enforcers strode toward the front door below his rooftop perch. Jaxi, one of two soulblades in scabbards attached to his belt, had been critiquing his information-gathering techniques all morning.

      No, but I thought you might aspire to be those things.

      As much as it pains me to agree with such a young and immature soul, Telryn, Azarwrath spoke up from his other hip, I agree that this skulking is beneath you.

      I don’t think I can walk in and start asking questions. Trip had considered that a couple of times, because he wasn’t learning anything useful from brushing the minds of the enforcers coming to work or those already in the building. None of them were thinking about Dreyak, even though someone from the two-story enforcer structure had presumably been responsible for chaining his body to the prominent post at the city docks. Trip had hoped he would catch a few of them thinking of Dreyak today, if only to wonder why he’d disappeared from his ignoble perch during the night.

      Before dawn, Trip had cut him down and searched his pockets, hoping for clues about who had murdered him. But if Dreyak had died with anything on him, thieves or his killers had removed it. After that, following Cofah tradition as much as he understood it, Trip had burned the body and scattered the ashes in the gentle waves lapping at the dock supports. Had there been anything he could have kept to send home to Dreyak’s family, he would have done it, even though he already worried the Cofah would suspect his team of having something to do with his death.

      Trip couldn’t help but feel that he’d failed the Cofah warrior. It wasn’t as if Dreyak had ever asked for his assistance or had a kind word for him, but he had helped his team retrieve those chapaharii blades from the pirate fortress and then bury the dragon portal in the Antarctic. He deserved more than to have met his death in this remote city of criminals.

      You most certainly can question these people, Azarwrath said. And if you do so, your words will elicit the thoughts you need in their minds.

      And what about after I’m done asking questions? At some point, they’ll realize I have dragon blood. Remember what was carved into Dreyak’s chest? Witch. I don’t think these people like magic. If the enforcers start searching for me… I don’t want to lead armed men back to the others. Or the babies.

      I do not think you need to worry about these mundane beings, but I can show you how to remove the enforcers’ memories of you questioning them.

      That’s… creepy. And disturbing. I don’t want to tinker with people’s memories. Trip shuddered at the idea that he might have the power to do so.

      He spotted movement out in the harbor, one of two massive barges adjusting its position. One had something like a palace atop it with towers and spires, the roofs glinting golden under the sun’s rays. The word barge hardly seemed adequate. The second looked like a floating warehouse that could store massive amounts of goods. Neither appeared seaworthy. He wondered if they were permanently anchored in the harbor.

      We’ve had this discussion, Telryn. Some tactics that would not be acceptable when used on allies should be employed on enemies, thus to avoid greater pain and destruction later on.

      It seems a fine line. And are these enemies? They’re just people who work here.

      The people who work here are employed by criminal organizations, Jaxi put in. I’ve been browsing through the thoughts of a man doing the books in an office in the back, and it looks like four different business owners are responsible for the salaries of these supposed public protectors. You may want to start your questioning with the bookkeeper. Besides, some street urchin on a different rooftop has noticed you and is currently wondering if the enforcers would pay her for informing them that they have a spy on their building. You should probably threaten her with your power and majesty.

      Trip looked across the square in front of the enforcer building and immediately spotted a girl of nine or ten on a sloped red tile roof. She flinched when their eyes met. He glimpsed scrawny limbs and ragtag clothing before she scrambled over the apex of the roof and behind a chimney. Her curiosity may have outweighed her wisdom, for she poked her eyes around the chimney to look at him again.

      I’d rather feed her than throw power at her, Trip thought. She looks hungry.

      She looks hungry for the coin she’ll get for reporting you, Jaxi said. Don’t be soft-hearted, especially in this town. Everybody is on someone’s payroll here.

      I didn’t know you were an expert after only a day here.

      Trip fished in his pocket for one of the few coins he carried, choosing a silver one since it would have value even if nobody here dealt in Iskandian currency. He held it before his eyes, then gathered a channel of air under it. He let go, pleased when it hovered there, bobbing slightly. A few weeks ago, he wouldn’t have believed he could do such a thing. He squinted at the coin, willing the air to sweep it over the square and toward the opposite rooftop.

      I’ve been paying attention, Jaxi said as the coin reached the chimney.

      At first, the girl ducked out of sight, but she must have realized what it was, because she scurried out over the tiles toward it.

      What have you been doing? Jaxi added. Dreaming of your lieutenant’s voluptuous naked curves?

      Trip lost his concentration. The coin fell, clanking onto the tiles and rolling down toward the gutter.

      He rushed to reestablish his concentration and stop it before it disappeared and the girl couldn’t reach it. She was faster than he and ran down and snatched it before it landed in the gutter. She raced back, disappearing behind the chimney, but Trip could sense her there, staring with disbelief at the coin in her hand.

      Refusing to respond to Jaxi’s comment, he focused on the girl and projected a few words into her mind.

      I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention seeing me, he thought.

      Surprise and fear lurched into the girl’s mind. She raced off the rooftop and slid down a vertical drainpipe at the corner, but she was so scared that she slipped and fell to the uneven stone street, twisting her ankle. That didn’t keep her from running away, but her ankle hurt with each step.

      Trip slumped. He hadn’t meant to scare her and certainly not to hurt her.

      Was this what it meant to be a sorcerer? That no matter how well-intentioned his actions, there was the potential to do as much harm as good?

      Sorry, Jaxi said. I just wanted to warn you she was watching. I didn’t think you’d fling coins at her.

      I don’t think the coin was the problem.

      No. Now you’ve learned why we rarely make telepathic contact with those who aren’t expecting it. The average person finds it alarming to hear a voice in their head, no matter how wise and sublime the owner of that voice is.

      Are you describing you or me? Trip asked.

      Me of course. Nobody would describe you as wise.

      Trip wished he could feel indignant about that comment, but he feared “nobody” was correct.

      All right. He scooted across the rooftop, grimacing when his shirt stuck to the tarry substance Jaxi had noticed, and found a drainpipe of his own to skim down. We’ll opt for the direct route. Are you both prepared to save my butt if I get into trouble?

      Naturally, Azarwrath said as Trip headed for the front door of the whitewashed stone building.

      Indeed, Jaxi agreed. We’re prepared to save your butt day and night. It’s why Sardelle sent me along, you know.

      I thought she sent you because you incinerated a diaper, Trip thought. While it was still attached to her baby.

      No. She agrees that I’m not the ideal babysitter, but she sent me to make sure you don’t turn into a megalomaniac dragonling that we have to worry about.

      Trip stubbed his toe on the single step leading up to the door. Jaxi hadn’t admitted that before, and his stomach knotted at the idea that Sardelle—and through her, possibly General Zirkander as well—didn’t trust him.

      Does she deem that likely? Trip asked softly.

      Not at this time, but we’re concerned that an old Cofah soulblade flung himself into your hands. We don’t know what Azarwrath’s motivations are or if he’ll try to manipulate you into being something you’re not. Or at least, something you weren’t. Like loyal to Cofahre instead of Iskandia.

      Trip paused with his hand on the door latch, expecting Azarwrath to chime in with a disgruntled comment. But he realized Jaxi had been directing the words solely at him.

      I don’t think he’s angling for that. Trip rubbed the metal latch with his thumb, the back part of his mind noting a few pits and rusty spots that he could have smoothed out with the proper tools. Does General Zirkander share Sardelle’s concern?

      Nah, he said you’re a good kid and would tell Azzy to toss himself in a volcano if he tried to turn you into a Cofah sympathizer.

      Ah. Trip closed his eyes, surprised at how much emotion welled within him at the simple statement. That Zirkander barely knew him but believed that with such certainty. Good. It’s true.

      He didn’t know how anyone could think he would betray the country where he’d grown up, where his grandparents still lived. And his army colleagues and friends. He wanted to be a hero to Iskandia, not a traitor.

      It’s just a mild concern, a hedging of possibilities, Jaxi assured him.

      I understand. And he did, but he couldn’t help but feel deflated that Jaxi had been sent to keep an eye on him rather than to assist and guide him.

      With an alarmed lurch, he realized Jaxi might be suspicious of his motives for staying here, for wanting to finish Dreyak’s mission for him, or at least find out what had happened to him. Did Jaxi believe Azarwrath might have been the one to suggest it?

      He remembered being surprised when he’d learned he was subconsciously protecting his thoughts now and that the soulblades could no longer read him all the time, unless he made an effort to let them see into his mind. Or if he was distracted thinking about things like voluptuous naked curves and, as Jaxi had said, left his bank vault door flapping open. Being opaque to the soulblades now might make them—make Jaxi—less certain of him.

      The door opened, almost knocking Trip off the top step.

      A stern-faced man with bare muscled arms the size of tree trunks—or, in this place, two-hundred-year-old barrel cactuses—stepped out. No less than six daggers and two pistols hung from his belt. He frowned, pausing to eye Trip and the two swords sheathed at his waist.

      That’s not the bookkeeper, is it? Trip asked the soulblades as he said, “Sorry, sir,” out loud.

      Does he look like a bookkeeper? Jaxi asked as Azarwrath offered a simple, No.

      “Is this the enforcer headquarters?” Trip asked. It was a stupid question, but nothing else popped into his mind. He hadn’t concocted a cover story to explain why he might want to enter.

      Because powerful mages don’t need cover stories, Telryn.

      Simply tell him to step aside while you ooze some power at him, Jaxi added. You did it on the way into town with Kaika and Rysha.

      When I did that, I wanted people to sense that it would be unwise for them to wonder about us and our wagon. I wanted to protect the babies.

      Well, now you can want to protect your butt cheeks. Do it.

      “Yes. But we don’t work with your kind.” The enforcer squinted at Trip. “You better get off our steps and ply your trade elsewhere.”

      Trip had been in the process of taking a deep breath and attempting to project his aura outward, but the reaction startled him.

      “My kind?” he asked, not able to hide his puzzled tone.

      “Bounty hunters.” The enforcer waved at his swords. “Seen enough of you to know one. Damn independent rogues. We—” he thumped himself on the chest, “—handle collecting criminals here. And getting paid for it.”

      Distaste trickled from the enforcer along with a vibrant memory. He had recently been stalking a wanted man and had been about to apprehend him when a bounty hunter leaped from the shadows, driving a dagger into his target’s chest. The enforcer had battled the bounty hunter for the right to decapitate the wanted man, but had lost the fight, nearly being knocked unconscious. He’d watched his rival slice off the target’s head and stalk off with his prize.

      “Ah.” Trip noticed the memory hadn’t included anything about the beheaded man actually being a criminal, just that someone powerful had wanted him dead. “I have a quick question for someone inside. Step aside, please.”

      Trip tried to let some of his aura slip through, as he’d done the day before, but he’d had a better reason for it the day before. Now, he felt like a bully trying to use his powers for his own gain.

      The enforcer squinted suspiciously at Trip even though his legs moved, as if of their own volition, and he stepped to the side of the door. Trip met the man’s stare, silently urging him to continue away from the building. The enforcer headed down the stairs.

      Realizing the man would be as likely to know about Dreyak as any of the enforcers, Trip turned and asked, “You don’t know anything about a shaven-headed Cofah warrior that was killed and strung up by the docks, do you?”

      “Just that he was worth two hundred vreks,” the enforcer said, shrugging. “I didn’t get him. Fraxog did, I think.”

      “Is he here today?” Trip pointed his thumb toward the door.

      “Nah, he’s always out on patrol. Does extras so he can get all the wanted thugs roaming around after dark. He’ll probably be able to buy a palace soon with all the bounties he collects.” The man curled his lip, eyeing Trip’s swords again, and Trip could sense his sway over him slipping away.

      “I’m a traveler, not a bounty hunter.” Trip willed the man to believe him. “Who paid Fraxog the bounty?”

      “Paymaster Jamrok.” The enforcer waved. “Last office in the back.”

      The enforcer turned his back to Trip and stomped off, wallowing in bitterness and thinking again of the wanted man he’d lost out on.

      So long as he wasn’t after Trip, Rysha, or Kaika.

      I feel disgruntled that I’ve been mistaken for some thugly bounty hunter’s weapon, Jaxi thought.

      Perhaps you should have glowed at him. Trip stepped inside to a large marble-floored room with light coming through the slitted windows in the walls. Wisely and sublimely.

      Undoubtedly so.

      A couple of enforcers at desks frowned in Trip’s direction when he entered. Once again, thoughts of cover stories came to Trip’s mind, but he envisioned a human version of Azarwrath frowning at him, eyes dark under bushy gray eyebrows.

      Instead of opening his mouth, Trip willed the people not to notice him. He tried not to think how contradictory it was for him to use his powers—and make his aura more noticeable—while doing this.

      The enforcers turned back to the books and papers on their desks. Trip let out a relieved breath. He’d done it with the cultists, when he’d ordered them to give up the search and return to the bowels of their mountain sanctuary, but that had been for the good of his team. Why did manipulating people for his own gain seem harder? And… wrong?

      The soulblades, apparently not privy to his thoughts, did not comment.

      Trip strode down a wide corridor, ignoring mostly empty side offices and angling toward the one he’d seen in the bounty-hunter-hating enforcer’s thoughts.

      He walked in without knocking, startling a man sitting at a desk. The paymaster, presumably.

      A vault door was open behind him, and he whirled to slam it shut before reaching for a pistol secured in a hidden holster under his desk.

      “Relax, my friend.” Trip held the man’s gaze, willing him to be at ease, to see him as a welcome visitor rather than a mistrusted stranger.

      For a few seconds, the paymaster didn’t move. His hand hovered under his desk, an inch from the pistol’s holster.

      “I am in need of your services.” Trip was tempted to offer money, since that seemed to be how things were done around here, but he had very little and none in the local currency. General Zirkander hadn’t had an extended stay in Lagresh in mind when he’d sent Trip off on this mission.

      The paymaster settled back into his chair, leaving the pistol in its hidden holster. He eyed Trip’s sword scabbards, taking a long look at each one before speaking.

      “Unless you work for Terror Tay, Bhodian, the Silver Shark, or the Overseer, I can’t help you.”

      Aren’t those charming names? Jaxi observed. What happened to Bhodian? He didn’t keep up with his membership dues for the Brutish Nickname of the Month Club?

      “I’ve actually been in contact with the Silver Shark,” Trip said.

      The paymaster had thought of a beautiful bronze-skinned woman with black hair shot with silver as he said the name. Her name. Lustful fancies had accompanied the image with a focus on full breasts and a dress that accented them. Though Trip wasn’t sure he wanted to encourage the paymaster to spend more time thinking of her, the images accompanying the other names had been fuzzier. Besides, the woman had looked Cofah. It was a stretch, but maybe Dreyak had known of her and contacted her.

      “Oh? The Shark doesn’t usually take on new people and has no reason to acquire a mage of his own.”

      The paymaster waved casually and still appeared relaxed, but his eyes were intent. Because Trip had seen his thoughts, he recognized the trap.

      “She finds useful people… useful.” Trip was so focused on letting the paymaster know that he knew the Shark’s sex that he forgot to organize the rest of the sentence to have more punch.

      Do yourself a favor, and don’t go into speechwriting when you retire from piloting, Jaxi said.

      No plans for that.

      Wise.

      The paymaster snorted and didn’t acknowledge that Trip had seen through his little trap. “I can imagine what use she finds for you, Green Eyes.”

      It took Trip a moment to realize what the man was suggesting. When he did realize it, he blushed like a twelve-year-old boy getting a speculative wink from the girl next door. So much for striding in like a majestic and powerful mage.

      Stop blushing and pay attention, Jaxi advised. He knows you’re manipulating him and that you have power.

      “A Cofah warrior was killed here recently,” Trip said, acknowledging Jaxi’s words with a mental nod. “Were the enforcers responsible? My new acquaintance wants to know.”

      He doubted his words would convince the paymaster to spill information, especially if he was being careful because he believed Trip was a sorcerer, but if answers to the questions rose in the man’s thoughts, that might be enough.

      “I believe your acquaintance already knows all about that. One of her messengers dropped off the payment in advance for the Cofah’s death and came by to ensure that Gull and Voxin, our two resident mages, helped with defeating him.”

      “That’s not what she told me,” Trip said, feeling far more on the defensive than he should have
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