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Part I
 
Point 1: Rias saved my life, and I never could have escaped my kidnappers and those blighted ruins without his help.
Professor Tikaya Komitopis nibbled on the end of her pencil while she considered her first argument. Her toe bumped against a sharp rock, interrupting her musings. Writing while traversing a goat trail across a mountainside in Northern Turgonia had its downsides.
A frosty wind blew down from a snowy peak to the left, tugging at the pages in her journal. Not far to the right, a cliff dropped hundreds of feet into the sea where foamy waves surged and churned, their temperature equally frosty, she wagered. The only warm thing in the land walked on the trail ahead of her. Rias navigated the rocky path with easy grace, though he possessed a broad-shouldered, six-and-a-half-foot frame that should have belied agility. For a long moment, her gaze lingered, admiring that grace, and other attributes as well.
Tikaya caught herself and snorted. If you want to continue enjoying that view in the future, she told herself, you’d best get back to the list.
Counterpoint, she wrote, anticipating her family’s response to Point 1, you never would have been in danger if his people hadn’t kidnapped you in the first place.
Yes, that would be the first argument her father made, if she got him to speak at all. He might be too busy fuming and glaring at Rias to utter words. That was if she could somehow get him past the port authorities and out to her family’s plantation to meet her kin.
Point 2, Tikaya scribbled, he’s been exiled from the empire and holds no further loyalty to the emperor. If we allow him on our islands, he could become an advisor and invaluable ally.
Counterpoint: Whatever he is now, he was Fleet Admiral Sashka Federias Starcrest during the war, a war in which thousands of our people died because he and his cursed emperor thought it’d be nice to have an “outpost” in the middle of the ocean.
Tikaya grimaced. Maybe making a list had been a bad idea. She was coming up with stronger counterpoints than points. She craned her neck and stared up at the blue sky, searching for an answer amongst the fluffy clouds drifting past. All she saw were puffs of her own breath crystalizing before her face.
Her toe caught on a rock, and this time Tikaya tripped, the rucksack, canteen, longbow and quiver strapped to her back colluding to undermine her balance. Only luck—and copious flailing—kept her from pitching face-first to the ground.
Rias halted. “Are you all right?” It was at least the three hundredth time he’d had occasion to voice the question in the last two weeks.
“Yes.” Tikaya had no doubt that he would have caught her if she’d fallen and was glad she hadn’t needed such a rescue this time. Not that she minded falling into his arms—quite the opposite really—but she liked to do it on her own terms. She adjusted her gear, pushed her long blonde braid over her shoulder, and straightened her spectacles. “How do you manage to so effectively think and walk at the same time? I know your brain is as busy as mine.”
He might be retired, however forcibly, but she’d caught him designing ships and engines by the campfire several nights.
Rias plucked her pen out of a clump of tenacious weeds growing from between two rocks. “I don’t imagine it’s the thinking that’s causing you trouble.”
As he held out the pen for her, Rias offered a warm half-smile. The gesture always gave him a boyish mien despite the silver peppering his black hair, the laugh lines at the corners of his brown eyes, and the old scar bisecting one brow. He, too, carried a rucksack and weapons—a marine-issue dagger and a muzzle-loading rifle instead of a bow—but he wore the gear as if it weighed him down no more than a shirt.
“Perhaps so,” Tikaya admitted.
“Fortunately, I can offer you a possible solution. You may find it easier to think aboard a ship.”
Rias stretched an arm toward the south, and Tikaya blinked at the realization that they’d reached something more than harsh wilderness. Granted, the town of Tangukmoo might be just as harsh as the surrounding lands—indeed, the log and hide cabins, gambling halls, and taverns spreading out from the docks lacked a posh, civilized appearance—but the ships in the harbor lightened her heart. Even the abstemious nature of a cabin at sea sounded delightful after the nights spent sleeping on cold rocky ground.
“Any idea how we can pay for passage?” Tikaya asked.
“I can volunteer for employment as a fireman in the boiler room.” Rias took out a collapsible spyglass and perused the harbor. “Hm, make that as a seaman.”
Even without magnification, Tikaya could see that most of the vessels had masts rather than smokestacks. She smiled. “Are you sure you know how to work a ship that doesn’t come with an engine?”
“Of course. I can sail anything.” Rias lifted his chin, and Tikaya might have teased him for letting his Turgonian arrogance show, but he winked and added, “Even wooden toys in the tub.”
“That doesn’t sound like a difficult feat.”
“It is if there are a lot of them and they’re engaged in mortal battle with each other while cannonballs fly.”
“Cannonballs?” Tikaya asked. “In... the tub?”
“I carved them from the soap bars.”
Tikaya imagined an eight-year-old version of the former admiral, orchestrating this conflict in the washroom. “I’m sure your parents appreciated that.”
“It did mystify Mother for a while until she discovered me at the task.” Rias lowered the spyglass and pointed to the harbor. “We have a challenge.”
“You say that in the way other people might say we have a problem.”
“Most of those are fishing and whaling vessels. They’ll be plying the coast and the Durtan Sound, not heading south. Our two options are a Nurian merchant vessel and a schooner of indeterminate origins. The schooner lacks the size and armament of a typical brigadier or pirate ship, but it shows signs of having been in a battle—or at least fired upon—recently.”
Those limited options definitely sounded like a problem to Tikaya. “The Nurians would kill you for all the trouble you caused them in the war, and pirates might try to steal the priceless artifacts we took from the ruins.” Artifacts she planned to take to the Polytechnic for further research, not hand over to high seas marauders.
Rias’s eyebrows rose. “Should I be concerned that it’s not entirely clear which would be more objectionable to you?”
Tikaya grinned. “Well, I have been passionate about archaeology and philology since childhood. You’re a more recent interest.”
“I believe the answer to my question is yes, then.” Rias collapsed the spyglass and returned it to his pack. “During our long sea voyage, I shall have to see what I can do to raise myself from interest to passion in your mind.”
Tikaya swatted him as he led the way down the goat trail again. His sense of humor always warmed her heart. She wondered if it was significant enough an attribute to earn a spot on her list of arguments. Reminded of the task, her grin faded and she stared glumly at the page. Would her people ever be able to see him as something other than an enemy? What if she was risking his life by taking him back to Kyatt? More than once, she’d considered going home alone and promising to meet him at some foreign port where they could start a life together, but the thought of saying goodbye to her family forever brought moisture to her eyes.
“This passion that I’m going to bestir in you,” Rias called over his shoulder, “it requires that we stay together.”
“Oh!” Tikaya wiped her eyes, put away her journal, and hustled to catch up. “I thought you might be planning to do it through love letters or poetry sent from afar.”
“Alas, we Turgonians are a military lot, not known for our literary prowess.”
“Just so long as you can convince any would-be pirate thieves to leave us and our gear alone.”
“I’ll keep you safe.” This time when Rias looked over his shoulder, his humor was gone and his eyes were intense with the promise.
Yes, Tikaya thought, but who was going to keep him safe?


Part II
 
Turgonians tended to have black or brown hair and olive to bronze skin, so Tikaya was surprised to see a number of people who shared her pale skin and freckles in Tangukmoo. They had the height and brawny breadth of imperials, though, and she didn’t feel overly tall in the crowd, not as she did at home where her six-foot stature tended to draw stares. Of course, most of the people in the rough, northern town were men. Piles of snow framed the muddy streets, and more than one person navigated the outlying areas by dogsled. Not many sane women ventured to this backward corner of the empire, it seemed.
Rias, his fur-lined hood pulled up to hide his face, strode toward the last of three piers. The schooner floated in its berth at the end. Letters stenciled on the side declared it the Feisty Fin. Further out in the bay, the large Nurian ship waited, its anchor deployed. Tikaya found its presence ominous even if it was a merchant vessel instead of a warship, featuring a colorfully painted hull and flamboyant pinions that added a cheerful element. Its few gun ports were closed and none of the sailors on the deck, or loading ivory and whale oil via dinghies, bore weapons. Wise, since two stone towers guarded the imperial town from the mouth of the harbor, their guns rotated toward the foreign ship.
A glacier loomed behind the southernmost tower, discouraging treks south by foot, not that Tikaya had wanted to continue with bipedal travel anyway. If she wanted to reach home sometime that year, they needed to risk one of the ships.
She eyed the two-masted schooner as they drew nearer. It didn’t look like it held a crew complement of more than a dozen, and she wondered if it would have room for passengers. She wondered, too, what services she might offer. Anyone could guess that Rias would be a hard worker, but she, despite her island upbringing, had little experience on ships. She’d always preferred the dusty libraries and research rooms of the Polytechnic to field work.
Seamen engaged in repairs crawled all about the deck and through the rigging. Hammer blows emanated from somewhere inside, the noise reverberating through the harbor as it bounced from the surrounding mountains. Tikaya tried to guess the craft’s origins, but the crew was a diverse lot. A black-skinned man was repairing what looked suspiciously like a cannonball hole in the hull while a slender blond fellow sewed up holes in one of the topsails.
Tikaya started when she noticed a Nurian boy with two long black braids and almond-shaped eyes carrying a paint can. He paused to gape at Rias. Only twelve or thirteen, he shouldn’t recognize “Fleet Admiral Starcrest” from the war, but the attention made Tikaya uneasy. Rias still had his hood up, she reminded herself. The boy might only be responding to the Turgonian military uniform Rias wore. Even if it lacked insignia, or anything that indicated rank, it did, combined with his stature, grant him an intimidating visage. Tikaya hoped a Nurian cabin boy didn’t mean a Nurian captain and mate commanded the ship. Such men would be old enough to recognize Rias.
“Hello on the Fin,” Rias called, apparently not sharing her concern, at least not insomuch as it’d make him turn around. “Is the captain about?”
A conversation broke out on the deck, and a moment later a barrel-chested and bow-legged man strode down the gangplank with a rolling gait. A second man jogged after him. Both were balding and had the weathered faces of sea veterans. Fortunately both also had the bronze-olive skin of Turgonians, rather than the bronze-yellow of Nurians.
“What d’you want?” The captain spat a wad of tobacco juice at Rias’s feet. Friendly fellow.
Though Rias had once earned bows and salutes from armadas full of men, he didn’t bristle at the lack of respect. He simply asked, “We seek passage to Port Malevek. Are you—”
“No.”
“You’re not heading south?” Rias tilted his head toward the forbidding northern coast.
“We’re heading south, but we’re not taking on passengers.”
“We’d be happy to work for our passage.”
“No work, no passage.” The captain spat again. “Now step aside. We’ve provisions to buy before—”
The second man, the mate Tikaya guessed, touched his captain’s elbow. He nodded toward her and said something in his ear.
Tikaya shifted her weight. Figuring she didn’t have an easily recognizable face, she hadn’t put her hood up. Perhaps she should have. Just as the Nurians loathed Rias, the Turgonians had reason to loathe her—she’d decrypted their encoded missives during the war, and her people had handed the results over to the Nurians. But very few Turgonians ought to be able to identify her. She hoped.
“You Kyattese?” the captain asked when the mate finished buzzing in his ear.
Rias eased in front of her, not enough to block her view, but enough to make sure he’d be able to intercept the men if they tried to grab her.
“I am,” Tikaya admitted. “A linguist specifically. I see you have an ecumenical crew. Are you perhaps in need of a translator?” She doubted that was the case, but wanted them thinking of her as a language lover rather than some cryptography expert. “I speak Turgonian—obviously—but also Nurian—” she glanced at the cabin boy, “—and am familiar with several of the desert and rainforest dialects from the Southern Hemisphere as well,” she said with a nod toward the black man.
“We don’t need a linguist,” the captain snarled.
“What do you need?” Rias asked.
“Nothing.”
The mate frowned, but didn’t say anything.
“Are you sure?” Tikaya asked. “I’ve also studied history, archaeology, anthropology, philosophy, critical theory, and—” since she sounded like a student reading a class schedule, and they appeared unimpressed, she decided to end with levity, “—I play three instruments as well.”
“Cursed Kyattese overachievers.” The captain spat. So much for levity. “Go away. We’ve got no passage, free or otherwise.”
Again, the mate didn’t comment, though he looked like he wanted to.
Rias and Tikaya walked back to the head of the dock.
“What next?” she asked. “Do we try to find room and board and wait for a more promising ship to come in? Or stow away on the Nurian vessel when they’re not looking?” Tikaya hadn’t been serious about the latter, but maybe she shouldn’t have suggested it at all, for she caught a speculative look behind the fur fringes ringing Rias’s face.
“Let’s wait until these men change their minds and invite us on,” he said.
“Er, what?”
The mate and captain hadn’t left the base of the gangplank, and their heads were tilted together as they conversed.
“The mate’s eyes widened slightly when you mentioned your musical background,” Rias said.
“Widened slightly? That could just mean he found the remark surprising.” Or appreciated her joke.
Rias opened his mouth to respond, but stopped when the captain shooed the mate back up the gangplank and headed in their direction.
“You can come with us as far as Port Malevek, if he works and you—” the captain pointed at Tikaya, “—make yourself available if we need you.”
“Available in what capacity?” Rias asked.
Tikaya blinked. Back home she didn’t get a lot of lusty leers from the male persuasion, so she wouldn’t have guessed anyone here had that on his mind, but she supposed it was wise to have the terms defined before agreeing to the contract.
“We might have need of some translating work. Nothing else. Unless she gets tired of you and wants to warm someone else’s hammock.” The captain smirked and spat a brown stream into the water—mostly. Some of it splattered on the edge of the dock.
“Not likely,” Tikaya muttered.
The captain laughed. “Rustle up your gear and be back in an hour. We’re sailing out soon.”
“We have all our gear,” Rias said and took a step toward the ship.
The captain stopped him with a hand on his chest. “Be back in an hour,” he repeated, all signs of humor gone from his face. “We like to tidy up for guests.”
Rias lowered his chin to stare at the hand. The captain lowered it, but didn’t change his mind about anything. He spun on his heel and strode back to the schooner.
“Tidy up,” Tikaya murmured, “is that how they say, ‘hide all the stolen goods’ in the empire?”
“Perhaps,” Rias said. “If you want to leave today, it’s this ship or the Nurian vessel.”
“Some choice.” Tikaya doubted this forlorn port saw many visitors. Who knew how long they’d have to wait for more options? “I know I should be tougher than this, but I’m weary of the frozen Turgonian north and long to see my family and enjoy my mother’s cooking again. And to walk barefoot on a sandy beach with sun beating on my shoulders and a warm salty breeze blowing in from the ocean.” She closed her eyes, easily picturing the scene. “How far is it to Port Malevek?”
“By sea, we should make it in three days.”
And from there, they could find passage to Kyatt.
“There’s a limit to how much can happen in three days, right?” Tikaya asked.
Rias’s grunt sounded skeptical.


Part III
 
Tikaya had to squat and duck her head to keep from clunking it when she followed the captain belowdecks. Rias followed behind her, his head bent even lower. He’d been staying close—one might say ‘looming protectively’—throughout their brief tour of the schooner and the captain’s description of his duties.
They descended a few polished wooden stairs. Tikaya wrinkled her nose at the musty, mildewy smell in the close air. At the bottom, one bulkhead held a couple of narrow doors, but the captain headed into an open bay strung with eight hammocks.
He pointed to a ceiling beam at the end of the row. “You can string up your beds here. Hammocks are in that cabinet. Stow your gear there. Don’t leave anything loose. Sea can be rough along the coast.”
“Much pirate activity?” Tikaya asked.
“Along the empire’s coast? Never. The imperial warships and fortresses keep these waters free of trouble.” The captain lowered his voice to mutter something else, and Tikaya thought she caught a “...what I’m hoping” in the jumble. “You—” the captain jabbed a finger at Rias, “—be on deck in five minutes. We’ll need all hands to depart.”
“Understood,” Rias said.
The captain waited a moment, as if he expected a “sir” to be tacked onto the end. Rias gazed blandly at him from where he hunched, forced into an awkward posture by the low ceiling. He hadn’t tugged down his fur hood yet, and Tikaya wondered if anyone would recognize him when he did. Most of the crew wasn’t Turgonian, and the captain, though he might have originated in the empire, had a muddled accent that hinted of many years spent in other lands.
When he didn’t get any more from Rias, the captain stalked out. With the departure imminent, nobody else was down in the hold, and they soon had two hammocks strung from the beams. Tikaya eyed the short, narrow dimensions of the dubious “beds.” Sharing one would be out of the question, not that she’d want to try in a bay full of sailors. This was only for three days, she reminded herself, and far less of a hardship than she’d suffered in the last few weeks.
“Stay safe.” Rias kissed her and headed up the stairs.
For lack of anything else to do, Tikaya sat in her hammock. “Might as well relax.”
That lasted for two or three minutes before she started drumming her fingers on her thigh. She thought of taking out her pack and studying one of the artifacts they’d retrieved, but the last thing she wanted was someone from this crew spotting her with valuable relics.
Shouts echoed from the deck above. A few bumps and scrapes emanated through the wooden hull. The schooner was pulling away from the dock.
The dark bay lacked portholes, so Tikaya could only listen as the Fin drifted out of the calm harbor and navigated into the rougher waters beyond. She imagined them turning south to hug the Turgonian west coast as they sailed into the approaching night.
At some point, a pale-skinned boy of fifteen or sixteen came down, dragging a bucket. He gave her no more than a curious glance before kneeling to scrub the floorboards. Tikaya wondered if his chore included keeping an eye on her.
Soon after, a second boy, the Nurian youth she’d noticed watching the merchant ship earlier, came down as well. He flopped into a hammock opposite from Tikaya’s and draped an arm over his eyes.
“No, no, don’t help me or nothing,” the scrubbing boy said.
The Nurian youth didn’t respond.
“I know you understand me, you lazy snot sucker.”
With his arm still flung over his eyes, the Nurian’s face was hard to read, especially in the poor lighting, but Tikaya thought he might have clenched his jaw. Several bandages wrapped his fingers, and he possessed the rag-doll weariness of someone driven hard. She wondered if he might be a slave or indentured servant, perhaps someone who wouldn’t mind divulging his master’s secrets if a friendly ally who spoke his tongue appeared...
“Are you all right?” Tikaya asked in Nurian.
The scrubbing boy kept working, but he watched the exchange as his bristles rasped on the wet wood. The Nurian youth lowered his arm. Without sitting up in his hammock, he looked toward the other boy before focusing on Tikaya.
“Yes.”
When he didn’t offer anything else, Tikaya wobbled. Preferring research to interactions with people, she’d never been the sort to initiate conversations with strangers. By luck—or the Polytechnic president’s wisdom—her position had rarely involved teaching.
“My name is Tikaya,” she finally said. “What’s yours?”
“Garchee.”
“How did you come to be here?” Tikaya waved to encompass the ship.
“I am the cabin boy.”
Hm, that wasn’t the answer to the question she’d asked. Though he hadn’t offered much of a sample, she tried to place his dialect. The eastern Chiefdom maybe. There was a formal touch to his words. Some educated merchant’s son whose family had fallen on rough times, forcing the youth to take to the sea?
“I thought he was the cabin boy.” Tikaya smiled and pointed to the other youth, who was still scrubbing though also scowling suspiciously at this spew of foreign words.
“Yes.”
“Wouldn’t a ship this small typically have one cabin boy?”
Garchee eyed the steps, as if whatever work might find him should he appear topside might be preferable to being questioned by a nosy passenger. He could simply say he was tired and drop his arm back over his eyes, but maybe he wasn’t yet at the age where he thought he could get away with avoiding questions from adults.
Tikaya lifted a hand to signal that she’d leave him alone, and only said, “If I can help you with anything, let me know.”
At least she’d initiated contact and let the boy know she spoke his language. Maybe he’d be more talkative if she tried again later.
Before the Nurian could close his eyes and resume his rest, the captain clomped down the steps. “The mate has work for you two,” he barked.
The scrubbing boy gathered his brush and bucket and scurried up the steps. Garchee was slower to comply, wincing when his feet hit the deck, but he shambled after the other youth. He kept his head down as he eased around his commander. The captain did not acknowledge his passing. Instead, he stalked toward Tikaya, ducking ceiling beams as he pulled out something long, narrow, and wrapped in black velvet.
She dropped her legs over the edge of the hammock and sat up. Something intangible, like the whisper of a breeze, stirred gooseflesh on her arms. Though she’d not had the feeling in some weeks, she recognized it instantly: a signal that a tool crafted from the mental sciences was nearby.
“Got something for you to look at.” The captain glanced toward the stairs—he was being careful to keep his back to them—before unwrapping his parcel.
Tikaya waited without commenting, though curiosity bubbled up inside. Maybe the captain and the mate wanted her to help with some relic they’d recovered in their adventures. Maybe they weren’t pirates or thieves after all. Of course, they might have stolen their prize and were now running from the owner. That could explain the battle damage they’d been repairing, an oddity on a craft with so few guns of its own.
Callused fingers peeled back the velvet covering, and Tikaya leaned forward. A wave surged into the schooner at that moment, tilting the floor. Her hammock colluded with the tilting ship to upend her. She tumbled into a heap at the captain’s feet. He hadn’t even taken a step to adjust his balance.
“I though the Kyattese were experienced sailors,” he said.
“Oh, I can fall off things on land too.” Tikaya sighed and settled cross-legged on the floor. It was harder to topple a tree already on the ground.
The captain lowered an ornate ivory flute. More than ornate. It was made of eight segments with intricate pictographic carvings that one would need a magnifying glass to examine in depth. And better lighting. And a ship that wasn’t rocking with each rise and fall of the waves. Despite the less than ideal situation, Tikaya found her gaze riveted.
“Is that a Nurian Enigma Flute?” It hardly seemed possible—she’d only seen etchings of the instruments in books. The Nurians didn’t let such prizes go lightly, certainly not to random schooner captains plying the Turgonian seas.
“If it is, is it valuable?” the captain asked.
Tikaya gaped at him. Did he truly have no idea as to what he had? What kind of pirate accidentally stole a priceless artifact? Or maybe he’d salvaged it from a wreck. But did the Nurians even take such treasures to sea?
“I know it’s worth at least something,” the captain said, “on account of the ivory, and it’s real pretty too. Maybe old? I can’t tell. But I need to know if it’s magic before I try to sell it in Turgonia. I don’t need a squad of enforcers chasing after me because some tooter starts glowing in the middle of the transaction.”
Tooter? The more Turgonians Tikaya met, the more she wondered how Rias could have come from that culture.
“It’s a problem because magic is illegal there,” the captain said, apparently taking her silence for confusion.
“Yes, I’ve heard that.” Tikaya held out her hand, hoping he’d give her a closer look.
The captain hesitated, then laid it on her palm. “Oh, right, your big lover is Turgonian, isn’t he? Looks familiar too, now that I’ve seen him with his hood down. Did he serve in the fleet?”
“It’s very rare,” Tikaya blurted in a rush to divert the captain’s attention. As far as most of Turgonia knew, Rias had been assassinated—that was the story the emperor had given the populace when he’d exiled his famous admiral to Krychek Island. The loathsome ruler might have another reason to hold a grudge if Rias started popping up along the coast, destroying the credence of that story. “And, yes, the flute was made by a practitioner. If it’s what I think, it would have been a practitioner from the royal line as well. The secret of how to create Enigma Flutes is tightly guarded—the stories suggest the great chiefs have sent assassins out to kill people who thought to sell the secret or steal the artifacts from the palace.” Tikaya arched her eyebrows, inviting an explanation as to how this one had come to be on the Fin.
“What’s the secret that’s so worth guarding?” the captain asked, ignoring the message coming from her eyebrows. “What can they do?”
“The Nurians are preeminent mental scientists and, to a lesser extent, warriors. That’s all many foreigners know about them, but they have a rich cultural, artistic, and musical heritage. Singing and dance are a part of all formal gatherings, even the funeral to celebrate the passing of a chief or the ushering in of a new leader.”
The captain shifted from foot to foot and drummed his fingers on the closest ceiling beam.
“When the Great Chief calls an assembly of all his regional chiefs, the citizens are allowed to attend, and it’s always a massive gathering. To ensure their continuing rule, the chiefs must keep those citizens happy, so they issue numerous placating speeches, often offering promises of improvements to the chiefdom. Over there, leadership is a hereditary position, but Nurian history is replete with instances of unpopular chiefs being poisoned in their sleep or having other fatal accidents befall them.”
By now the captain had added eye rolling to his foot-to-foot dance of impatience. “Is there any chance you’ll get to the relevant part of this lecture before we reach Port Malevek?” He squinted at her. “There is a relevant part, isn’t there?”
At least Tikaya had distracted him from thinking of Rias. “Yes, I’m getting to it.” She lifted the flute. “The assassinations I spoke of have been rare for the last four hundred years, during which the Duk Noo Dynasty has been firmly entrenched. Prior to that, dynasties tended to be short, anywhere from three generations at the long end to half a year at the short end. Due to the frequent changes, poor children studying Nurian history have had to make up long and involved songs to remember the ordering of the dynasties.” She smiled as she recalled memorizing such songs, but the captain was scowling, so she decided she’d best give him the information he sought. It occurred to her to withhold it, but he already looked like a man three seconds from wringing someone’s neck, and she didn’t have any weapons handy with which to defend herself. Even if her longbow were strung and within reach, she doubted she could draw it in the bay’s tight confines. “Here’s what’s applicable to you,” she said. “At these public gatherings—they’re called tek-lee, by the way—”
“Fascinating,” the captain said with another eye roll.
“—before, after, and between the speeches, it’s common for the chiefs to have music played. Flute tunes are typical. The tek-lees of the last four hundred years have been oddly peaceful gatherings when compared to those of prior centuries, with the citizens cheering in favor of everything the Great Chief has said. Though there’s no word of it in Nurian texts, visiting diplomats have insinuated that the music of the flutist’s special instruments had some scientifically enhanced qualities, such as might turn a contrary man into an amenable one.”
The captain’s eyes sharpened, and he stopped shifting about. “Enhanced qualities? You mean magic?”
“That is a Turgonian word that lacks precision, but essentially yes.”
“The flute can persuade people to go along with what the chiefs are saying?”
“That’s the hypothesis. The Nurian rulers deny it of course.”
“So, if someone learned how to play this flute, that someone could persuade people too? A lot of people?” The captain scratched at stubble on his jaw. “That ought to be worth a great deal to someone.”
“To someone willing to risk the ire of Nurian spies who might be sent to recoup the stolen piece. It is stolen, isn’t it?” The captain’s focus had turned inward, and Tikaya hoped that, in his distracted state, he might answer her question.
But his eyes sharpened. “Not by me. I bartered for it. Legitimately.”
“It’s hard to believe any Nurian would barter this away, especially to a Turgonian. Even though your people are ignorant in terms of the Science, if you recruited someone with knowledge, the flute could possibly have military applications.”
“I don’t care what you believe, woman. And—” he stepped closer, raising a finger toward her nose, “—watch who you’re calling ignorant when you’re a guest on my ship.”
“Of course,” Tikaya murmured and bowed her head. There were worse things she might have called him, but it was best not to pick a fight. Not when one was in the middle of a thieves’ den. Who knew what the captain would do to protect his secret? An uneasy tendril of concern wormed its way into her gut at the thought. She shouldn’t have told him how valuable the artifact was or that the Nurians might send people to recover it if word got out about its location. What if he decided that Tikaya couldn’t be trusted to walk free at Port Malevek? Or even make it to Port Malevek? She swallowed.
The captain flicked a finger at the flute. “Figure out how it works.”
“What?” Tikaya blurted. “From what the historical texts say, that’s as much a secret as the manner of making them.”
“If you can’t make it work... “ Though they couldn’t see the sea from the hold, the captain gazed in the direction of the ship’s stern. “If you want to reach Port Malevek, you will figure out how to make it work.”
As he stomped away, Tikaya tried to decide whether he was threatening her personally or suggesting some impending doom was chasing the ship, endangering them all. Rias might be some help with the former, but with the latter...
She stared down at the flute, her thoughts grim.


Part IV
 
Shortly after dawn the next morning, Tikaya stepped onto the deck to look for Rias. If he had slipped into his hammock the night before, it had been a brief visitation. She’d been awake until late, hunched over the flute and scribbling ideas in her journal, trying to dredge tidbits of Nurian history from the dark labyrinthine passages of her brain. She’d hoped Rias would come to bed so she could find a private moment to show him the flute and tell him about the captain’s threat. Most of the seamen had filtered through at some point as they alternately slept and worked on four-hour shifts, but she’d fallen asleep before Rias had come. If he’d come. Perhaps the captain and mate were keeping him busy to pay for his passage.
Low clouds stretched from horizon to horizon, spitting a soft rain. They brought little wind to fill the schooner’s sails. The mate paced above the forecastle and bellowed at men slinging themselves through the rigging, making adjustments. The captain stood beside him, silent and tense as he gazed to the rear.
Rias was in the rigging, working alongside the two cabin boys. Sort of. The Nurian kept throwing him nervous glances and seemed to be trying to keep his distance.
Most of the men aloft were short and wiry, little larger than the youths, so Rias seemed a giant next to them. He maneuvered about deftly, though the narrow perches had to be slick from the rain.
Rias pointed and gestured as he worked with the boys—teaching them Tikaya supposed. Garchee appeared clumsy and out of place up there, but maybe it was just the presence of a hulking Turgonian making him uneasy. Under other circumstances, she might have been happy to stand on the deck and watch Rias at work—and muse about what a lovely father he might make—but she needed to talk to him. She waved, trying to catch his attention.
Someone yelled a command from the forecastle, and Garchee shouted an accented, “Aye, sir,” down. The youth eased toward the mast, then started climbing. He lacked any of the agility that Rias and the other seamen showed. Rias must have asked something, for Garchee shook his head. Turgonian seemed to be the language of the ship, and Tikaya wondered how much the Nurian understood. The boy reached the narrow topsail yard and inched along, crawling toward a flapping rope. He must have been twenty, twenty-five feet in the air. Rias watched from the lower yard.
As Garchee reached for a knot, a gust of wind buffeted the ship. It upset his balance, and he couldn’t recover quickly enough. He lost his grip and plummeted from the yard. Tikaya cried out and ran forward, anticipating a bone-shattering landing, one that might prove fatal, but Rias lunged three steps and caught the boy by the back of his shirt as he fell past. Garchee’s momentum almost tore Rias from his perch as well, but he compensated by dropping to his belly, boots hooked around the yard. Eyes bigger than ancient Ancorian saucers, the boy dangled, mouth open in shock—or terror—as he gaped at the deck below.
Someone called, “Catch of the day!” to Rias as he pulled Garchee up, but most of the men merely went back to work, as if such events were commonplace.
“What’re you doing out here, woman?” came the captain’s voice from behind Tikaya. “And where is—” he glanced about— “the item? You didn’t leave it below, did you?”
She faced the captain, hardly believing he was worried about his item when one of his men had almost endured a horrible accident seconds before. Besides, who did he think would dare steal his already-stolen possession when they were in the middle of the sea? The Turgonian coast wasn’t even visible.
“I bundled it up and hid it out of sight,” Tikaya told him.
“That’s where you should be too. Out of sight. Working.”
“I’m hungry.” Tikaya was beginning to suspect the captain wanted to keep her away from Rias, or vice versa, so figured that’d be better than telling him she wanted to talk to him. “When will breakfast be available?”
The captain had a wad of tobacco in his mouth again, and he worked it from one cheek to the next as he considered her. “Soon. Grits.”
“Sounds wonderful.” Not truly, but after weeks of eating little but dehydrated meat and hardtack—or, as the marines had called the biscuits, “tooth dullers”—something warm might be an improvement.
“It’s not. You make any progress?”
“Some. I’d like to consult... my comrade.” Though Rias was a shortened version of his middle name, and it certainly hadn’t made Tikaya think of Fleet Admiral Sashka Federias Starcrest when she’d first heard it, she decided not to use it, just in case.
“You can consult with him tonight.” The captain smirked. “If you don’t mind an audience.”
“He’s an engineer and is good at solving problems. He might be able to help me with the puzzle.”
“He’s busy.”
“I see. And will he be un-busy at any point in this three-day journey?”
“I haven’t decided yet. Tell me about the puzzle.”
As Tikaya considered withholding the information or using it to bargain for less work for Rias, she gazed about the deck. For the first time, she noticed that all of the seamen wore pistols and cutlasses on their belts. They hadn’t been armed the day before. The captain, too, bore weapons, and, at Tikaya’s hesitation, he let his hand rest on the grip of his pistol.
“Tell me about the puzzle,” he repeated.
“Very well.” Her acquiescence stirred memories of herself as a pigtailed schoolgirl bowing to the demands of bullies. She thought about lying, but decided to go along until she had her chance to confer with Rias. “Each of the eight segments has six etchings that can be rotated about so different ones are on top. Though you can play the flute at any time, as the finger holes are available no matter what, I’m assuming you have to align the segments up in the right order to create the special tone.”
“Special, yes.” The captain waved away a man lingering within earshot. “Does the music change tune if you get the order right? If so, you could guess until you got it, couldn’t you?”
“I don’t know that the music would sound any different to the human ear, but a practitioner might be able to tell if there was some otherworldly influence to the notes.”
“Could you?” the captain asked.
For a moment, Tikaya mused on whether there might be an advantage to pretending she had a practitioner’s skills—would the captain fear her and be less likely to threaten her?—but, given how superstitious Turgonians were about “magic,” she worried he’d simply be in more of a hurry to throw her to the sharks.
“Possibly,” Tikaya said. “I haven’t any skills in that area myself, but I grew up around practitioners and can usually sense it when they’re employing one of the sciences.”
The captain spat. “Why do you call it science? Like it’s geology or hoplology or something real?”
Hoplology? Tikaya almost snorted. The Turgonians were probably the only culture with a word for the academic study of weapons. She wondered if Rias had taken a class in it during his university years.
“What can and cannot be done with the human mind is just as legitimate a science as any you’ve named,” Tikaya said. “Though there is some variation, allowing for a user’s creativity and personal preference, the mental sciences are rigidly defined areas of study with precise laws, rules, and methods that can be repeated by different people as surely as experiments in an alchemy lab.”
“All right, all right, I shouldn’t have asked. Back to the item. If you keep trying different variations, are the odds good that you can get the flute to work in that special way? By—” the captain glanced toward the water behind the ship again, “—tonight would be good.”
“Unlikely,” Tikaya said. “With eight segments and six options on each segment, the odds of striking the right combination are...” She paused to set up the math problem up in her head, but a familiar voice spoke from behind her first.
“One in twenty-thousand one-hundred-and-sixty,” Rias said.
Tikaya smiled and leaned against his shoulder when he stopped beside her. The captain scowled, not impressed by his math skills, or perhaps the fact that he’d left his duties momentarily.
“Morning,” Rias said. Given how little he’d apparently slept, he should have looked weary, but his brown eyes were bright and a smile rode his lips. Being back at sea must agree with him. “Need help with anything?” he asked.
“No,” the captain snapped. “She needs to get back to work, and you—” he pointed at Rias, “—if you’ve finished with the topsails, you’re needed down at the bilge pump.”
Rias arched an eyebrow, but merely said, “As you wish, captain.”
A smug smirk stretched the captain’s lips. Like that of an emperor being fawned over by slaves who had once been soldiers from conquered nations.
With an unperturbed expression, Rias trotted down the stairs. Since the flute happened to lay in the same direction, Tikaya waited until the captain’s attention shifted, then slipped after him. Rias was waiting below.
“All you all right?” Tikaya gripped his arm. “Did you get any sleep last night?”
Rias laid his hand on hers. “Yes, and no.”
“Why is he picking on you? Surely not all passengers must toil so for the price of a ticket. He doesn’t know who you are, does he?” Tikaya asked, though she didn’t think the treatment would make sense if he did. Rias had been a Turgonian hero during the war and a well-respected officer for years before it.
“No, I’ve been evasive as to my current status and why I have no rank—” Rias waved to encompass his uniform, “—but I believe he pegged me for an officer right away.”
“You do have a determined, in-charge appearance even when you’re at your scruffiest.”
“Thank you. I think. Regardless, the gossip is that the captain only lasted three years in the military before receiving a dishonorable discharge. I imagine he’s taking revenge on the officers he believes wronged him. Through me.”
“Such a lovely man.” Tikaya squeezed his arm. “I’ll commiserate with you later, but I think there’s something more important to worry about here.”
Rias nodded. “It’s clear we’re running from pursuit, though I haven’t seen sign of it on the horizon yet.”
Knowing they might not have much time alone, Tikaya rushed through a summary of her discussion with the captain and her thoughts on the flute.
“Perhaps I can help you with it tonight.”
“You can sleep tonight. You need some rest,” Tikaya said, hoping she didn’t sound too motherly. “Besides, I believe a background in Nurian mythology is going to be required to solve the puzzle.”
“Ah, I am aware of basic Nurian history, but mythology isn’t my strong point.”
“The scenes are of animals and people and hunting. I believe they go together in a certain order to tell a story. The problem is that there are a lot of Nurian stories revolving around hunting.”
“Have you talked to the boy?” Rias asked.
“Garchee?”
“Is that his name? He wouldn’t give it to me. He might know something.”
“I doubt any well-known tale is depicted,” Tikaya said.
“Well, unless I miss my guess, he brought it on board, so he might have some knowledge.”
Tikaya stared. “He told you that?”
“He’s told me nothing. He’s been doing his best to avoid me. But it’s clear he hasn’t been here long, and the captain doesn’t strike me as a man with the gumption to steal royal Nurian treasures. I think the boy brought it on board, offered to trade it for his passage, and now perhaps we’re being trailed by the owner.”
Tikaya mulled over the hypothesis. It might be plausible, but... “How would that boy have gotten the flute? Theft? Such treasures would be well-guarded.”
Rias hesitated, then shrugged. “I’m more concerned about who might be coming after it. If it’s magic, could a practitioner track it?”
“Oh, yes,” Tikaya said.
“We better talk to the boy.”
“We’re riding low in the water,” came the captain’s bellow from above. “My new seaman better be at the pumps!”
Rias snorted and gave Tikaya a hug before disappearing into the recesses of the ship.


Part V
 
That night, Tikaya woke to a touch on her leg. For a confused moment, she didn’t know where she was or why her back hurt. Ah, yes, she’d fallen asleep on the floor while in the process of scribbling notes. She recalled having a similar sleeping experience with that strange artifact in Wolfhump. Turgonians had a definite desk shortage.
Snores reverberated through the bay, and hammocks creaked and swayed as the ship rolled with the waves. Rias crouched in front of her with a low-burning lantern. “It’s good that we dug out those hammocks and strung them,” he observed. “We’ve used them so much.”
“The last time I was in mine, the ship pitched and it spit me out faster than a foreigner trying poi for the first time.”
Rias managed a weary smile. He might have appeared fresh yet that morning, but fatigue had finally claimed him; when he opened his mouth to speak, it turned into a yawn wide enough to swallow a parrot.
“Nice tonsils,” Tikaya murmured.
“Thank you.” Rias rubbed his eyes. “They’ve long been a source of pride for me.” He pointed at the Nurian boy, who swayed in his hammock, his eyes closed. “Have you spoken to him?”
“No, he wasn’t down here when I nodded off.” Tikaya sat up and groped behind her, trying to find whatever was stabbing her in the back. The flute, of course. She supposed it was good that she’d fallen asleep on the priceless artifact, so it hadn’t been rolling around the bay all night. The captain might not have approved of that.
“I’m finally off-duty,” Rias said. “For four hours. Now might be the best time to question him.”
“Now might be a time for you to get some rest.”
“Later. Do you mind waking him? Seeing me looming over his hammock might... distress him.”
“You did save his life today,” Tikaya noted.
“A bonding experience, you’d think, but I clearly make him uneasy. I suspect...” Rias lowered his voice. “Although it wouldn’t seem likely in a youth, I’ve had the sense that he knows who I am.”
Tikaya climbed to her feet, using Rias for balance as the ship rocked and swayed. “Maybe there are dartboards all across Nuria with your likeness painted on them, so that even kitchen scrub-boys know you’re an enemy of the chiefdom.”
“A cheery thought.”
After their uninspired first conversation, Tikaya didn’t think Garchee would be excited to see her looming over his hammock either, but she picked her way across the rocking deck and tapped him on the leg. His eyelids flew up, reminding her of a rabbit startled from its meal by a predator.
Fortunately, he didn’t fling himself from the hammock in search of a rabbit hole. He merely gave her a wary, “Greetings.” He peered around her and spotted Rias. He swallowed and licked his lips, but then gave him a wary nod too.
Tikaya held up the flute, drawing his gaze back to her. “The captain has tasked me with learning to play this, and I was wondering if you knew anything about it.”
Garchee shook his head.
“I know some Nurian mythology,” Tikaya said, “but perhaps not enough.”
Garchee shrugged.
“Are you familiar with the tale of the Three Huntsmen? One of these scenes depicts three bowmen stalking a hyena, so I thought of the story.”
Garchee eyed the flute. “You won’t guess it.”
You won’t guess it? He couldn’t know, could he? “Care to give me a tip?”
“It’s not for foreigners to play.”
“Then how did the captain get a hold of this one?”
Garchee turned his face toward the wall.
“You brought the flute on board, didn’t you?” Tikaya asked. “Did you give it to the captain to pay for your passage, or did he take it when he found out about it?”
“I don’t...”
Rias came to stand beside Tikaya, entering the boy’s view.
“I traded it,” Garchee mumbled. “It was all I had left after...” He sighed. “It wasn’t a fair trade, but I wanted to... I have only myself to blame for all of this.”
Tikaya glanced at Rias, wondering if he understood all of the boys’ words. She knew he had some familiarity with Nurian, but the mumbles would have been hard for the youth’s own mother to decipher. “The this you speak of,” Tikaya said, “was you deciding to steal the flute from the Great Chief’s palace?”
Garchee’s head jerked up. “I didn’t steal anything.”
“Then how did you acquire it?”
Someone up on deck called to someone else, the words too muffled by the wind and intervening walls to understand. Garchee hurled himself from his hammock so quickly he almost crashed to the floor. He found his feet, saying, “That’ll be the watch change. I have to go.” He sprinted for the stairs, as if he feared they’d try to stop him.
“He’s less helpful every time I talk to him,” Tikaya said. “Was that really the watch change? I couldn’t make it out.”
“I don’t think so.” Rias held out his palm, silently asking to see the flute, and Tikaya handed it to him. He rolled it in his hand and held it up to the lantern. “I’ve never seen one of these before. I remember many sea battles where Nurian drummers sought to inspire their men, and the booms floated across the water, but I never heard flute music.”
“The Enigma Flutes are highly prized. I imagine most are kept in the royal family’s vaults.”
“But if they do what you say and make crowds of people amenable to suggestion, surely Nurian admirals would have brought them along in times of war to be used on our marines when we closed to boarding distance. To implant the suggestion that the Nurian captains were benevolent leaders who should be obeyed.”
“I...” It was a good point, Tikaya thought. “Perhaps it only works on people in a certain state of mind. The brains and bodies of men riled for battle would be different than those simply attending a speech.”
Rias returned the flute. “Or maybe it’s just a story.”
“There is some Science about this one,” Tikaya said.
“Either way, I doubt it’ll provide the solution the captain seeks.”
It took Tikaya a moment to realize what Rias meant. Admittedly, she’d been more interested in the puzzle rather than debating the reason for the captain’s urgency at having it solved, but, yes, if he anticipated pursuit, it made sense that her story had stirred within him the hope that the flute could be used to sedate the fury of those who followed.
“We’d best hope we make port before the pursuit he fears shows up then,” Tikaya said.
Rias said nothing.


Part VI
 
Down in the bilge room, Tikaya sat on a rib running across the naked hull of the ship while Rias labored at a long lever, pumping out water that had collected in the bowels of the schooner overnight. Dawn might have come, but no outside light seeped into the dark room. A sole lantern burning by the hatch provided illumination, and Tikaya held the flute up to it as she twisted segments. Despite Rias’s implication that the instrument would prove ineffective against their pursuers, she, like a hungry dog gnawing a bone, couldn’t let the puzzle go unsolved. She’d been up most of the night and had finally come down to join Rias while she mulled.
“Want me to take a hand at that?” Tikaya nodded toward the pump. In part, she made the offer because she felt guilty sitting there while Rias labored, sweat dribbling from his brow, but also because she’d often found mindless repetitive work helpful for solving problems. On her family’s plantation, she’d spent countless hours firing arrows into targets while working on ancient language puzzles.
Rias, standing in calf deep water, his back hunched in order to work the lever in the tight quarters, glanced her way without pausing in his work. “You must be truly stumped to make that offer.”
“What? You don’t think I’m simply jealous that you’re having all the fun there?”
“No.”
Tikaya tapped the flute on her thigh. “I am stumped. I’m tempted to go wring that boy’s neck for information, but it’d be slightly more satisfying to solve the puzzle on my own.”
“Only slightly, eh?”
“At this point, neck-wringing is sounding quite appealing. I’ve dredged every Nurian mythology tale I’ve ever heard out of the depths of my mind. None of them go together in a way that makes sense here. Either I’m forgetting something or the knowledge wasn’t there to begin with. If that’s the case, I’m going to have cross words for my World Mythology professor when I get home. My parents paid good money for me to receive a complete education.”
Rias paused and regarded her, one hand gripping a beam above his head, the other on the pump. “Does it have to make sense?”
“What?” Tikaya’s first thought was that he referenced her education, but then she remembered her earlier sentence. “Well, I’d think so. The history with which I’m familiar tells us the flutes always tell an old Nurian tale, and that presumes certain narrative traditions of chronological ordering, rising conflict, etcetera, etcetera. Some of their ancient narrative poems were on the quirky side, but—oh!” A new thought rushed into her mind, surprising her into dropping the flute. Caught in the moment, she didn’t rush to retrieve it, priceless artifact or not. “Dear Akahe, could that be it?”
“Hm?” Rias plucked up the flute before it rolled into the water.
“A poem. No a rhyme. There are countless silly Nurian nursery rhymes about animals and hunting, and they make about as much sense as... well, they’re for teaching children language by using repetition and—” Tikaya stopped, as an old nursery rhyme floated into her thoughts. She pointed at the flute. “I’m going to need that.”
“Of course.” Rias handed her the artifact, an amused half-smile tugging at one corner of his mouth, and went back to work.
“Cavorting banyan sprites,” Tikaya muttered a minute later as she snapped the last puzzle segment into place. “Could that be it? A pictographic representation of The Lion, the Hunter, and the Trap? That title rhymes in Nurian, by the way.”
“Naturally,” Rias said.
Tikaya lifted the flute to her lips and played a scale. As the notes filled the bilge room, she closed her eyes and tried to detect an otherworldly influence to the sounds. If there was one, her lack of sensitivity kept her from sensing it.
“Did it work?” Rias asked.
“I’m not sure. I need to talk to that boy again. It is the first pattern I’ve tried that’s made sense. Er, not made sense as it were.” Tikaya hopped to her feet, intending to hunt down Garchee.
“Good.” Rias gave her a parting salute.
Tikaya paused and eyed him. “How do you do it?”
“Do what?”
“You have a knack for coming up with the solution, even when it has nothing to do with your field of expertise.”
Rias pressed a hand to his chest. “I didn’t come up with the solution. You did.”
“But it was your question that sparked my idea. And this isn’t the first time things have worked out that way.”
Rias chuckled. “All those years when I was a captain and then an admiral, do you know what I did when we were in some tricky situation and I needed to come up with a solution for a problem?”
“You mean the solutions didn’t simply flow into your brain as gifts from the gods? Or, I suppose, Turgonians would thank their ancestors.”
“Alas, it doesn’t work that way. Early in my command days, I gathered the officers and ask for opinions, but I realized we’d all come through the same training system and all had similar thoughts. The real brilliance came when I started chatting with the uneducated firemen in the boiler room.”
Tikaya studied his eyes, searching for a mischievous twinkle that would suggest he was teasing her, but she didn’t spot it. “You’re serious?”
“Absolutely. Nine times out of ten, the conversations wouldn’t go anywhere, but once in a while some grunt who’d been a farmer before joining up would tell a story of how he had, for example, carved wooden owls to keep birds out of the berry patch, and that would give me an idea. In that case, I figured out a way for my ship to appear to be in multiple places at once to protect several vulnerable targets along the coast until reinforcements arrived.” Rias gave a self-effacing shrug. “I got a medal for that one.”
“So... you’re the equivalent of a uneducated grunt in the boiler room for me?”
The half-smile returned as he regarded the pump and his sweat-dampened clothing. “Apropos, don’t you think?”
“All hands on deck!” came a cry from somewhere above.
Footlockers thumped and hatches banged open and shut.
“I might not have time to talk to the boy after all,” Tikaya said, dread settling in her belly.
“Go find him now, before the action starts.” Rias returned to the lever, arms pumping twice as fast. “I’ll be up in a minute.” He seemed determined to empty every inch of water before he left the task. Maybe he feared they’d need to shed all the excess weight they could.
“All right,” Tikaya said, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to see what had prompted the shout from above.
Up on deck, wan dawn light seeped through a cloud-filled sky. Seamen scurried about, trimming the sails per the mate’s orders. The captain stood on the forecastle next to the wheel, gazing through a spyglass toward the gray seas behind them. It wasn’t until Tikaya climbed up beside him that she spotted the reason for the wake-up call.
The masts and sails of three ships—three large ships—were visible on the horizon.
“A frigate and two galleons,” the captain muttered, speaking to himself. He didn’t seem to have noticed Tikaya. “Hundreds of men. Hundreds of guns. I didn’t think they’d send such a force, not this deep into Turgonian territory.”
“New heading, Cap’n?” a swarthy man at the wheel asked.
“Take us closer to land. We’ve a shallower draw than those ships. If we can reach the Dead Snake River, we can head up it where they can’t follow.”
Tikaya frowned. Wouldn’t the Nurians simply wait at the mouth until the schooner ventured out again?
Before the helmsman had said more than a quick, “Aye, Cap’n,” Rias appeared at Tikaya’s shoulder.
“We’ve already passed the Snake,” he said, nodding toward the east, though the coast wasn’t in sight. “We’ll reach land at the Fire Cliffs. They’re nearly twenty leagues long, and the water is deep right up to the rock.”
The captain scowled at him. “I don’t need the terrain explained to me. I know where we are, and we will reach the river.”
Rias said nothing, though he wore what Tikaya had come to recognize as a there’s-little-point-in-arguing-with-fools expression. The captain may have recognized it, too, for his scowl deepened.
“You.” He pointed at Tikaya. “You figure out the flute yet?”
She lifted the instrument and played a short childhood ditty about a boy who was hit on the head by falling coconuts whenever he didn’t mind his elders. The captain peered about, as if he expected some miraculous transformation of everyone around him.
“Well, does it work?” he asked when she finished.
“I don’t know,” Tikaya said. “Do you feel more kindly toward me?”
The captain growled.
“Perhaps not then.”
Rias touched her arm and nodded toward the rigging above them. Garchee crouched on the yard, his mouth agape as he stared down at them. As soon they looked in his direction, he snapped his jaw closed and scurried out of sight.
The captain hadn’t noticed. A string of curses flowed from his mouth, punctuated by terms such as “deadbeat passengers.” Tikaya wanted to defend herself—more than ever she believed she’d solved the puzzle—but, if Rias was right and the flute had no use in this setting, what did it matter?
“Someone get that boy down here,” the captain snarled.
The other cabin boy jumped to comply. A worrisome grin stretched across his face as he scampered up the mast. He darted behind sails that blocked Tikaya’s view, and she could only frown when, a moment later, the cabin boy practically shoved Garchee down the mast. Blood trickled from the Nurian boy’s nose.
The captain waited, eyebrows drawn into a V, his fists propped on his hips. “Do you see that, boy?” He pointed at the ships on the horizon, ships that had inched closer in the last few minutes. “Three Nurian warships. Three! What’d you do? Steal the most valuable piece in the collection?”
With nearly a foot of height separating them, Garchee had to look up to meet the captain’s eyes, but he did so, giving the older man a hard stare. “I warned you when I offered to trade the flute for passage that I might be pursued,” he said, speaking in precise but nearly flawless Turgonian. “You saw the ivory, and calculation and greed filled your eyes. I have not... made good decisions myself, but you had the option to turn down my offer.”
A crimson hue suffused the captain’s cheeks as he suffered this lecture. “You said someone might come after you, not the whole slagging Nurian navy!”
The boy’s resolve wavered as he glanced toward the encroaching ships. He looked like he might have an apology in mind, but the captain yanked a knife from his belt, snarling, “I’m going to kill you, you worthless runt!”
Before Tikaya could react, the captain lunged for the boy, murder in his eyes. Rias moved just as quickly. He darted in front of the boy, caught the captain’s wrist, and twisted against the joint. The dagger fell to the deck, landing point first in the wood. Bellowing with rage, the captain yanked his arm free even as he swung at Rias with his other fist.
Rias caught that fist in the air, but didn’t respond with any offensive moves. The mate had sprinted onto the forecastle, a pistol in hand. He aimed it at Rias. The helmsman had also produced a firearm.
Tikaya tried to think of something to do. She stared at the flute in her hand, but feared it’d be useless in this scenario. Even if she’d solved the puzzle, she didn’t know what to play.
“Let’s discuss this, captain,” Rias said. “If you kill the boy, you’ll only make matters worse on all of us.”
“What do you mean?”
The captain yanked his hand back, and Rias let him go. He wasn’t mollified, though, not in the least. He stepped back a few paces and pulled out his own pistol.
Rias stood in the middle of the three men, arms spread, open hands lifted. He nodded toward the ships on the horizon. “Those Nurians will want the flute, yes, but if you don’t have the... person who took it, their captains will assume you stole it.”
As Rias spoke, Garchee eased closer to Tikaya. He met her eyes, pointed to the flute, and held out his hand. Was it possible he knew how to play it? And if he did, what might he be able to do if she gave it to him? She imagined him piping some tune that caused everyone on board, herself and Rias included, to fall unconscious and wait helpless as the Nurians boarded. Someone over there might recognize Rias and kill him before he ever woke again.
The crew’s eyes were locked upon Rias and the captain; nobody was paying attention to Tikaya and the boy.
“If you hand the youth and the flute over to the Nurians,” Rias said, “you can say you were duped and didn’t know anything about the theft.”
Tikaya frowned at his back. Hand over the youth? Even if he was a thief, she bristled at the idea of giving him to a crew of vengeful warriors. If those ships had been sent all the way across the ocean, a multiple-week journey, simply to retrieve the flute, the Nurians would not be happy with the one who had caused the trouble.
“Maybe we’ll tell the Nurians you stole it,” the captain said, nodding to himself and smiling as the idea took root.
Rias didn’t have a response for that. Tikaya wondered if the captain had any idea how much of a threat he’d truly made. If they identified him, the Nurians would do more than simply kill Fleet Admiral Starcrest. They would torture him for information and drag him back to their Great Chief in shackles for some horrific public execution.
Tikaya swallowed. She wasn’t going to let that happen. If nothing else, she could make a distraction, and Rias could leap overboard and swim for the coast. They couldn’t be that far from land.
Garchee touched Tikaya’s arm. “Please.”
She’d almost forgotten him. He could have ripped the flute out of her hand when she hadn’t been paying attention, but he hadn’t. Maybe he wanted to help.
Hoping she wasn’t making a mistake, Tikaya gave him the instrument.
“If you handed me over to the Nurians,” Rias told the captain, “you might be seen as accomplices and punished anyway. It’s likely they know who the true thief is. You could simply claim he’d stowed away.”
Flute to his lips, Garchee played a few notes so softly that Tikaya doubted anyone would notice them over the roar of the ocean. She didn’t recognize the song’s upbeat, cheery notes, but it didn’t sound like something that would knock out a ship full of sailors.
“Whatever.” The captain lowered his pistol and waved for his men to do the same. “We’re not handing the flute over to the Nurians. After all this trouble, and all that money I spent on repairs in Tangukmoo, I’m not doing anything except selling that thing to someone who can afford to pay well. We just have to stay out of reach a little longer. We’re only a few hours out of Port Malevek, and there’s no way Nurian ships are going to sail into that harbor, no matter how many guns they have. They won’t dare come into sight.”
The captain glowered at Tikaya, and she held her breath, expecting a backlash to the boy’s flute playing. “You three get off my deck,” was all he said. “I don’t want to see you again.”
Garchee lowered the flute.
“As you command, Captain.” Rias bowed his head, clasped his hands behind his back, and strolled down the steps with Tikaya and Garchee.
“Thank you for your assistance,” she told the boy, suspecting his tune had helped convince the captain to lower his pistol. Too bad it hadn’t improved his personality as well.
Garchee nodded once. His face held the sad recognition of one who had accepted his fate, however unpleasant. Tikaya hoped they could figure out a way to protect him from the Nurians.
Before they headed below, Rias stopped to gaze back at the ships. Tikaya didn’t like the way his face shared some of the youth’s resignation. They’d have to come up with something. She definitely wasn’t going to give him up to the Nurians. Maybe he could hide in the bilge room when the schooner was boarded. The captain liked to send him there anyway.
“Any chance we can make it to Port Malevek before those ships catch us?” Tikaya asked.
Without so much as glancing at the sails or checking the wind, Rias said, “No.”
“I assume there’s no way this small ship can fight them. Any chance of evading them? Maybe we’ll reach that river and—”
Rias was shaking his head.
Tikaya stepped away from the boy and lowered her voice. “What if you took command? Perhaps we could tell the captain who you are. That might change his willingness to listen to you.”
“There’s little I could do either.”
“Is there anything I could do?” Tikaya asked. It was meant to be a joke, but it didn’t sound very funny when it came out.
“Your people are theists, aren’t they? Perhaps you could pray for a storm or a dense fog.”
Tikaya eyed the clouds. They lacked the ominous darkness of thunderheads, nor did any hint of fog linger in the troughs of the waves. “I haven’t noticed a high success rate amongst those who pray for weather phenomena.”
“Unfortunate,” Rias said. “At least these Nurians shouldn’t have a reason to kill you, not like those assassins we encountered last time. With luck they won’t even know who you are, and they’ll leave you alone.”
“Oh, good. I can just stand back and watch as you’re beaten, chained, and thrown into their dank, windowless brig.”
“You could always come along.” Rias smiled and offered his arm. “Dank windowless brigs are always more amenable with company.”
She snorted and leaned against him, though his joke did little to lift her spirits. She scowled at the back of the captain’s head. How depressing to think that they might have survived assassins, deadly technology, and monster-filled tunnels, only to be defeated by human greed.


Part VII
 
Afternoon brought the first warning shot, a cannonball splashing into the water off the port bow. Towering granite cliffs rose to the east, the topography Rias had described, with no sign of a river—or any coves to hide in—within sight. Deep blue water promised plenty of depth for the Nurian warships to navigate through.
On the schooner, the captain paced back and forth, masticating his tobacco like an apothecary grinding a nettlesome root in a mortar. The mate was barking orders to his modest gun crew—the schooner claimed four cannons. Given the hundreds the other ships carried—which were clearly visible now that the Nurians had drawn closer—Tikaya thought the captain was addled for even contemplating a fight. If it was inevitable that the Nurians would overtake the Fin, better to let them board and take the stolen flute rather than risk irking them further.
So long as they didn’t find Rias.
The waiting and worrying was enough to make Tikaya crazy. Part of her wanted to run down to the bilge pump and plan a mutiny with him, if only on the chance that having him in charge would make a difference, but she was the one who’d told him—implored him—to hide out down there.
“We just have to hold them for a while,” the captain told the mate. “We’ll reach Port Malevek by dusk.”
By dusk was three hours away. Those ships were in firing range now. Another cannon boomed, and the ball splashed into the water a few meters behind the schooner. The next one might very well crash into the ship.
“Need another idea,” Tikaya muttered. “Something better.” She still had the flute, but she doubted the Nurians would hear her over the sea and cannons even if she knew what tune to play. Garchee stood by the railing, watching the approaching ships with that same resignation on his face from earlier.
She jogged over to him. “Any chance you know a tune that would convince those captains to turn around and go home?”
He smiled sadly. “The flutes aren’t that powerful. Especially that one. It was made by a novice.”
One of the galleons was inching closer, trying to come alongside the schooner. A forward cannon fired, and Tikaya’s heart nearly stopped. The black ball arced straight toward them.
She grabbed Garchee and pulled him to the deck. The cannonball smashed into the hull of the ship not three feet below them. Wood shattered, hurling planks and splinters into the air. The deck trembled as the cannonball ripped through the ship’s innards. She didn’t know if it crashed all the way through to the other side or lodged somewhere in the middle.
Tikaya sat up, concern for Rias rearing in her mind. He was belowdecks. What if—
As if her thoughts had conjured him, Rias burst up the stairs and onto the deck, his eyes round with surprise. “They’re firing at the ship?”
“That surprises you?” Tikaya asked.
Rias’s gaze latched onto Garchee, who, still on his knees, was also blinking in surprise. “Yes.”
“I thought they’d surround us and board us,” Garchee said to himself in Nurian. “Maybe they don’t know...”
“They shouldn’t be trying to hit us unless they don’t know that more than an artifact is on board.” Rias extended a hand toward Garchee. “Come.”
He helped the boy to his feet, then pointed toward the closest mast. Not sure what he had in mind, Tikaya followed them.
“Up,” Rias pointed toward the yards.
Garchee nodded once and climbed. Rias headed up after him.
“What are you doing?” Tikaya asked. The firing of a cannon—one from their own ship—drowned out her words. “Rias, they’ll see you,” she called. “They’ll recognize you.”
“I know,” Rias said grimly. “But they need to see... their thief.” He looked up to where Garchee had reached the lower yard and crawled out onto it. The boy’s face was bleak but accepting.
“Rias, you can’t...” Tikaya didn’t know what to say. Did he truly mean to risk himself and to offer up the poor boy as sacrifice to save the mangy crew of this schooner? She couldn’t believe that of him. He had to be up to something else.
Before crawling out onto the yard himself, Rias looked down and met Tikaya’s gaze. Trust me, his eyes seemed to say.
“What are those idiots doing up there?” the captain bellowed.
He didn’t have time to follow up on the question. The two galleons were gliding closer, hemming in the smaller ship while the frigate closed from behind.
On the yard, Rias and Garchee stood. The boy inched out to the end and lifted an arm toward the frigate.
The galleons drew even with the schooner. The Nurians were close enough that Tikaya could hear their orders, shouts to disable the enemy ship in preparation for boarding. Then a panicked shout erupted from a man in the frigate’s crow’s nest. That ship was too far back for Tikaya to make out the words, but more shouts arose on the deck. She thought she heard a “cease fire” order.
“Grappling hooks,” someone bellowed from the nearest galleon.
A Nurian sailor lifted a megaphone and called in accented Turgonian, “Unnamed vessel, prepare to be boarded.”
Down on the deck, the captain seethed, fists clenched. The mate asked him something and pointed to the cannons. The captain spat, then shook his head.
“It’s over.”
Garchee was picking his way back toward the mast. Rias waited, perhaps ready in case the less-than-agile youth slipped again. Noble, but Tikaya wished to Akahe that he’d get down from there and hide somewhere before the Nurians boarded.
As the two were climbing back to the deck, another shout went up from a crow’s nest, this time on the closest ship. The words sent a swarm of dread into Tikaya’s gut.
“Tell the captain I think that’s Admiral Starcrest over there.”
Tikaya rubbed her face. “Oh, Rias,” she said as he hopped down beside her. “Why couldn’t you have stayed out of sight?”
“I never was good at hiding from trouble,” Rias said, reaching out a hand to steady Garchee when he jumped the last few feet to land beside them.
“Drop all weapons,” the Nurian with the megaphone commanded.
A squad of bowmen stood along the railing of each galleon, covering their comrades as they boarded.
Tikaya checked the waters in every direction, hoping a Turgonian fleet would appear on the horizon. “It’s really quite lackadaisical of your people to leave this stretch of their coast unguarded,” she told Rias. “These Nurians are close enough to Port Malevek to see what people are growing in their gardens.”
“Should I ever regain my warrior-caste status, I’ll be certain to write a strongly worded letter to the local base commander.”
A short, squat Nurian in a flowing, vibrant crimson and yellow uniform strode toward Rias and Garchee. Strands of gray wound through his black hair, which was swept into a thick topknot in the center of his head. Gold disks sewn into his collar proclaimed him a senior sergeant. The rest of his men fanned out, half of them covering their leader while the others aimed bows or swords at the crew, ensuring everyone had indeed dropped their weapons. Many of those bows were pointed at Rias.
“Mee Lin, Fahso, Torsee, and Mek,” the sergeant said in Nurian, “take the admiral prisoner. Search him, tie him, and put him in our brig. We’ll salvage something from this fool’s mission. By the pantheon, we’ve taken too much risk already in getting this close to the empire.” He glanced toward the towering cliffs in the distance.
Tikaya took a step forward, intending to tell them they were mistaken, and that Rias only looked like this Admiral Starcrest they’d fought in the war. But Garchee acted first.
He took a deep breath and raised a hand. “Leave him, sergeant.”
All of the Nurians halted.
“Dead deranged ancestors,” the schooner captain said around a plug of tobacco, “what’s going on?” Standing near the wheel with the helmsman and the mate, he seemed surprised to have earned the attention of only a couple of guards. Of course, he couldn’t likely understand Nurian and follow the conversation.
“Prince Zirabo,” the sergeant said, addressing Garchee, “do you know who he is? Even if you don’t, if he’s the one who kidnapped you, you must want him brought to justice.”
Prince?
Zirabo? Tikaya blinked. That was the name of one the Great Chief’s three sons.
“I know, sergeant,” Garchee—no, Zirabo—said. “But I... wasn’t kidnapped. I ran away. I was tired of— It doesn’t matter now. It was a mistake. Father will punish me, and I’ll deserve it.”
Tikaya found herself gaping at Rias. Again, she wasn’t certain how much of the conversation he followed, but he must have recognized the prince’s name. He didn’t appear surprised. Not in the least.
“Admiral Starcrest wasn’t a part of any of this,” Zirabo said. “I’m not certain how he came to be here, but he and the woman boarded as passengers the day before yesterday. I think... they just wanted a ride south.”
Tikaya nodded vigorously when the sergeant glanced at her. Rias was watching all, though he said nothing, and his face was impossible to read. Zirabo and the sergeant were using the Nurian version of Rias’s name, which translated to “Enemy Chief Fox,” and the captain and mate still didn’t seem to have a clue as to what was going on.
The sergeant lowered his voice. “Starcrest would be a great prize, Prince Zirabo. Perhaps your father would forgive you for your errors in judgment and the trouble you’ve caused if you brought this man home in chains.”
No, bad idea, Tikaya thought, concerned that the boy would find the offer tempting. What twelve year old wouldn’t want to avoid punishment?
Indeed Zirabo touched his chin and his eyes grew speculative. But, after a silent moment, he dropped his hand and squared his shoulders. “He saved my life. We will leave him.”
Tikaya would have been proud of the youth, but she was busy watching the sergeant and his men, waiting to see if they’d override the prince’s orders. No adult on the Kyatt Islands would have let a child dictate in such an important moment.
The sergeant scratched his jaw. “You’ve grown up these last couple of weeks, my prince.”
“Stupidity, or perhaps surviving stupidity, teaches one a few things,” Zirabo said.
“Well said, my prince. If you’ll come with us, we’d best retreat from these waters before our presence instigates a new war.”
Zirabo winced, perhaps thinking that it would be his fault if that happened. “Of course, sergeant.”
The youth jogged to Tikaya and Rias. “I apologize, but I must have the flute back. I will have money sent to compensate the captain for my passage—and the holes in his ship—though I dare think he worked me hard enough to cover the repairs.”
“Perhaps so.” Tikaya handed the flute to him, wondering if he was old enough to have carved it himself or if it belonged to some older brother or cousin.
“A life for a life,” Zirabo told Rias with a solemn nod.
“Understood,” Rias responded.
With the flute in hand, Zirabo trotted to the boarding ramp. The Nurians waited for him to climb across and disappear onto a galleon before retreating. As soon as no weapons were trained on his chest, the captain bellowed, “Emperor’s warts, what is going on?”
“Do you want to explain it to him or should I?” Rias murmured as the Nurians continued to evacuate the ship.
“Neither.” Tikaya searched Rias’s face. “How did you know?” she asked, certain that he had. He’d propelled the youth up onto the yard to make sure the Nurians knew he was there. They must have only known they were following the artifact, not necessarily that their prince remained with it.
“When he was offended at your suggestion that he’d stolen the flute,” Rias said, “I assumed it was his to start with. And you’d said that only the royal family knew how to create them, so...”
“You couldn’t have known he was one of the princes, though.”
“It was a hunch from the day we spent together.”
“A hunch?” Tikaya asked. “You barely speak his language.”
Rias sniffed. “Really.”
“And he never spoke more than three words at once anyway.”
“I can read people.” Rias lifted his eyebrows, as if to remind her of a previous conversation they’d had, one where he’d suggested that much of being a military strategist was being able to get into the mind of the person on the other side. He’d done more than that here. He was proving a knack for winning people over to his side as well.
“Hm,” Tikaya said, “I’d been worried about taking you back to the Kyatt Islands with me. I’d even been contemplating going home alone long enough to ensure my family I’m fine, then asking you to meet me at some foreign port later on.”
“And now?” Rias asked.
“I’m still worried about it, but I’m beginning to think you might have what it takes to assure my government you’re not a spy, placate belligerent citizens who resent your role in the war, and maybe even win Grandpa’s regard.”
“Am I correct in assuming that Grandpa may be the most intractable obstacle your island holds?”
Tikaya grinned. “Probably.”
“It does sound like a harrowing mission, but I would have been distraught if you took it from me.”
“Because you’ve fallen deeply in love with me, and you can’t bear the idea of weeks apart?”
“Perhaps.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Or perhaps because I, too, have grown weary of the frozen North, and the sun and beaches you’ve been talking about sound relaxing.”
“Hmmph.”
The captain stomped past them, cursing, glaring, and spitting in every direction. “What’s everybody doing? Standing around and gawking? Do you think this schooner is going to reach port by magic? Get back to work!”
Sailors scurried away like a flock of pigeons startled by a dog’s approach.
Tikaya leaned against Rias. “What are the odds of the next portion of our voyage being more tranquil? And involving a private cabin?”
“Whatever would we need a private cabin for?” Rias smiled.
“If you don’t know that you’re not nearly as good at reading people as you think.”
Tikaya was of a mind to kiss him, lack of privacy or not, but the captain grumped to a stop in front of them and jabbed his finger into Rias’s chest.
“That bilge water isn’t going to pump itself. Get back to work.”
Rias exchanged sighs with Tikaya. “A private cabin, yes, we’ll look into it.”
 

THE END
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