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      Two hundred feet below the surface, beyond the surging waters of this artificial storm, a school of iridescent green-orange fish swam happily, ignorant of the chaos above.

      Freddy chose to focus on them.

      If he’d been calm and safe, he would’ve been seeking out something dangerous to watch, but in the middle of a deadly storm he sought false peace.  As rain pelted his arm hard enough to sting and sailors screamed around him, he clung to the mast and used his super to watch happy fish.  They were kind of like the ones he’d kept in the pond, back on the farm, back before the banks and creditors and bill collectors, before this whole nightmare had begun.  Before Sink 'em Sam had gone from terrifying legend to Freddy’s immediate superior, from erratic swashbuckler to the only person on this boat that seemed halfway sane.

      A shark interrupted the fish’s lethargic swimming, the disturbance sending them into a flurry of motion.  The shark moved on — had it caught one? — and the fish reformed as if nothing had happened, going back to their slow journey through the water.  It was a cruel world on the ocean, among fish just as much as among pirates.

      The boat shook and Freddy lost his hold on the mast just as a wave crashed into his side.  He spent a few terrifying seconds in midair, completely unmoored, body spinning uncontrollably even as he watched the fish swim lazily below.

      If he didn’t do something, he might be joining them soon.  He wouldn’t look quite as peaceful as those fish as he drowned.

      He broke out of his super, leaving only his bare power, seeing through all but the most solid of objects.  Three seconds until it cooled down.  Three seconds of horror.  At one point he was looking up at the stars, his power cutting through the storm clouds and showing him the pure points of light beyond.  Then he was facing down, seeing the ship’s decks as little more than ghostly shadows that provided scant protection against the hundreds of creatures below.  Fish, sharks, cœurbrute, and greater horrors that didn’t show up even in the legends, all shadows and wisps flitting about.  The only thing solid was the sea floor three miles below.  These two views alternated in rapid succession, intercut with views of far-too-distant horizons that did little to lessen the terror.

      His roll carried him into the legs of a pirate, a painful crash that he welcomed.  It meant his uncontrollable journey to the edge of the ship was over.  He would live a bit longer.

      The deck here was dry, which meant that he’d run into Jack.  “Come on, buddy,” said the pirate as he extended a hand. “We can’t lose you yet.”

      Freddy’s super had cooled down, so he could turn off his power and see the world as everyone else did.

      Jack stood confidently near the side of the ship, calm and dry despite the storm.  His bizarre-looking but perfectly-fitted clothes held their shape, raindrops rolling off them without touching as if he were wearing an invisible raincoat.  His hair stuck up in thick wild spikes, untouched by moisture and suggesting a far greater amount of power than he actually possessed.  Water retreated from him until the deck under his feet was dry as a clear summer’s day.

      Freddy grasped the man’s hand and felt the water flee his arm all the way up to the elbow.  After applying his power to the hull and to himself, Jack didn’t have enough left to apply to the entire crew, but the effect tended to leak onto everything he touched.

      It still felt weird working with pirates, even fourteen months into the mission.  Even with the ones that were kind of okay.  Freddy grimaced as he stood up.

      “Don’t be so sad just because our mission’s almost over,” said Jack.  “We’re gonna be Mezazi citizens.  We’re gonna be rich.”

      “What we’re going to do is die,” said Freddy.

      “You think this is bad?” Jack moved his head a half foot to the left, smoothly dodging a fist-sized piece of debris.  “I hear that once she blew an entire fleet ten miles.”

      “I want to go home.”

      “You will!  After we’re done serving our country or whatever.”

      “They call her Evyleen the Uncatchable.  Our job is to catch her.  You do the math.”

      “Good always wins in the end!” said Jack. “At least, that’s what they said when they arrested me.”

      Freddy didn’t know about that.  His creditors certainly didn’t seem like the good guys, throwing him in jail just because he couldn’t pay.

      “Think about it.  Throughout all of history, every major war was won by the good guys.  Can’t be coincidence, can it?”

      “And what makes you think we’re the good guys?”

      “I hear she kidnaps children.”

      “I don’t know…” Freddy dropped his voice to a whisper, just in case others were listening. “I’ve heard that when she comes to a new town, unhappy teenagers line up and ask to be taken.”

      “Is that so?” sneered Syldris.  Freddy jumped at her sandpaper voice and slipped on the deck, landing painfully on his butt.  He scooted around to face her, letting the wind and rain hit his eyes, so he could get advance warning if she tried to kill him. “The Mezazi Empire holds our leashes right now, so it’s best you don’t get caught believing the wrong things.”

      From a distance Syldris was an ordinary-looking woman of average height with symmetrical features, pale skin, and black wavy hair.  Then you got closer and you saw the two vicious bony spikes on either side of her forehead, the oozing scabs on her arms where she’d pulled some out recently, and the scars all over her body and face from a lifetime of spike production.

      Her power made her monstrous in a fight.  She could make a partial shield of spikes cover any part of her body at will, and she never ran out of weapons.  She could impale a man just standing next to him, no hand movement, no warning.  It was better to be loved, she said, but she’d settled for being feared.

      Syldris scowled mockingly.  “She kidnaps children, she burns villages for fun, she’s the devil herself… but, most importantly, she refused to provide wind for our benefactor’s navy, which makes her our target.  Now, where is she?”

      “That way.” Freddy pointed while backing up further.  “Last time I checked.”

      “Last time you checked?” growled Syldris.  “You do know that ships move, right?  Use your power!”

      Freddy scooted backward past Jack until he was pressed against the railing.  Something to grab, finally… but on the other side were choppy waves and, if he went down far enough, sharks.  Another wave like the one that had knocked him over before would send him straight over the edge.

      Syldris approached until she towered over him, trapping him against the railing, then ejected a bony spike from her shin so it was inches from his throat.

      He slunk down further.  Being around pirates was terrible.  He could use his power to navigate by the stars and seek out Evyleen, but aside from that he was useless on a ship, and they knew it.  Some, like Jack, tried to give him mentorship in the pirate ways: sword fighting, skullduggery, drinking.  Others, like Syldris and most of the swordsmen, seemed to enjoy having someone they could kick around to relieve stress… usually figuratively, but not always.  They’d all been pirates for years and there was no way he could stand up to them.

      “Are you using your power?” hissed Syldris.  She knelt down, driving the new spike on her shin into the wood.  Freddy’s eyes followed it, watched it split the plank.  “Tell me where—”

      The door to the captain’s quarters slammed opened, revealing a strong, bulky man who had seen better days.  Sink 'em Sam, once the most terrifying pirate in the Olvanzle Basin.  “Don’t go threatening my crew,” he said roughly.  “It’s bad for business.”

      “Not threatening your crew enough is what landed you in jail,” countered Syldris.  Still, she stood up quickly and turned her back to Freddy, letting him breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Using an untrusted crew and then getting unlucky is what sent me to jail, but it won’t happen again.  You know why?  Because I reward loyal crew members.  And the disloyal ones… they were sent to the bottom before I got put away.  Clothes turned to tin before they got kicked off the ship.  Completely unrescuable….”  Sam turned just his mouth into tin so that it creaked when he smiled.  “Up until the very end, I served justice.  Would you like to reconsider your insubordination?”

      Syldris frowned and tried to stare down Sam, but eventually looked away.

      Sam’s metal grin creaked wider, glistening in the rain.  “I’m very receptive to feedback, so I’ll do like you say.  Here’s your threat: if you hurt one of my crew without my permission, you will sink to the bottom of the sea.  Those spikes can’t go through tin very well, can they?”

      Syldris cowered more bravely than most pirates, but she cowered nonetheless.  Freddy wished he had the power to make that happen himself, instead of always being on the receiving end… it would feel so good to make Timorah and Syldris bow at his feet, make them regret every single torment they’d heaped upon him.

      “Okay,” said Sam, satisfied that he was on top again.  “Freddy, where’s Evyleen?”

      Freddy got on his hands and knees so he was stable, took a deep breath to calm himself, and turned on his power.

      He shouldn’t have been looking down.  He saw immediately through the ship’s decks, the three thin layers of wood separating them from a near-endless sea, each registering in his vision ghost-like.  Below them were hundreds of sea creatures, many of them probably sharks or cœurbrute or worse, all of them faint whispers of what they would look like with normal vision, the distant ocean’s floor the only thing that looked even close to solid.   Every time he did this it was just as terrifying as the last.

      “Of course he does it for you,” spat Syldris.

      Freddy drew his gaze upward until it was level with the sea.  He saw into infinite space, a field of stars, their locations showing him precisely where on the globe he was.  He focused in closer, to the ghost of a ship, and applied his super to Evyleen’s vessel.

      One out of three people could use their super piecemeal, and Freddy was one of them.  He’d discovered through experimentation that his energy ran down when he first triggered his super, and that the more he focused, the more energy it took… and the more accurate it was.  At about eighty miles, it took up his entire energy store to use his super with any accuracy, and he had to wait for it to recharge before using it again.  Anything past that and he had to either play the odds on hitting the right spot or accept that he would pass out right afterward and not wake for a day or more, depending on how much he focused.

      At this distance, Freddy could get an accurate view of Evyleen’s ship every five minutes with no problem.

      Her pirate band was a motley sort.  Mostly humans, lots of Odzu and a couple Mezazi.  Their powers were undetermined, but the amount of spiky hair was worrying.

      Equally worrying was the Baltese sailor — a fearsome doglike creature with a goofy grin, a slobbery tongue hanging out, and two giant swords on its back.  Most breeds of Baltese were smaller, but this one… when it stood on two legs it was taller than most humans, even though it looked to be a mere teenager!  And then… a Lapine?  Sea and sand!  When — and how — had Evyleen gotten a ninja rabbit to join up?  It walked confidently on deck, a very bad sign… when one of their species took to sea, they usually cowered below decks until they arrived at their destination.  This one was dangerous.

      Freddy shuddered.  If they closed the distance and Sam’s first attack didn’t take down Evyleen’s ship, they could very well all die.

      “Have you found her yet?” asked Sam.

      “Less than a mile that way,” replied Freddy, pointing.  He stopped his super and clenched his teeth to make it through the come-down.

      “She must’ve wasted some of her power on making this squall instead of traveling fast,” said Sam.

      “She’s trying to make us stop without hurting us,” muttered Syldris.  “Weak.”

      “And stupid,” said Jack.  “She doesn’t know we have me.”

      “There’s a lot she doesn’t know,” said Syldris.  “Stay out of trouble.  I’m going to go rouse the others.”

      Sam’s mouth twitched, but instead of speaking he turned and lumbered off toward his cabin.

      “That was pleasant,” said Jack.

      Freddy ran to the mast, hugged it tightly, and prepared to wait out the storm.

      

      ——

      

      Freddy hugged the mast for a long time.

      The squall followed their schooner, tracking them with unnatural precision though these normally placid waters.  This part of the ocean was famous for having no wind, no currents, and no islands, so of course Evyleen would lead them here.

      The heavy wind and torrential rain only stopped once they were in sight of Evyleen’s vessel.

      He let go of the mast and sighed in relief.

      Now that they were out of the storm, he felt the attraction of remote danger.  He compulsively checked Evyleen’s ship, using his super to see the enemy’s calm, determined expressions.  Shouldn’t she and her little band of abductees be panicking?

      A hand clapped him on the back, making him jump and breaking him out of his super.

      Freddy cursed as he waited for normal vision to return.

      Gum-Gum Guffy.

      Guffy’s arms could stretch to fifty times their normal length, meaning he could reach every bit of the ship from one spot, win every boxing match, and clap someone on the back without the sound of approaching footsteps.   He often said that if his legs and body could do the same he’d already be king of the pirates, but it was no good wishing your powers were different.

      “Oh hey,” yelled Guffy, still twenty feet away, grinning goofily.  “I didn’t see you there.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”  Five times a day for the last fourteen months and the joke still wasn’t funny.  At least the man wasn’t trying to kill him.

      Guffy walked over to Freddy so he could pester more efficiently.  “Come on, buddy.  We’re gonna be rich!  We’re gonna be the best pirates in the world!”

      Freddy look around to see if anyone else was close enough to hear before hissing, “Are you blind?  Pirates are terrible.  Besides, we’re working for the government.”

      “Exactly!” said Guffy, completely ignoring everything Freddy had just said.  “Evyleen kidnaps children, and kidnapping children is wrong.  We’re doing a good thing!”

      “Consider me out of practice.”  Why did this guy have to be so cheerful?  And so oblivious?  No one else saw the sharks circling, not yet, and no one would believe him if he told them about the Lapine, but even so they should be acting a little more rational.  She was nicknamed Evyleen the Uncatchable, not Evyleen the Gives Up Easy When In Sight.

      “Jail does terrible things to a man,” Guffy said happily.  “Good thing we’re all free now!”

      “You’re one to talk,” said Freddy.  Guffy was the only one who hadn’t been in jail before starting this mission… and the only one who wouldn’t end up back in jail if they returned to the Mezazi Core without a captured Evyleen.  Freddy’d been in there for debt, pulled out because of how useful his power was for chase and navigation, while most of the others had been career pirates.  “Why’d you join up again?”

      Guffy grinned stupidly and got a far-off look in his eye.  He couldn’t actually see very far, he just had that look.  “We’ll be heroes.”

      “Sure, sure.  I’ll tell you what, you get my share of being a hero, and I get your share of the reward.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by a loud yawn from Animal Ezra.  Ezra was a big, beefy man, almost like the creatures he loved to manipulate when on land.  For this mission he would be controlling the birds, to make them dive bomb Evyleen’s crew, and the sharks, to do what he could to make sure they tore up the right bodies in the aftermath.

      Based on what Ezra had shared previously, he could control one animal at a distance; the closer he was, the better he could control the animal.  Not that he would actually do anything to save a crew member if he didn’t feel like it.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he grumbled.  “I hate being birds.”

      “I’d love being a bird!” exclaimed Guffy.  “Imagine if—”

      Ezra clobbered Guffy on the back of the head, knocking him to the deck and interrupting any happy thoughts.  Guffy bounced right back up as if nothing had happened.  He put his arm around Ezra, then extended it until it was wrapped around the angry and growling animal manipulator three times over.  Guffy did like his hugs.

      “How’s my favorite grumpy old man?”

      “You would never do this to Syldris.”

      Guffy shivered at the name.  “It’s amazing a woman like her would take such a heroic mission.”

      Ezra used that opportunity to escape the embrace, wriggling out from Guffy’s big looping arm, then backpedaling to get farther away.  Guffy gave chase without ever moving his feet, extending his arms as Ezra batted them away.  The chase only stopped when Sam came back on deck.

      “It’s time.”

      With that order, they began the part that Freddy feared most.  All parts of this horrible journey were nerve-wracking, but now they were about to face up against an actual enemy crew.  If they won, then it was over.  They could take their cash rewards to go live out a life of luxury.  If they lost, it was also over, but in the bad way: either Evyleen’s crew would kill them or they’d be back in jail the next time they ran into a government official.

      The worst part was that it all depended on Guffy.

      Guffy would throw Sink 'em Sam over to Evyleen’s ship.  Sam would use his super to turn the ship to tin, making it nine times as heavy as the old wooden version and sending it to the bottom of the ocean.  Then Guffy would pluck both Sam and Evyleen out of the water, leaving the rest of the enemies to drown.

      If only they had someone with Guffy’s abilities who was… serious.  Sam said he’d used to have a Baltese on board who served the same purpose, back when he was a free pirate, but the Mezazi Empire would rather trust criminals than a dog.

      “Are you ready to be awesome?” Guffy said to the captain.  He stretched his arms and tapped out a rhythm on the railings on each side of the ship.

      “Don’t miss,” Sam grunted in return.

      Guffy retracted his arms, then snaked the right one under both of Sink 'em Sam’s armpits, getting a solid hold that could quickly turn into a throw.  “We’re gonna be heroes.”

      “Just do it.”

      The swordsmen lined up, with Syldris behind them to motivate anyone who might decide not to fight.  They were there in case plan A went awry.  Plan B was for Guffy to grab the enemy ship and pull it to theirs; when the two ships met the crews would start hacking each other to pieces.

      Plan A sounded great to Freddy.

      Guffy extended his arm backward over the ocean, holding a very stoic and determined Sam, and revved up to make the throw.

      That was when the wind began to howl.  The ship lurched and tilted on its side, and Freddy grabbed hold of the railing just soon enough to save himself from falling into the water.

      This was Evyleen’s super: a massive gust of wind.  Through the decks he could see her, arms outstretched, long hair flowing up toward the sky and glowing bright blue.

      She’d deployed her super at just the right time to cause maximum chaos.  After Guffy threw, Sam could turn into tin and not be affected by the wind.  Earlier, Sam could’ve turned just a bit of their own ship to tin to make it too heavy to blow away.  As it was, he hung out over the ocean on Guffy’s outstretched arm, unconnected to the ship.

      Then the cannons started.  While most of the crew could only see the wood of the deck, Freddy’s power let him see the cannonballs as they approached, rapidly-approaching shadows that carried very solid death.  The first one hit, shaking the ship and making Freddy’s grip loosen.  One came straight at him.  Freddy switched off his power so he couldn’t see it coming — his version of closing his eyes — but even that didn’t help abate the terror running through him.  He let go of the railing, hoping that the sea would treat him more kindly than a cannonball.

      However, the super-powered wind didn’t let him drop.  It picked him up, carried him away from the battle.  Everyone else was hanging on for dear life — Syldris had jammed two spikes into the deck, and the fighters had done something similar with their swords.  Only Jack was shaken loose, following him on the path of the wind.

      As Freddy flew away he used his super to watch the ever-receding battle.  If Sam knocked out Evyleen, then the wind would stop and they’d flop down into the ocean.  It also helped him forget how far and fast they were flying away.  A glimmer of distraction and hope.

      Was Guffy going to make the throw?  No, Guffy had normal vision and so his view of the other ship would be blocked by their own vessel.  Trying something from such a compromised position would be very, very stupid.

      Guffy tried something.

      He held onto the deck railing with his left hand and let that arm stretch out a bit, to maybe five times its normal length.  Then he snapped it back to normal size in a split second, sending himself and Sam flying high over the battlefield.  Guffy’s super could be used once on each arm before passing out, and he’d just used it for his left arm.  This was a huge gamble.

      Then he used his super for his right arm and sent Sam hurtling toward the enemy ship.

      He missed.

      That was when Freddy began to panic.

      

      ——

      

      Stylin’ Jack was as dry as ever, even as he flew away from the schooner, carried on a devil-wind, going toward what appeared to be empty, endless ocean.  It was almost as if Evyleen was directing her power to carry them as far away as possible.

      Freddy was beside him, caught in the same wind.  He was, of course, screaming.

      “Calm down,” said Jack over the roar of the wind.  “Our shipmates will rescue us.”

      “Aaaghaaarggh!” replied Freddy.

      “This is her super, and the Mezazi said she can’t do a partial use, so she’ll collapse afterward.  Either she successfully pushes our ship away, in which case Sam and the others will be close to us and find us easily.  They’ll need our talents to keep chasing Evyleen.  Or she collapsed and we win, and then they can search for us without being worried about chasing Evyleen.  Relax.”

      Jack knew it wasn’t as simple as that.  If they won but Sam drowned and Syldris took over, they were as good as dead.  If there was an extended battle, the crew wouldn’t have time to go rescue fallen non-combat crew members for quite a while.

      Still, he knew things would be fine.  He might be tumbling head over heels through the air, but his clothes were dry, and as long as his clothes were dry he was in control.

      Freddy continued screaming.  Jack understood.  Spinning around in the air over an open ocean, being whisked farther and farther away from safety, could be rather upsetting.

      “Evyleen’s control is better than reports indicate,” he said, mostly to distract himself.  The serious reports, not the stories people swapped to pass the time.  Those were… almost accurate.

      “Aaaarghaaah!” added Freddy.

      “I agree, the strength and concentration is ridiculous.  I’ll be surprised if she’s not laid up in bed for weeks after this.”

      Then he started calculating how long it would take them to swim back to the boat.  He was halfway through the calculation of an ideal sharkless path when they both slammed into something hard.

      Which was weird, since they were hanging in empty air.

      But now the wind had them pressed against some invisible wall — an invisible wall with bumps and jagged edges that were changing by the second.  Cracks started showing in the air they were pressed against, revealing glimpses of a calm sea in the midst of the tall, pounding waves created by Evyleen’s wind.

      Freddy continued screaming, his face flattened between the wind and the hard air barrier they’d run into.

      Then the air crumbled and they fell through.

      

      ——

      

      They plopped into the water, wind suddenly dead.

      The waves were gentle, but it didn’t feel that way to Jack.  He was wet.  He pushed hard on his power, as hard as he dared without risk of activating his super.  The gentle waves around them stilled, but that was the easy part.  The hard part was forming a thin barrier between him and the water, one that covered him everywhere, extending out past his clothes.  He had to use fine-grained control to hold every minuscule water droplet away from him on all sides.  When he moved anything, little beads of water leaked into his bubble before his power quickly knocked them away.

      This was too hard.  He didn’t have enough power to straight-up levitate above the water, but he could get close.  He lay on his back, as if he were floating, and then applied his power.  Now he only had to push one direction and he could keep his entire body dry, clothes included, without even thinking much about it.  It was a bit harder with his steel cutlass strapped to his belt than if it had just been him, but not by too much.  It was no big deal if that got wet; he could dry it off before rust set in.

      Freddy splashed nearby, his screams replaced by loud hyperventilation.  Did that guy ever shut up?  Jack redirected the splashes coming from his pirate companion.  Instead of panicking, he looked at the sky and waited for rescue.

      The sky seemed to be… repairing itself.  A big jagged circular crack, with edges that glinted in the sunlight, moved inward, going toward one center point.  Surely it couldn’t be natural.  Was it a crystal construct?  Some new technology?  Whatever civilization had created it must be terrifyingly advanced.

      Except there weren’t supposed to be any cities in this area.  The maps claimed there weren’t even islands.  This patch of ocean was not only in becalmed waters, it was utterly deserted and useless.

      The crack was almost done mending.  If he looked in another twenty seconds he would only be able to see open sky, with no idea that there had ever been anything amiss.

      If it was a hard barrier, and it had only broken by slamming against it, how would they get out?

      More importantly, why was his back wet?  He must have lost concentration.  He pushed harder on his power, but he was, strangely, at his safe limit.  This shouldn’t be!  Floating on his back should be easy.  Why was his power shrinking?

      Seconds ticked by in a panic as he sunk deeper and deeper into the water.  His maximum safe power just kept getting weaker.

      And then, in a horrifying splash that soaked his clothes and his soul, the power disappeared.

      

      ——

      

      Jack and Freddy pulled themselves up onto the rocky shore.

      “I… I can’t see anything,” complained Freddy.  “It’s… is this how it is for everyone else?”

      “You think you have it bad?  I’m wet.  Do you know how terrible it feels to be wet?”

      “I’m wet too.”

      Jack only grunted in return.  Freddy wouldn’t understand.  Freddy had probably never felt truly dry in his life, which was why he was always so nervous.

      “It’s kind of nice,” said Freddy.

      “Being wet is not nice.  It’s horrible.”

      “Not being able to see everything.  Not feeling like I need to look somewhere else every five minutes.  It’s just what’s in front of my face.  I…” Freddy got this horrible lively look in his eyes.  “If I want to know what’s happening somewhere else, I’ll have to go explore.”

      “Yeah, well, good luck with that.  We’re on some undiscovered, deserted—” Jack broke off as he turned to face inland.

      Houses.  Not terrifically advanced, but solid and clean.

      People.  People with light yellow-green skin and dark green-tinted hair, unlike anything he’d ever seen.

      A whole new race of people, hidden from the world on islands that weren’t even supposed to exist.

      And scattered along the beach, lodged in deep black stone, rare Timonite crystal deposits.

      He squatted down to get a closer look and gasped at the size and purity of the crystals.

      “Sea and sand,” he said with reverence, temporarily forgetting the water covering his body.  “We’re gonna be rich.”
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        Devilborn

      

      

      Several hours earlier, on Tandoku Island

      

      Karugo stared himself down in the mirror, face determined, golden-brown hair slick with his own saliva.

      He could do it today.

      He could be normal.

      There was just one little tuft of hair still sticking up, one spiky renegade, so he licked his palm again, mouth almost dry, and carefully patted it down.  As he did so, a tuft of hair popped up on the other side and formed an aggravating spike.

      Come on!

      He patted down that piece of hair, cursing whatever had made him born this way.  Why couldn’t he have the rich dark green flat hair that everyone else was born with?

      He growled at his reflection then caught himself a second later, knowing that it would only make things worse.  But it was too late.  The last half hour’s work was for nothing as all his hair leapt back up at once, taking its typical horrifying shape: an ugly spiky mess that stuck nearly half a foot above his head.

      That was another thing.  No one else would growl at a mirror.  Growling was what animals did.  Everyone else would thank the mirror for a job well done.

      “You shouldn’t resist it,” said his grandpa from the doorway.  Toraburu, his father’s father, was the only person in living memory to be removed from the Elder Council… and one of only two people in town who didn’t show discomfort when they looked at Karugo.

      “If you have another way to make it behave, I want to know.” Would this be a lecture about using minimal force?  Goodness knew he got enough of those from everyone else.

      The old man came to stand behind Karugo and put his wrinkled hands on the boy’s shoulders.  “You know what that hair is?”

      Karugo looked down.  He couldn’t take looking his grandpa in the eyes.  The understanding was almost worse than the scorn.  “A curse?”

      “It’s hero hair.”

      Silence lingered as the unfamiliar word hung in the air.

      “What’s a hero?”

      “It’s something… something very good.  Something we used to have, long before…” He trailed off and frowned.

      “It’s nothing,” said Karugo’s mother.  She bustled in and thrust a shirt at Karugo, glaring at Grandpa Toraburu.

      “Go to school,” she commanded.  Her voice took on a hard edge, the one it took when Karugo was about to do something out of the ordinary.  “Everything is perfect now.”

      

      ——

      

      Devilborn.

      He’d heard it in whispers from the Elders, the times he’d snuck up on a group of them talking.  Each time, they were nearly as surprised as the last; it was as if no one else in the world had ever thought of breaking the rules.

      Karugo looked out at the ocean as he walked.  They said there was nothing else out there, but how could they know?  Fishing vessels went out early in the morning and came back mid-afternoon, and it was a rare day when they went out of sight.  The thirty thousand people of Tandoku… were they really the only humans in the entire world?  Thirty thousand, and all on one small chain of islands, and most of that on the big one they called Tandoku Island… One day, if it got too bad, maybe he would take a ship and a few days’ supplies and set sail.

      He’d wait until Grandpa Toraburu had passed, of course.  Despite what everyone might think, he didn’t want to cause all this trouble.  The other mothers never had cause to speak harshly to their children, because the other children were perfect.  The other Elders weren’t kicked out of the Council shortly after their first grandchild’s birth.  But what could he do?  He couldn’t hide his hair, or his impatience, or his temper.

      He saw Ishū on his way, walking alongside his thunderbeast.  Ishū gave Karugo a slow grin as they passed.  Ishū was a weird one too, although in a far more acceptable manner; liking animals wasn’t exactly disruptive, and if he could get the thunderbeasts to roll up and till the fields with their spiky backs, that meant the village got more rice.  Maybe it was that shared strangeness that gave them their connection, despite Ishū being twice Karugo’s age, or maybe it was that Ishū saw anything animal-like — including Karugo’s inhuman aggression — as a good thing.

      Whatever the reason, Karugo was glad of these silent moments on the mornings their paths crossed.  He slowed down to enjoy it, despite already being late, and let the scene wash over him.

      Early morning sun.  Dewy grass beneath his feet.  An endless horizon.

      But then he had to face the giant pile of thunderbeast droppings that ruined the whole thing: school.

      

      ——

      

      All of the other students sat perfectly in their chairs looking forward, with their perfectly flat hair, diligently trying to soak up every word their teacher spoke.  There was only one other exception: Hishano.  Hishano looked at Karugo as a hungry thunderbeast looked at a piece of almost-ripe fruit, always ready to step in at the right moment and fix things should Karugo do something out of the ordinary.  Always quick, gentle, using minimal force.  Hishano was strange, but as an exaggeration of the perfect Tandoku citizen.  Born just a year after Karugo, it was almost as if he’d been a way to correct the recent mistake — and Karugo’s suspicions hadn’t been dampened at all when Hishano started school a year early, at the same time as Karugo.  Hishano was there to ruin Karugo’s life, and the town bent over backward to let it happen.

      The class was staring at him.  Why were they staring at him?  He felt the familiar heat of anger, realized he was clenching his fist and gritting his teeth.  He did the breathing exercises that usually helped him calm down, counting up to four as he breathed in and back down to one as he breathed out.  Hishano wisely saw that there was no reason to step in, but Karugo could tell he was thinking about it.

      The teacher continued his lesson, droning on and on about the history of the world.  Centuries of history, all the same.  One great leader of the Elder Council after another, continuous peace and harmony.  They were studying year 421, the four hundred and twenty-first year since Tandoku Island was founded and the outer devils completely destroyed themselves.

      “The head of the council in that time was Iwa the Sturdy.  Do you remember what he was known for?”

      “Increasing the strength of building material,” said the class in unison.  Everyone except Karugo. Why were they studying something that had happened over five hundred years ago?

      “And how did he do that?” asked the teacher.

      The class took turns listing the properties of stone blocks, the process for creating them and sticking them together, and common pitfalls to avoid.

      This was all stupid.  How many of them would be builders?  Maybe one out of twenty.  And there was something else that bothered him.

      “Why does it seem as if all the council heads only existed to teach us a lesson?” he said out loud.  He knew immediately that he should have kept it to himself.  No one interrupted lessons with questions.  Did the others even have questions, ones they suppressed, or were they perfectly content with repeating what the teacher said?

      They all turned and glared at him.  Why did he have to be like this?

      “Everyone has a lesson to teach us,” said the teacher piously.  “Elders more so.  And each leader of the Elder Council most of all.”

      “That’s just like Karugo,” muttered one of the kids, voice laced with derision.  “Questioning things.”

      Karugo did the breathing exercises.  He would get through this.  He would let the class go back to normal.  He pasted on a smile and nodded at the teacher.  “Of course,” he said tightly.  “We learn from everyone.”

      The other students turned to the front again, but Karugo could feel the shame of what had just happened.  It didn’t matter what Grandpa Toraburu said about ‘hero hair’… Karugo was a failure.  A reject.  It was clear no one in the village wanted him, but most were too nice to say so.  Too nice to say that he wasn’t nice enough.

      He was too impulsive.  Too excitable.  Asked too many questions.

      He’d tried being like them, but it always ended in a reckless display of curiosity or anger.  He just couldn’t live like the others.  How was he the only person in the world who felt like this?

      Heat rose in him like never before.  This wasn’t even an especially bad provocation, but the anger he felt made all his previous emotions seem like simple agitation.

      They’d treated him like dirt, in their own too-nice way, just because he was different!  They were staring at him again.

      His fists were clenched tight.  He started the breathing exercises again, tried to be normal, tried to calm his own disturbance, but his rage wouldn’t let him.  The Elders would be horrified if they saw him like this, but he didn’t care.  He stopped doing the breathing exercise and clenched his jaw instead.

      He ignored the class’s collective gulp, the teacher nervously biting her lip, Hishano getting up from his seat and preparing to pounce.

      “Look at me!” he yelled.  “Stare all you want!  I’m not gonna fake being like you anymore.  I’m gonna be me!  You can all go—”

      That was when Karugo’s entire body, to his great surprise, burst into flames.
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        Protector

      

      

      Hishano gasped in amazed horror. Karugo was always disturbing the harmony and making trouble, but he’d never caught on fire before.

      Poor guy. Imagine being so angry that you caught on fire! Hishano had to help him… although, strangely, Karugo wasn’t screaming, frowning, filing a request for correction, or any of the other things someone might do when they were in physical pain. No, he was smiling!

      How could he be smiling? When fire went outside the proper bounds it hurt things, and being completely engulfed in flames was definitely outside the proper bounds.

      Within moments the smile faded. “You’d understand if you felt it too,” said Karugo to the class at large, reacting to their shocked faces. He stalked toward the door.

      The wooden door.

      Connected to the wooden walls.

      For all the talk of stonemasonry, this school building was constructed entirely of wood, because how could they predict a student catching on fire?

      Hishano had to stop Karugo before he set the entire place ablaze.  He ran toward Karugo and the door, but he was too late.

      Karugo grabbed the handle with a fiery hand and opened it, starting a blaze that would slowly spread and… Hishano flinched just thinking of it. Early deaths were what happened in the Time of Chaos, before Tandoku Island was founded, before all the outer devils destroyed each other.

      Should he put out the fire that was starting, or should he continue to chase after Karugo?

      While he hesitated, he heard a cracking sound.

      Dust fell from where one of his classmates had her head stuck in the ceiling, and the girl’s feet dangled in the air. How had that happened?

      One of the boys started swelling up, inflating to two and then three times his normal size, with no signs of slowing.

      A girl’s hands turned to knives.

      The rest of the students screamed and ran around in a panic.

      Meanwhile the fire spread, consuming the door frame. Soon it would reach the rafters and then… how could he save both Karugo and the other students?

      He grabbed a girl who looked calmer than the others, merely anxious instead of paralyzed with fear or running around causing chaos.  “Take them to the back doors. Save as many as you can.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked.

      “What I always do,” said Hishano.

      Ever since they were young children he’d cared for Karugo, kept the boy out of trouble as best he could, and today — despite all the insane things that were happening around him — would be no different.

      There was no time to take the back exit, so Hishano ran through the blazing doorway, feeling the flames sear his skin as he passed from the chaotic schoolhouse into the bright light of day.

      Outside, Karugo was running away from the schoolhouse and toward the crossing.  Hishano followed, sprinting harder than he ever had in his life.  For the sake of both Karugo and the town, Hishano had to catch him and put out the fire before he got hurt — and before he could accidentally light any other buildings on fire.

      Karugo had caused so much trouble, had been the focus of his life for so long, that he didn’t know what would happen if either of them died. He crashed into the flaming boy, knocking him to the ground.

      “Stop being on fire!” yelled Hishano.

      He tried to smother the flames on Karugo’s body, starving bits of fire from getting air, but it was no use.  Karugo was slightly taller, slightly wider, and every time Hishano stopped protecting an area the flames would burst back into life.

      His flesh was searing.  He’d accidentally touched a coal before and this was like that, but the agonizing pain was all over his body.

      He couldn’t put out the fire, he couldn’t stop Karugo from burning himself up, but he could at least keep the boy from running into town and setting anything else on fire.

      Sweat covered Hishano, only to sizzle away moments later. He was drying out and boiling alive, all at once.

      If he died here, who would protect the island? 

      “Your hair,” laughed Karugo, his eyes wide with delight.  He certainly didn’t seem like someone who was burning alive.  “Your hair!  It’s like mine!”

      “What?”

      Hishano didn’t hear the answer because, behind him, the schoolhouse exploded.
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      Karugo couldn’t believe his eyes — Hishano had not only developed spiky hair, but it had changed color as well.  No longer was it the perfect dark green, but instead a gold even brighter than his own.

      He barely had time to recover from this shock when he heard a gigantic crack from the direction of the school.  Where the building used to be there was now only a giant inflated student, scattered lumber, and a bunch of normal-sized students — tiny at this distance — running around screaming.  The giant student’s hair was just like Karugo’s, just like Hishano’s, drawn toward the sky in golden glorious spikes.

      What was this amazing event?  There was no place to have school anymore, which was already awesome, but then he found that so many of his classmates… they were just like him! Had they been hiding it all this time?  Was that why Hishano was so careful to not let him act out?

      And then there was the feeling of joy, of freedom, that had come bursting out of him alongside the flames. An exhilarating feeling of life.

      That feeling ebbed away as his flames died down.

      He found himself missing the fire.

      It wasn’t that he wanted to hurt Hishano or catch the building on fire — he was appropriately dismayed by that — but the feeling of being on fire… it had been more true, more correct, more real than anything he’d ever felt.

      He crawled out from under Hishano and inspected the damage.  The other boy’s shirt was burned off, showing pale green skin that was tinged with red but relatively unharmed.  He rolled Hishano over and saw a big burn on the boy’s chest, but the burn marks were somehow shrinking.

      Whatever was happening, his tormentor was okay for now.

      At the schoolhouse, the overgrown boy was shrinking back down to normal size.  He’d burst out of his clothes and was ashamedly covering himself up as he shrank. Karugo checked and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw his own clothes were unharmed by his flames.

      What was that energy he had touched, that let him create an inferno around himself without getting hurt or even burning off his clothes?

      Karugo concentrated on his hand and tried to get the flames to come back.  If he thought really hard he could get little bits of fire to appear on his fingertips.  The disturbance was lessened, but it wasn’t completely gone yet.

      Maybe the world had changed forever!

      He looked to the sky and saw something strange.  There was nothing obviously wrong, but the arrangement of clouds was off somehow, in a way he couldn’t explain.  It was as if the wind had blown the wrong way and messed up the patterns, but that was clearly impossible.  The Elders controlled the island’s weather perfectly.

      Then again, they controlled the island’s population perfectly as well, and somehow Karugo — and, apparently, Hishano — had happened.

      The clouds, as they were right now, were kind of beautiful.

      The speckled shore was also strange.  There was nothing unusual about the glossy black stone beach, made smooth by centuries of tides, or the sparkling yellow crystals that stuck out of it at seemingly random angles, but where water met stone there were two bizarre creatures emerging from the waves.  They were shaped like humans, but their skin wasn’t the yellowish-green tone of a real person.  Instead, one was black like the beach he stood on while the other was pink-white like the northern sands.

      “Outer devils,” said Hishano.  The boy had completely healed somehow, and now stood beside Karugo to stare at the shore.  “I thought they all destroyed each other a thousand years ago.”

      Maybe after today, once Hishano had witnessed all these crazy things, Karugo might not seem so unusual.  Maybe he could finally get some freedom from that watchful gaze…

      The outer devils started pulling yellow crystals from the rock, which caused a predictable reaction in Hishano.  He ran toward the pair and started yelling at them.  “Don’t pick up the crystals!  They are for Elders only!”

      The two strangers ignored Hishano.  An admirable trait.

      Hishano got to them and started pulling at the black one’s hand.  In response, the outer devil lifted the boy up with one arm then tossed him away.

      So cool.

      Then he pulled out a long metal blade shaped like a giant, slightly curved knife and started pointing it at Hishano.  “Stay away!”

      Not so cool.

      

      ——

      

      “I told you, those are for Elders only,” said Hishano, ignoring the big knives the devils were pointing at him. “Why are you breaking the rules?”

      The black devil sighed. “I guess we’re doing this.  I’m Jack. This is Freddy. Where’s your leader?”

      “I can take you there,” said Hishano brightly, “but you have to promise to follow the rules.”

      “You annoy me,” Jack grunted.

      “Why do you want those crystals, anyway?”

      “Because this Timonite will make us rich, you ignorant savage,” said Jack, grabbing him by the throat.  “Natural wealth is wasted on you.”

      Hishano wasn’t sure what all of those words meant, but the way he spoke…  Hishano had heard Elders whisper in that growling tone only once or twice before, but this man did it confidently and loudly while choking Hishano with his left hand and waving a very long, sharp knife back and forth with the other.

      “If you kill him, it might anger the other natives,” said Freddy, the thin pink-white devil.  “We don’t have Sam to protect us anymore.”

      “I thought you were done acting scared now that you lost your power.”

      “Just because I’m half-blind doesn’t mean I suddenly turn stupid.  But think: do you really want to kill them, or is that the dampness talking?”

      “It’s the dampness,” admitted Jack.

      “Are you ready to see our leaders?” choked Hishano.

      Jack looked wistfully at the crystals, loosening his grip on Hishano’s throat but not letting go.  “Okay…”

      That was when Karugo charged the group, slammed his fingers into Jack’s chest, and lit the tips of his fingers on fire.
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      While Karugo jogged toward Hishano and the two devils, he had a realization: if he took the devils down and saved all of Tandoku Island, then everyone would have to love him. They might even let Grandpa Toraburu back on the Elder Council!

      He turned his jog into a sprint and charged toward the devil that was choking Hishano. As he did so, he focused on pulling power into his hands. It wasn’t the satisfying blaze he’d experienced in the school, but little bits of flame flowed from his fingertips. When he landed those fingertips on the man’s shirt it took a second, but soon enough it burst into glorious flames.

      “What in the depths?” said the devil, jumping back while slapping his clothes to put out the fire.

      Hishano stumbled backward and rubbed his neck.

      The white devil pulled out his big knife and hacked at Karugo.  Karugo leapt to the side and the blade narrowly missed him.  He gained his footing as quickly as he could, but he was barely stable — and definitely not ready to dodge again — when the next stroke came.

      Hishano bounded in between Karugo and the blade, waving his arms.  One of them happened to knock the knife to the side, making it graze his shoulder instead of slice through his head — Hishano yelped in pain, but didn’t retreat.

      Karugo took this opportunity to rush the thin white devil.  He knocked the man to the ground, pounced on top, and put all ten fingers against him.

      “Run!” said Hishano.  “We have to run!”

      Karugo looked up to see the black devil standing above him.  The man grabbed Hishano around the neck with one arm, getting him in a headlock, and kicked Karugo.  “Do that fire thing again and your friend gets it,” he said.

      “Listen to Jack,” said Hishano.  “I was just about to show him to the Elders when you came and interfered.”

      Interfered.  He’d tried to help, put himself in danger in order to earn their love, and that was what they called it.

      He felt sick.

      He rolled off the white one, stood up, and turned to Jack.  “Fine.  Go see the Elders.  They’re just going to annoy you.”

      “Annoy us, eh?  Maybe we need to show them we’re serious. Right, Freddy?”

      “Maybe we try talking first? We already hurt the boys,” said Freddy, pleading.  Then his face lost the pinkness and became even more white.  “What will the Elders do when they find out?  If this mere boy can use his power with all this... dampening... can you even imagine what the Elders must be like?”

      “You’re right.  We have to come in looking innocent, friendly.”

      “That’s right,” said Hishano.  “Now if you—”

      “We should cut their throats and put them in the ocean before anyone finds out.”

      “No!” said Hishano and Freddy in unison.

      Karugo decided that this was his time to save the day.  Now Hishano would acknowledge him.

      He rushed Jack, who pulled out his long knife.

      “We can make this okay,” said Freddy.  “Right, kid I stabbed?”

      “Definitely,” said Hishano.  “Our Elders are nice people.”

      Karugo was within the range of Jack’s long knife.  The devil stabbed forward, but Hishano grabbed the man’s arm at the last second, so the two-foot knife barely missed. Karugo ran alongside it, fully aware of how sharp the blade was.  He grabbed Jack’s arm and tried to push his fire through... but nothing happened.

      The fire was gone.

      Jack started laughing, so Karugo kicked him in the shin.

      Because of that distraction Hishano was able to break free.  “Run!” he yelled again.

      The boys fled.

      Behind him, Karugo heard Freddy sigh.  “Now we do have to kill them.”

      Their footfalls were loud on the rocks.  Karugo and Hishano started off with a small lead, but the two devils closed the gap quickly.

      Karugo was shocked at what he was feeling.  This was the first time in his life he’d truly been in danger, when he’d faced a challenge beyond staying awake in school.  This day was not planned out, not regimented and scheduled.  Anything could happen.  If they ran too slowly, they could even die!

      He felt fear, yes, but he also felt… alive.

      

      ——

      

      The devils were closing the distance, but Hishano worried more about what would happen if he and Karugo outran them.  He’d heard the legends about the giant weapons that destroyed towns and the wars in which the outer devils completely destroyed themselves.  This remnant of the old humanity, did it still have that destructive power?  These two had the temperament, with their casual theft of the sacred crystals and their talk of throat-slitting.

      But his goal, always topmost in his mind, was protecting Karugo.  If he stopped, then Karugo would go charging back and put himself in danger again, so Hishano kept running.  The Elders would figure out how to deal with these two once they got into town.

      The Elders always had a solution.

      But by the time they had left the stone beach and reached the grassy fields, before they were even a quarter of the way to town, the devils had almost caught up.

      He heard Freddy whining: “Why couldn’t this place have been uninhabited?”

      The voice was so close, so incredibly close.

      But there was another noise, off to his right, from the direction of the farms.

      “That’s right!” yelled Ishū.  “Get 'em!”

      A giant thunderbeast rolled into view.  It was curled up in a ball with its tail covering its head, turning it into a huge spiked wheel that cut divots in the ground as it rolled toward them.  Any other day and Hishano would have been angry at the destruction of order — there weren’t supposed to be holes in the ground here! — but today he was thankful.  The thunderbeast sped toward the devils, its scaly hide glimmering in the sun.

      When it reached them it unrolled itself violently, its tail hitting the ground with a boom.

      “Now this?” complained Freddy.

      Hishano allowed himself to turn and watch, in case the thunderbeast needed his help.  Freddy slammed his long knife into the beast and it bounced off, sparking.

      “Our cutlasses don’t work,” said Freddy.

      “Thanks for narrating,” said Jack.

      The thunderbeast swung its tail and slammed it into Freddy, knocking him several feet back.

      “So cool,” said Karugo, who had also turned to watch.  Why did Karugo look excited? This was no cause for excitement.  What if the thunderbeast was corrupted by this violent act?  What if it turned into a devil? “I always knew Ishū was awesome.”

      Jack dropped to a crouch, holding his long knife in front of him.  “I know you got a weakness somewhere.  Let me see it.” The thunderbeast swung its tail again and Jack leapt back.  “Come on, you overgrown lizard.  Let’s dance.”

      Jack feinted forward.  Freddy picked himself up and circled to the back of the thunderbeast, making it divide its attention.

      This was what the outer devils were like.  This was what had destroyed the world.

      Ishū’s face grew worried. “Kids, run!” he said.  “We can’t hold them forever!”

      “Hear that?” said Jack. “It does have a weakness!”

      Suddenly Hishano felt an overwhelming sense of calm.  Everything would be okay.  He needed to follow the rules of Tandoku Island and everything would be all right.

      “Where’s my fire?” asked Karugo sadly.  “Why is everything back to normal?”

      Karugo wore a mournful expression, but there was something even stranger about him: his hair was flat.

      Two Elders walked toward them.  The one in the lead carried a ten-foot-long stick with a crystal contraption on the end of it: within a lantern-like enclosure of frosted glass hung two yellow crystals and a blue crystal, each carved into a crescent shape.

      Hishano’s shoulder wound started to bleed again.

      As the Elders and their device drew closer, the devils sheathed their cutlasses and the thunderbeast relaxed.

      “All is well,” said the Elder.  “All will be well.”
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      Karugo was disappointed that the excitement was over.  Clashing with the devils, seeing the thunderbeast do more than just plow the fields... it had all been so exciting!

      But the Elders would “fix” that.  It was their job to “fix” any excitement that threatened to occur.

      Ishū motioned to his thunderbeast. It rolled up and went back to the farms, putting another row of holes in the ground with the plates on its back.

      One Elder gripped the ten-foot stick with both hands, holding the crystal contraption close to the devils.  The other Elder approached them.  “Come with us,” she said.

      The devils looked so placid now, so calm.  If not for their weird skin color and the cutlasses hanging at their sides, Karugo could almost believe them to be Tandoku.

      “You’re safe now,” said the Elder holding the stick.  “All will be well.”

      Karugo couldn’t help but feel disappointed.

      The Elders walked away with the devils.  One turned back, almost as an afterthought, to give instructions. “Hishano, go help the school.  That’s what we came to do, but handling this is more important.”  Then she fixed her stare on Karugo.  “Don’t follow us.”

      The crystal was far enough away that he could think clearly again, far enough that he could feel a little bit of the life flowing back through him.  Don’t follow? That sounded like a challenge.

      “Well, guess I better head for home,” said Karugo.

      “You’re going to follow them, aren’t you?”

      Couldn’t Hishano stop meddling for just one second?  “You should go check on the kids in the school, like the Elders said.  You wouldn’t want to disobey them, would you?”

      Hishano sighed and walked back toward the school.  There wasn’t much of it left standing; if they were lucky, they might not have school for weeks!

      As soon as Hishano stopped looking back, Karugo set about following the Elders.  He had to stay out of the range of that crystal contraption on a stick, and not get caught, but not getting caught was usually pretty easy.  It was as if no one in town except the Elders and Karugo could comprehend someone breaking the rules on purpose... and even then, most of the Elders only seemed to understand it through watching Karugo.

      He took a diagonal path, one that brought him closer to the city but could also be construed as walking home.  Once the Elders disappeared into the buildings he turned toward the city and started sprinting.

      He knew where they would go, so he followed along a parallel street.  As long as he moved at a quick walk he could get to the House of Elders before them, sneak in, and see what was happening.  All he had to do along the way was not look suspicious.

      It was easier than he expected because the entire town was disorderly... in a way that bothered even him.  A couple of houses were damaged and there were several people crying.  A mother held her baby and wailed, a shocking display that chilled Karugo.  Later, he saw another pair of Elders with a second crystal contraption on a stick; they were near a set of houses that were completely demolished, their stone walls scattered all over the street.  Something worse than the expanding boy had happened there.

      The incident seemed to affect everyone differently, but it had affected a lot of people.

      When he got closer to the House of Elders he got more explicitly sneaky. Being caught anywhere around here would be suspicious, so his only hope was to not be seen.  His heart thrilled — having a mission like this, a purpose, was almost as good as being on fire or fighting the devils.

      He heard footfalls and ducked behind a building and peeked out from behind a corner.  It was the devils and the Elders.  The rod holding the suppression device had transformed into a tall walking stick, one that held the crystal contraption a foot above the head of the carrier.  Karugo was close enough that he could hear them talk but far enough that his feelings weren’t dominated by the suppression device.

      “I repeat — again — you’re not to speak to anyone outside of this building. Your presence is a disturbance, and our people do not like disturbances.”

      “Are they all as dull as you?” asked Jack.

      “Patience,” said Freddy.  “Things could be going worse.”

      “My clothes are damp,” complained Jack. “Practically soggy. If we can’t unblock our powers soon I’m going to go crazy.”

      They’d been fighting moments before and now they were complaining about moisture?  What kind of people were these devils?  Did they fight so much that it didn’t bother them?  Karugo needed to know more.  If there were other lands where excitement like this happened every day then he wanted to go there as soon as possible.

      “You are not to attempt using your powers here!” said an Elder sternly. “You can call upon your devils as much as you like once we ship you outside of our sphere, but until then you are our guests and you are not to disturb this island’s harmony any more than you already have. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, that is very clear,” said Freddy respectfully.

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Jack. “You know, if you control the climate you could at least make your island less humid.”

      “And support fewer people?” asked the Elder rhetorically. “We must be careful touching the weather. It always has secondary effects that surprise us.”

      “You’re telling them too much.  Don’t endanger the island,” said the other Elder.

      “Look at them,” said the first Elder. “They’re not nearly as bad as the stories say.”

      “That’s because—” The Elder motioned to the suppression device with his head in what he probably thought was a subtle gesture.

      The group moved on, past where Karugo could hear them.  They passed through the gates of the House of Elders, then through the front door, and when the coast was clear Karugo followed.

      There was no one near the door — Tandoku didn’t sneak around, so why bother guarding it? — and he entered without challenge. The hallways were a bit harder to navigate. Everyone who was allowed in here was in their time of fading, but there were plenty who had just started the process and still had the sharpness of a younger person... and the group he was trying to follow had disappeared.

      He listened in at each door, trying to find where the devils had gone.  Most doors had no sound coming from them, but behind one he heard a voice he recognized... not the devils, not the Elders that had fetched them, but Grandpa Toraburu.

      His grandpa!  In the House of Elders!  In the last sixteen years, Karugo had snuck in here only four times, and that was still more visits than Grandpa had made.

      Whatever was happening today, it was a big deal if they’d allowed Grandpa back in here.

      From the sounds of it, he was having an argument with another Elder.

      Karugo needed to find a way to listen in — a way that, unlike standing around in the hallway, wouldn’t get him caught.  If he could get into a nearby room, he could listen from there.

      He put his ear to the next door and didn’t hear anything.  Carefully he opened it and peeked in, his heart pounding eagerly in anticipation, and it was a relief when the room was empty. He closed the door and went to the adjoining wall to listen.

      His grandpa was yelling.  “Don’t you try to blame this on my boy!

      Whoever he was yelling at harrumphed. “I can see where he gets it from.”

      “It happened sooner than I predicted, thanks to those two that crashed through it, but it happened.”

      “And the suppressor field must still not be working right, if you can work up this much anger. Are you going to burst into flames too?”

      “You can’t stall me forever; I will speak to the Council. I was right to create that boy, and if we throw away—”

      Karugo’s mind spun in circles, missing the rest of the sentence. He was… created? Planned?

      “You had no right to vandalize our breeding charts.  You got your little monster, but what else did you screw up?  We’ll be feeling the repercussions of this for centuries.  You’re a disgrace,” spat the other Elder, “and we will see to it that your line ends.”

      “Then we’ll all die,” said Grandpa Toraburu. “That wall has held off the reckoning for centuries, but soon you’ll see what happens to a society that kills its heroes.”
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        Recovery

      

      

      Guffy regained consciousness with fish nibbling at his toes.  His body was pressed against the side of the boat just low enough that his feet dangled in the water. His arms stretched all the way up, over the railing, where they were tied in a knot around the larger of the schooner’s two masts.

      It was a good stretch, and the water felt nice.

      Then he remembered… the battle!  Cobblesticks on a plate! He had to help them finish the battle!

      Aaaaah!

      He’d thrown Sam, then used the last of his consciousness to secure himself to the mast to keep from being blown away.  What had happened after that?

      He snapped his arms to a shorter length as quickly as he could without activating his super.  That brought him flying above the railing, enjoying a full second of free-floating weightlessness before slamming face-first into the mast.  He crumpled onto the deck, lying dazed for a second before jumping up and shaking himself out.

      That was some knot he’d tied in his arms!  After hanging on his arms for however long he’d been passed out, the knot was pulled tight as a drumhead on a cold day.

      “Guess who’s up,” said Syldris.  “It’s Mr. Cheki-toon.  Miss Edna Fry.  Mr. Tony —”

      “What?”

      “She’s listing famous blind people,” explained one of the swordsmen.  “Because you missed your shot so bad.”

      Guffy briefly forgot all about the knot in his arms and spun around looking for the captain.  He ended up wrapped up in his own arms twice over.  “Where’s Sink 'em Sam?”

      “Safe, no thanks to you,” said Syldris.  “You threw him so hard, Ezra had to get a shark to ferry him up to the surface before he ran out of breath.  If you’d hit the ship with him it might have been even worse!  At least for Sam.  The rest of us would’ve gotten paid.”

      “Are all my other friends safe?”  Guffy spun again, the same way as before, wrapping himself even further with his stretchy extensible arms.

      “Someone’s gotta tell this guy how pirating works,” muttered one of the swordsmen.

      “The other two annoying ones are gone,” said Ezra.  “While I’m glad for the peace and quiet, it does mean we’ve completely lost track of Evyleen and we have no chance of catching her.  Without Freddy we can’t see where she is, and without Jack we’re going half the speed we were.  The big cannonball holes we had to patch don’t help either.”

      Guffy had a great idea.  “What if I help paddle?”  He made a doggy-paddle motion with his hands, which were still tied in a knot around the mast.  He tried to shorten his arms and that set him to spinning.  Once the loops he’d put himself in were completely unwound he collapsed to the deck, dizzy.  His arms were still knotted around the mast.

      A door slammed open, wood crashing against wood, and Sink 'em Sam stepped through.  “You’re back.  Guess there’s only one thing to do now.”

      “Flog 'im?” suggested Syldris.

      “Turn back and give up?” suggested a swordsman.

      “Pillage a town?” suggested another.

      Haha, what a bunch of jokers.  Guffy was glad to be part of such a good-natured group of friends.

      “No!” shouted Sam.  He then moderated his voice.  “We do not abandon our crew so easily.  We know what direction the wind blew and it’s only been a couple hours.  They’ll be swimming hard, hoping we come to find them.  Let’s not disappoint.”
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        Undampened

      

      

      Karugo couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  He was bred to be a hero, and that was the reason his grandpa had been kicked out of the Elder Council.  It was exciting!

      But now the rest of the village was going to kill them?  It didn’t make sense.  Killing someone before their fading?  Like an animal?  Even Karugo, the wildest on the island, could hardly contemplate the thought without revulsion.

      “We don’t ‘kill heroes’…” said the other Elder distastefully.  Whew.  That was a relief. “We breed disturbances out of existence.  They cause so much trouble, and the wall protects us... Why should we keep them around?  The answer is simple.  We shouldn’t.”

      “The crystal is cracked,” said Grandpa Toraburu in a calm but urgent voice.  “The shield wall won’t last.  You have to understand that.”

      “We’ll fix it.  We always do. Now if you’ll excuse me, the Council wants to meet with me.” The man’s voice dripped with condescension.  “A shame you didn’t get the same invitation.”

      There was a faint opening and closing of a door, and then an impact on the wall that made Karugo jump.  The wall shook several times, the pounding accompanied by a distressed cry from his grandpa. That was enough to scare Karugo and knock him out of the excitement of the moment.  His grandpa, losing composure?  Were things really that bad?

      His grandpa coughed a few times, hummed, and then started speaking to an empty room.

      “Our time has come!” he began.

      Silence.  The sound of pacing.

      “Death is upon us!  For too long we have…” He trailed off, leaving once again only the sound of his feet going back and forth upon the wooden floor.  This repeated about a dozen times, each time the speech getting longer and more sure.  After the last, which took about thirty seconds to get through, Karugo heard a door open and slam shut, then the sound of running.

      Karugo sat stunned for a long while.  His brain kept looping one idea through his head over and over again.

      He was bred to be a hero.

      He was bred to be a hero.

      His grandfather wanted someone like him so much that he gave his only son in marriage for just that purpose.

      He was bred to be a hero.

      But what did that even mean?

      Some time later he heard more people speaking in the adjoining room.  When had they entered?    He needed to keep his wits about him; he was still in the forbidden House of Elders, and getting caught would… well, no one would really think worse of him, since there wasn’t that much farther down to go, but he didn’t want to bring more shame upon his grandfather.

      “Can you believe that Toraburu?” said one Elder.

      “It’s just like him,” said another.  The same one from before.  “Look.  He even punched the wall.  I knew he couldn’t just walk in calm like that without releasing somewhere else.  And that speech!  It took him from the time I left until the time he entered to come up with that stupid thirty second speech.  As if it was anything different than the same grandiose speeches he’s been giving for years!”

      “But the Council ate it up.  The breach has them scared.”

      “The crack in the crystal has them scared.  The power dampening is back in full effect, and the shield wall is repaired, but the emotional dampening hasn’t been fully restored.  Trust me, once the crystal is fully restored we’ll all be happy, complacent, and peaceful again.  Not even Toraburu or his sniveling idiot grandson will punch walls.”

      “Language!”

      “I… I apologize.  The cracking of the crystal has affected me in its own way.”

      Emotional dampening?  Was that why he’d felt more alive since the disturbance?  Was it being on fire or being free of the emotional dampening that had been the true cause of his elation?  When he’d fought the devils he’d gotten a wild thrill, even though he’d been closer to death than he’d ever come before.  He didn’t want to die, but the risk, the challenge, the act of testing himself had made him excited in a way that felt right.

      Did he want these emotions to go away?  To be dampened?  There had been some distressing parts, like seeing people crying, but he felt alive in a way he hadn’t ever felt before.  Would that feeling go away after they fixed the crystal?

      Once they fixed it, once the dampening took hold once more, would he be forever doomed to that dull grey smothering feeling?

      “The sooner the better is all I can say.  The mechanists are working as hard as they can, although I fear it’s been some time and they’re out of practice, and who knows how the enlivened emotions are affecting them.  Some may even harbor thoughts of destruction.”

      There was a silence as both Elders pondered such a horrifying idea.

      “The crystal still holds strong enough to dampen hatred.  Even the outer devils have that emotion appropriately squashed.  If one drop of hatred enters our world…”

      “You know, there may be an upside to the Toraburu plan.  We might be able to get rid of some of our home-grown disturbances…”

      The Toraburu plan?  His grandpa had come up with a plan?

      A door opened, much louder than the other times, making him jump.

      It was the door to this room.

      Two Elders, ones he didn’t recognize.  Council members?

      One sighed.  “Of course he’s snuck in here.”

      “Might as well tell him,” said the other.

      What more could they tell him that he hadn’t already heard?

      “Okay, so…” The first Elder collected his thoughts, then began.  “There’s more to this world than our island.”

      “I know,” said Karugo.

      “Right.  Goodness knows what you’ve heard while breaking in here.”

      “Do all the Elders know?”

      “We have a mission for you.”

      “Is it the Toraburu plan?”

      One Elder groaned.

      The other shrugged.  “We should’ve expected this.  Might as well tell him the rest.”

      “I have to warn you,” began the Elder, “for this mission you’ll need to go away from our island, far—”

      Did they think the idea of departing the island would make him want it less? He’d heard that the dampening was coming back.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “What?  You haven’t even heard what the mission is!”

      His grandpa had come up with it, so it must be good.  “I’ll do it.”

      “This is a huge mission!  You’ll be gone for so long!  There will be dangers, risks, violence, even…” The Elder, after much hesitation, choked out the final word: “death.”

      Did they think that would scare him?

      His muscles clenched, like the entire class was staring at him again, and his stomach felt like it was floating.

      Whatever this feeling, he couldn’t let them chase him back into his old life.

      “I’d rather die out there than stay on this island and never feel alive again.”
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      Hishano worked through the rubble of the school, helping his classmates orient themselves.  The building was wrecked, and the boy who’d expanded and broken it was covered in splinters (and a burn from where the wood had been on fire), but everyone else was physically unharmed.

      The mental anguish, on the other hand... He’d never seen anything like this.  He had to do his meditation exercises to calm himself before helping, and then he taught them to the other students.  The Elders had given those exercises only to him and Karugo, but they’d never said he couldn’t teach them to others.

      After the first one calmed down Hishano moved on to the next.  They mastered it much more quickly than he had... for Hishano, calmness was something carefully cultivated, while for everyone else except Karugo it seemed to be something that came naturally.

      That thought broke his concentration.  Karugo was probably getting into trouble right now.  Why had the Elder commanded him to tend to the other students?  Probably absentmindedness.  He almost considered disobeying, but fought back the urge.

      The Elders knew best.

      He heard a cough behind him, one characteristic of the fading, and turned to find Elder Choro.

      Elder Choro looked very serious.  “Hishano, would you please come with me?”

      “Is something wrong?” Hishano blurted out.  He would usually follow decorum, but this day had worn his nerves to the point of ignoring what was polite.

      “More than you’ll ever know,” said Choro gravely.  He considered for a moment, then modified his statement.  “More than you know right now, that is.  We’re going to ask something of you, and it’s going to be a very painful and difficult task.”

      Hishano felt a rush of fear that was matched only by what he’d felt during the fire in the school and the battle on the beach.  Was it beacuse this pronouncement was coming from an important Elder like Choro?  Or was it that all his feelings were stronger these days?

      “What is the task?” he asked as bravely as he could.

      Choro walked away from the school and motioned for Hishano to follow.  When they got far enough away from the others, Choro spoke. “We need you to protect the island.”

      “Okay,” said Hishano.  His feelings fought briefly within him, but his desire to help quickly overcame his fear.  “I’ll do it.”

      “You don’t even know what it is yet.”

      “It’s protecting the island.  That means protecting my friends, my family, and my people.”  It couldn’t get simpler than that.

      Choro seemed strangely annoyed that Hishano had agreed so quickly.  “I want you to understand what you’re getting into.  If you’re going to give up, I want you to give up now so that we can come up with another plan.  If you give up halfway through, we might not hear of it for years… and then we’d truly be doomed.”

      “Wait… why wouldn’t you hear of it for years?” He could go to another village, but relaying messages was easy and only took a couple of days by runner, even from the farthest end of the world.  “I would tell you if I gave up.  The shame of a lie is even greater than that of failure.”

      “I know you would if you could,” said Elder Choro, “but you wouldn’t have a choice.  You see the horizon?”

      Hishano looked toward the water.  “What about it?”

      “You’ll be going out there.”

      “Why would I go to the endless ocean?  Are we running out of fish here, and we must go farther?”

      “There are many large fish, but that’s not the important thing.  There are other lands out there… lands with people.  Many islands, some a thousand times larger than our own.”

      “How?”

      “Let me show you.”

      Choro started walking and Hishano followed obediently.  Other lands?  He’d learned that a thousand years ago the outer devils had wiped each other off the face of the earth, destroying themselves and sinking every other island except this one into the ocean.  Had some of the islands resurfaced?

      As they walked through the village, they remained quiet.  This mission seemed to be a secret of the Elders, so Hishano knew better than to speak of it where others could hear.  Once inside the House of Elders he might ask more, although if this was a matter of the Elder Council he might even have to wait until they got into a private room.

      They reached the House of Elders and went in.  This was the first time that Hishano had been in this building, and he tried to notice as little as possible.  Even if the Elders had brought him here, he still didn’t want to accidentally see anything he wasn’t supposed to.

      After walking down a wood-floored hallway and passing a dozen almost-identical doors they turned towards a door with ornate decorations around the bottom, flames and sparks and tilted ovals adorning the part that Hishano let himself see, and went down some stairs into a dark, cool room with stone walls.  Around the corner a blue light shone.  Choro led him that direction.

      In the middle of the room was a large crystal that glowed with a bright white light.  This crystal was the biggest he’d ever seen, almost half his height.  Smaller yellow and blue crystals bobbed around it, and complex machinery framed the area where the crystals floated.

      Two Elders supervised a team of men in strange uniforms that Hishano had never seen before.  Most of them seemed lost in thought, staring at the large crystal in the middle from different angles and making faces like they were thinking of a hard construction problem.

      “What is this?” he asked in awe.

      “This,” said Choro reverently, “is what keeps our island safe.”

      Hishano got as close as he dared, trying to get a better look at it without a chance of accidentally touching it or interfering with the workers.  “It’s beautiful.”

      “It creates a barrier, one that has held for nearly a thousand years.  But lately the power of the crystal has been weakening, and then when the two devils slammed into it… well, in past years it might have passed them over the barrier and they would have had no idea we were here.  But now, in its weakened state, the crystal cracked and the wall crumbled.”

      Now that he looked for it, Hishano could see a spot on the crystal where it didn’t shine as brightly as everywhere else.  When he squinted, he could almost trace the crack with his eyes.  “How do we fix it?”

      “The wall has repaired itself, but the crystal has not.  One more collision like that and it may burst completely.  If nothing happens, then in twenty or thirty years it might crumble on its own.”

      Hishano had been caught up in the excitement and beauty of the crystal, taking its importance for granted because Elder Choro thought it was important, but now a question arose in his mind.  “Why is the wall so important?”

      Choro got a pained look in his eyes.  It shocked Hishano.  A person should never have to feel like that!  “I’m sorry I asked,” he said hastily.

      “No, no, it’s good to ask.  It’s just that… we’ve tried to protect the island for so long, so no one would ever have to make a choice like this.  Perhaps we’ve protected it too well.  If you leave, you will encounter tragedy you’ve never imagined.  Pain as an everyday occurrence.”

      “Why will I feel pain every day?  Does the air out there sting?”

      “Not the air, Hishano… the people.  The people out there are cruel, violent, and heartless.  They hurt each other without a second thought.  Children go hungry.  Mothers die in childbirth.  If you leave this island, you will encounter things that you’ll never want to see, but that you’ll never be able to forget.”

      “The outer devils are alive?”

      “That’s a story we made up.  The outer devils are people… they’re like we were, before we created paradise.”

      Hishano started shaking.  His whole body quivered in a way he had never experienced.  “The outer devils are alive, and they live in constant pain?”

      “Yes, and—”

      “And we’ve done nothing?”

      “It’s not that easy!”

      “Of course it’s that easy!  We must always do the right thing!”

      “Which is what we’ve done!  Those people out there would kill us without a second thought, enslave us if we’re lucky, and life would be no better for them.  It is complete and utter foolishness to help strangers at the cost of people you love!”

      Hishano was angry, angrier than he’d ever been, but he held his tongue.  It was wrong to yell at an Elder.  And, when he thought on it further, Choro had a point.  “If I left, what would happen to Karugo?  He’ll cause no end of trouble for himself and others.  I… you’re right, if I left, it would hurt him.”

      Choro shook his head.  “We did too well with you.  An overcorrection, perhaps.  I hope it doesn’t cost us.”

      What was that supposed to mean?

      “If it makes you feel better, Karugo will be going with you.  Your task: search for a new Adiamite Crystal.  One that will protect this island for millennia to come.”

      “I accept,” said Hishano confidently.

      He would save his people.  Then, once they were safe in their bubble for another thousand years, he would save the world.
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      Ishū patted the thunderbeast’s scaly hide while feeding it unpeeled grapefruits.  It was a simple thing, large and brutish, and it seemed to have already forgiven him for not talking during the peak time of power.  Ishū wished he could be that simple.  Making decisions was… hard.

      Should he accept the mission?

      He’d never really fit in on the island, and the Elders said he wouldn’t have children.  No explanation was given, but he knew it was because he was weird.  He wasn’t wild like Karugo, but he was still a bit of disorder in an otherwise perfect world.

      But now, at thirty-four years old, they said he was needed.  Why him?  Why not one of the fishermen?  The Elders said they needed an adult to watch over the boys they were sending, one who could withstand the outside world, but it sure looked as if they were using this opportunity to send away all of their most troublesome citizens.

      “I wish I’d talked to you more,” he said to the thunderbeast softly.  It might have forgotten, but Ishū hadn’t.  By the time he’d gotten around to his companion, the power had been rapidly waning.  “The birds are nothing to me.  You’re my life.  You talk softer, that’s for sure, but I should’ve paid attention to you when I had the chance.”

      The thunderbeast stomped in agreement.  Or hunger.  Ishū fed it another grapefruit.  The beast had increased their crop yield, but sometimes it seemed as if it ate almost half of the gains it created.

      There wasn’t anyone else who understood it.  If he sailed out with the upcoming mission, what would happen to the beast?  The Elders would probably turn it loose on the rocky plains that couldn’t grow proper crops, to be among its own kind once more.

      “I hope you like grass.  Not much fruit up there.”

      It nuzzled him.  That hurt a bit — scales and skin didn’t mix well — but Ishū welcomed the pain.

      “Friends forever?” he said sadly.  “Even if I take their offer?”

      

      ——

      

      Karugo’s mother made sandwich after sandwich, stacking them all on top of one another in the basket.  “While you’re gone, be sure to practice your lessons.  I don’t want you falling even further behind the other students than you have already.”

      She spoke as if he were coming back.  “I’ll do what I need to,” said Karugo noncommittally.

      “Yes,” she said with a frown, “you always have.”

      Her hands moved with the skill of a lifetime, swiftly but unhurriedly.  She wanted to pretend, more than anything, that this was any other day.  The seventeen sandwiches beside her betrayed her lie.

      “That bread is going to get soggy,” said Karugo’s father.  “You know sandwiches don’t do well at sea.”

      “Well someone needs to make sure he stays alive!  I don’t see you doing anything!”

      “The Elders have decided to send him somewhere for a while.  Don’t you trust the Elders?”

      “Your father had something to do with this, I know it, and I have no reason to trust him.  Not after…” Her hands stopped their productive dance for just a moment, with one clenching around a slice of bread until it split in two.  Both halves fell to the floor.

      “Go pack,” Karugo’s father commanded as he wrapped an arm around her.

      As Karugo left, he could hear a strange wailing, a taste of the pain that was outside this island.

      The cost of freedom.

      

      ——

      

      “Does it have to be like this?” asked Hishano’s father.  “You’ve done such a good job protecting our island, keeping things in harmony.  And really, the people out there… the Elders haven’t told us much, but they sound horrid.  Even worse than Karugo.”

      Hishano’s younger sister nodded in agreement.  She hadn’t been told anything about the outside world, but she knew he was leaving and she didn’t want that to happen.

      “Don’t go,” she said.  “They’ll frown at you and say mean things, and then you’ll feel sad.”

      “That’s why I have to go,” said Hishano.  “They’re all so sad out there.  So many disturbances.  And I… I was created to correct disturbances.”

      His father tensed, confirming Hishano’s suspicions.

      “It’s okay,” Hishano said gently.  “Having a purpose is beautiful.”

      “You’re not just saying that to… you know…” A drop of water leaked from his father’s eyes onto a quivering chin.  “This isn’t just to make my disturbance go away?”

      “I can’t fight my purpose.  I don’t want to fight my purpose.  You thought it would just be for Karugo, but now so many more will benefit.”

      “You’re too kind, too gentle.  If what the Elders say about the world is true… I fear it will break you.”

      “If that’s what it takes to save the island, I’m happy to break.”

      

      ———

      

      “Grandpa,” said Karugo.

      The old man slumped in a chair, exhausted from the day’s activities but not yet willing to give in to sleep. “Yeah?”

      There was so much he wanted to say, so much excitement welling up within him that he just wanted to scream and shout… but Karugo had never been good at expressing himself, so he said it as simply as he could.  So there would be no confusion.

      “Thanks for making me a hero.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Evyleen

      

      

      Evyleen opened her eyes happy to see the familiar ceiling of her quarters.  She listened hard for any sign that things might be off.  If her ship had been overtaken, there honestly wasn’t much she could do — her power was about as useful in close-quarters combat as a fish on land — but if she was alert and clever she might get the jump on the boarders.

      Then again, the boarders would have already had their way with the ship for several days.  The harder she pushed her super, the longer she slept afterward… and she had pushed hard, keeping the enemy ship on its side and helpless while separating out the two that Jerry had identified as having pursuit powers.  The gamble had been that sending those two away would slow down their pursuers enough that escape was possible.

      She staggered to her feet, anxious to see if her crew was okay and excited to regain her strength with food and drink.  She tested her power, a slight breeze, and found that it only strained a little.  Using her power would get easier and she’d be able to command stronger winds as the hangover from using her super wore off.

      However, the puff of wind had the effect she had intended.  Two of her crew members burst into her cabin, faces alight.

      “She lives!” yelled Jerry.  The boy was fifteen now and had been with her six years: six years of constant running and worry, which he met with the enthusiasm that only a teenage boy could muster.  He got under one shoulder, supporting her by acting as a human crutch.

      Sally ran under her other shoulder.  She was fourteen and had been with Evyleen for three years.  The constant running and worry got to her more than it did the boy, but it was an improvement over her former life, so Sally chose to stay.

      “Of course I live,” said Evyleen.  “I’m just glad you guys were able to row away from the danger.”

      “We get so worried every time,” said Sally.  “Your power knocks you out for so long, and Glyffin… well, he’s okay for a dog, but he thinks we’re all as strong as him.”

      “Baltese,” corrected Evyleen.  “He wants to be called Baltese, and we’re not going to let history or prejudice make us mistreat our first mate.”

      Sally blushed.  Her problems had started when Baltese pirates from the far north killed her father, so it wasn’t just stories that made her hate, but it was still important to treat your friends the right way.

      They stepped onto the deck and Evyleen breathed deeply, enjoying the salt air and the feel of sun on her skin.  This far north it was hard for a Mezazi like her to get enough sun; the native peoples up here had developed faded, sand-pink skin to compensate, but Evyleen had to spend all day above decks and hope it was enough.

      Glyffin heard the door open and snapped to attention.  Baltese came in a wide variety of shapes and sizes; Glyffin was a Husky mix, large with grey-flecked white fur.  He was only seventeen, but he already stood six feet three inches and had a frame that implied he ate a moose every week.  His crystal contraptions, which included a Pyromite blaster and several other devices forbidden to the Baltese, hung on his belt where a normal person would put swords.  His two giant swords were instead stored on his back.

      Even someone without prejudices (if such a person existed) might be terrified.

      “I am enthused to see that you’ve recovered,” he stated with military precision.  “I have taken care of the ship as well as I could.  Are you feeling well enough to resume command?”

      “Why’s he always talk so formal when he’s playing captain?” Jerry whispered across Evyleen to Sally.

      Sally shrugged, bumping Evyleen’s left shoulder up and unbalancing them both for a moment.

      “As long as it doesn’t require moving quickly on my own, yes,” said Evyleen.

      “Excellent,” replied Glyffin.  “Command is yours again.  May I speak freely, captain?”

      “Always.”

      “You shouldn’t be so reckless with your super.  We rowed hard for several days, but our crew is spoiled by your power.  If there had been a second ship coming up behind the first… you know they’re going to try it one of these days.”

      “Jerry’s power would be able to identify them,” she countered, “just as he identified how this last ship was keeping up with us.”

      “But what if they figure out his power’s weakness?  What if they send a second ship full of Baltese rowers and low-powered sailors that he can’t detect?”

      As sad as it made her to think about it, she knew he was right.  This last attempt to capture her had been the most organized yet, and the Mezazi Empire wouldn’t rest until they had her in their clutches, tied to the mast, whipped and tortured until she did exactly what they wanted: making wind that sped the navy to whatever land her country’s twisted rulers wanted to conquer next.

      “I have a plan,” she said.  “Give me a moment.”

      She tried to shrug off her helpers, but they insisted on staying with her.

      “You just got up from your super and you want to get rid of us already?” asked Sally, only half-joking.

      “We can’t risk you falling,” added Jerry.

      So together they went to search for her two Mezazi rescues.

      She found Tony in the kitchen, already prepping the night’s meal in one big pot, a potato and cabbage stew that smelled far better than its ingredients would imply.  They really should stop at a port soon to stock up on meat and fresh goods.

      “You’re up,” said Tony matter-of-factly.  “I bet you’re hungry.”

      He stretched out his hand and used his power to make a metal bowl come flying toward him.  As he caught it he pulled his hand back to cushion the impact.  Once the bowl was still he scooped stew into it out of the pot, then walked over to Evyleen to hand her the dish.

      His power only worked on metal, and only pulled… but it was still surprisingly effective as a combat power.  A small burst of it and an armored opponent would be off balance, or they might drop their metal sword.  Of course, pull too hard and Tony would be hit by whatever object his power had affected. Thankfully, he’d only messed up with dull objects so far.

      “We’re going to sail out of the Empire,” she told him, lowering her voice to try and soften the blow. “I know you’ve spent your life—”

      He thrust the bowl of soup at her.  “Eat.”

      Jerry took it for her, letting her concentrate on the conversation.  “If you want to jump off at the next port, I unders—”

      “Listen. We may have Mezazi skin, but they stopped being our people a long time ago.” He walked back to his pot of stew and began stirring.  “Will there be enough targets outside the empire?”

      “Pickings will be slimmer, but there are unscrupulous traders everywhere.”  She wanted to say that it was just the government, not the people themselves, but they’d had that argument many times already.  She didn’t understand how he could cut himself off so completely, but for now it was convenient.

      With that taken care of, she gulped down the stew — she really was hungry — then let Jerry find a good place to put the bowl.  Now for the harder conversation.

      They found Esilray hauling an explosive round to the upper deck.

      “Everything alright?”

      “Routine check,” he said.  He stepped into the sunlight and put the round down, squatting so he could inspect every inch of it.  “Just because the enemy got blown away this time doesn’t mean we won’t need these eventually.”

      This conversation was going to be harder.  Tony just wanted to be left alone, but Esilray… it was a wonder he’d agreed to join up in the first place, considering he was only one of three black Mezazi on the ship.  His whole thing was not wanting to become a minority.

      “You can stop standing there deciding how to break the news,” he said. “I heard we’re leaving.”

      “You’re okay with it?”

      “The winds of change don’t blow us straight to our destination.”  His fingers fiddled with two brightly colored wires in a way that made Evyleen cringe.  She had to remind herself that not only was he skilled, but his power gave him extra leeway.  “I’ve come to terms with the idea.”

      “Most folks there won’t look like us.” She felt bad saying it in front of Jerry and Sally, but they already knew Esilray’s ideas, and she would rather clear the air now than let resentment grow.  “I know that’s a thing for you.”

      “This Empire hurts them almost as bad as it hurts us.  I’ll team up with them for a time.” He filled up a pocket of gunpowder from where it had leaked, and then reclosed that section of the round.  “In the end, we all just want our countries back.”
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        The Wisdom of Fading

      

      

      Elder Oraka paced the room, agitated beyond all good sense.  These past few days had been nothing but disturbances, and their island was quickly descending into the type of chaos found only in the ancient stories: people being late, heated arguments, occasional crying fits… someone even punched a wall!  And then there was his friend and mentor, who had said one thing and then did something different.  “I thought you said Toraburu had dangerous ideas…”

      “I did say that.  I believe it, too.”

      “Yet you voted for the Toraburu plan.  You’re going to give one of our best fishing boats to devils.”  One he’d worked hard on back in his youth, too.  It felt personal.

      “We have to protect the island.”

      “So you believe him?”

      “The crack is nothing.  Toraburu and Choro are the only ones who actually believe it will cause a problem, but the Toraburu plan solves many other problems.  You aren’t as far into your fading as I am, you haven’t seen the world as it is for very long, but trust me: if we let those devils stay here, there will be trouble.  They’ll be bad, like all devils, and cause much pain.  We have no defenses against them aside from staying hidden.  Or, worse, they’ll pretend to be good, and our people will be tricked into thinking that everyone else is good, that we can coexist.  Devils were fearsome a thousand years ago when we split, and they spend their lives thinking of new ways to hurt each other.  Our island would be destroyed.  The devils have to go back.”

      It made a certain sense, in a twisted way.  It was something the old thinkers from the books would have come up with, with their politics and scheming.  To think, children used to be plunged into this world as early as sixteen… “But sending Karugo and the others… what if they don’t return?”

      “I’d consider that a bonus.”
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        Luxury For All

      

      

      The hammer felt good in Freddy’s hands, much more familiar than the cutlass and compass he’d been forced to take up this past year.  There had always been things that needed fixing around the farm: the house, the barn, all his tools, and if he ever got bored he could go and drive in some new fenceposts.

      However, his comfort only stretched as far as the tool and the materials.  This boat was wildly different than any of the things he’d worked on at the farm, and it stuck out even among the ships he’d seen at sea.  “How do you know what changes to make?” he asked Jack.

      “Just because the design’s a thousand years out of date doesn’t mean it’s gonna follow different rules at sea.  Just keep afloat and everything will be fine.”

      Freddy tensed at the phrase ‘keep afloat’.  It wasn’t just the thought of drowning at sea in this ancient vessel and getting eaten by a cœurbrute…  ‘keep afloat’ was what he’d desperately tried to do for years, even to the point where he secretly gotten a second mortgage to pay off the first.

      “Don’t worry, buddy.  We get done with this, you’ll have enough mezgol to buy your farm back ten times over.”

      “They’re going to stick us back in jail if we don’t find Evyleen.”

      “You were in debtor’s prison.  Money makes you free, by definition.”

      “What about you?”

      “I know that rich people don’t get convicted.” Jack flourished his hammer like a gavel.  “And guess what I’ll be soon…”

      “You were already in jail.  I don’t think it works like that.”

      “Get your mind out of the dirt, boy!  You haven’t learned a single thing while sailing with Sam, have you?”

      “I learned that every single person on that ship, except for Guffy, got themselves arrested.”

      “Sam only got arrested after he became poor again.  The swordsmen are nobodies.  Ezra hangs out with animals all day.  Guffy’s an idiot.  And can you imagine Syldris chasing money?  She should, of course, but she’s too blind to see that money is the ultimate superpower.”

      That sounded dubious.  “What about invincibility?  That seems like it would be a pretty good power.  Especially if it came with anti-aging abil—”

      “Look, do you want your farm back or not?”

      “Well, yeah…”

      “Then help me out here.  We fix this ship, get it seaworthy.  We take some Timonite crystals with us for seed money, we use that seed money to bring in the miners.  We charge tariffs to the Knyn traders.  We buy off the judges — gotta have campaign money to get elected, right? — and then we’re home free.”

      That sounded pretty good, but they were far enough away from the central dampening crystals that he could have something approaching a properly worrying thought.  “What if they destroyed my farm?  What if they ask for twice what they paid for it and it’s a mess and nothing’s where I remember it?”

      “Then you could kill them.  Get your revenge.”

      “Isn’t that illegal?”

      “It’s only illegal if you get caught.  Hire an assassin.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Oh, you want the satisfaction of staring them down and killing their loved ones in front of them while they watch helplessly?  We can make that happen.  The kind of money we’ll get from this island can buy a lot of training.”

      He remembered watching Syldris, seeing how powerful she was.  Could that be him?  The calm invulnerability of Sink 'em Sam was forever out of his reach, but Syldris… that level of fearsomeness could be his.

      But that would mean killing someone.  He imagined himself holding a dagger to some banker’s throat, watching the blood leak into the earth, burying the body.

      He knew that if he was fully free of the suppression field, the mild queasiness he felt would be a sickening revulsion.  “Maybe I’ll just go with an assassin.  If I do it at all.  Isn’t buying it back cheaper?”

      “Then you’ll be rewarding the person who stole from you.  Those who can’t commit violence will always be destroyed by those who can.  The ability to commit violence is the ultimate superpower.”

      “Wait, I thought you said that money—”

      “Hush, someone’s coming.”

      

      ——

      

      “Splashing hurricanes,” cursed Jack.  The people walking down the hill towards them were not who he wanted to see.  “The geezers said we’d be meeting our crew today, but them?”

      It was the two kids they’d fought earlier.  The blonde-haired one skipped toward them unnervingly while the green-haired one lagged behind and wore a calm disturbing grin.

      Jack adjusted the sword in his belt so he could reach it more easily.  No danger here, not with these islanders and especially not from two teenage boys they’d already beaten soundly, but it was habit to get everything ready when a stranger approached.

      “At least we don’t have to worry about them taking over the ship,” said Freddy.  “Hey, we’ll be in charge this time!  You’ll be the Sam, I’ll be the Syldris.  They’ll be the underlings.”

      “I think you mean captain, first mate, and crew.”

      The first one bounced his way to their ship.  “I’m Karugo!” he said brightly.

      “I know,” replied Jack.

      “Are the other devils like you?  What’s your island like?  What’s your name?”

      Jack grimaced.  He’d have to deal with these two kids for a while, hopefully without hurting them, so it was best to smooth over rough first meetings and try to get friendly. “Call me Stylin’ Jack,” he replied.

      “What’s a stylin’?  Is that a type of island?”  Whatever his flaws, at least the kid didn’t seem bothered that they’d fought last time they met.

      “It describes me.  You can’t see it because my power’s suppressed, but—”

      “People put descriptions in front of their names?”

      “Yeah.  When you sail—”

      “I’m gonna call you Black Jack.  What should I be?”

      “I told you, I’m Stylin’ Jack.”  It would be hard to get through the trip without hurting this kid.  Jack shifted his goal to not hurting him before leaving the island.  “Why don’t we call you Green Bean?  Because you’re small and I don’t like you.”

      “But I’m one of the least green people here.”

      Jack gripped his hammer tight and brought it down on a rock to express his frustration.  The sound made Freddy and Hishano jump.  “I’m not dry enough to deal with a punk like you.”

      “I want to try that!” said Karugo.  The boy lunged to grab the hammer and Jack instinctively batted him away with a backhand to the face.

      So much for his goals.

      Karugo picked himself up off the ground and rubbed his jaw giddily. “You’re not like them at all!”  He went for the hammer again.

      Couldn’t the kid take a hint?  Jack pulled the hammer back threateningly.  “If you don’t stop I’ll give you worse.”

      “I can’t believe it!” The kid danced for joy. “I’m not the worst-behaved person anymore!”

      Freddy laid a shaking hand on Jack’s shoulder.  “Maybe we shouldn’t hit our new shipmates.”

      If it was a big enough deal that Freddy could work up the courage to call him out, then maybe he should stop.  If he wanted to lead this expedition, he needed to start acting like a captain.

      What would Sam do?  Sam would be calm.  Collected.  Fatherly.

      Jack could pull that off.

      “Is he your Hishano?” asked Karugo, pointing at Freddy.

      “What?”  The question caught him off guard, but he tried to put some element of captain in his tone.

      “The person who makes sure you don’t do bad things,” explained Karugo.

      Jack wasn’t sure how to respond, so he, in a very captainly manner, let his jaw drop while he stared as if the boy was an idiot.

      “Don’t worry,” said the other kid, “the Elders say you can’t help it.  You were born evil.”

      So the stare wasn’t working.  Sam had used it so effectively, made it look so effortless!  Captaining would be harder than he thought.

      “We’re not evil,” he objected in his most captainy voice.  “We’re aspiring citizens of the Mezazi Empire who sometimes do a bit of murdering and pillaging to make ends meet.”

      “It’s okay,” said Hishano.  “Everyone out there is bad.  That’s why we’re going with you.”

      “Speak for yourself about citizenship; I’d never fit in there.  All I want is enough cash to get my farm back… and maybe,” Freddy said with a grin, “have a lifetime of luxury.”

      “Is luxury your outsider word for peace and harmony?” asked Hishano.

      “Uh…. Sure.”

      “Then let’s do this,” said Hishano, showing his first hint of excitement.  “I want to bring luxury to the whole world.  Starting with you.”

      “Uh…”

      “You look like you need a lot more luxury than you have.”

      “I like this one,” said Freddy.  “He knows what’s important.”

      “Either of you know how to sail?” asked Jack.  As captain, he needed to know the strengths of his crew.

      Karugo and Hishano both shook their heads.

      “What about fishing? Fighting? Rowing? Navigation?”  Jack’s hopes for success sunk a little lower each time they shook their heads.  “You don’t know anything, do you?”

      “We’ve been to school,” said Hishano.

      Great.  That meant they’d sit around all day thinking that they were useful.

      ”Piss on the sea for luck,” Jack said dejectedly.  “We’re gonna need it.  Especially if you don’t let me get back to work.”

      He put on his soggy hat, slumped though it was, and gritted his teeth.  Forget being captain… right now the most important thing was getting this boat seaworthy.  A couple more hours of preparation and they might survive.
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        Sail Away

      

      

      The next day they set off early.

      The send-off was small, subdued.  It would not do to have the whole island know of the outside world.  Some might panic.  Others might want to sail away with them.  Saving the harmony of the world by disrupting it would be counter-productive.

      Their classmates would be told they’d gone to another part of the island to study for a specialized role.  Their families were told enough truth that they could cope.

      It would all work out.

      Still, it made Hishano sad to see his family standing at the docks, waving solemnly.  Father, mother, sister, brother… all accepting with sadness and grace that they would be one less for a time.

      “I’ll be back after I save the world,” he’d said.  “It shouldn’t take long.”

      

      ——

      

      Karugo’s mother was crying.

      Don’t focus on that.

      She’d only ever wanted what was most normal for her boy, an impossible wish that nonetheless came from a good place.  Despite all the scoldings she’d put him through, he wanted their last memories of each other to be happy.

      His father stood beside her, comforting her.

      Karugo waved, and she managed to look up for long enough to wave back and force a smile.

      Behind them stood Grandpa Toraburu.  He wore a strange expression: one of determination.  Gritting his teeth, flexing his muscles.  Wasn’t this his victory?  Wasn’t Karugo going off to be the hero his grandpa had always wanted him to be?

      Then he saw it happening, slowly at first, then all at once.  Toraburu’s parting gift to his grandson, one that was already scandalizing the Elders who saw it.

      His hair, standing on end in sharp, straight spikes.

      Turning golden.

      Glowing.

      

      ——

      

      Freddy whistled.  “He can do that, even with the suppression barrier?”  It only lasted a moment, but it was impressive to behold.  That sort of display would normally place someone in the top one percent, but to do it while your power was being suppressed… he couldn’t imagine the amount of pain the old guy was in.

      “Watch the bouncy kid,” said Jack.  “He’s that man’s grandson.”

      They might just have another bounty for the Mezazi.

      

      ——

      

      Ishū ignored the commotion some old glowing guy was causing on shore.  The doings of humans didn’t concern him.  His parents had died off years ago, he had no siblings, and he was too weird to have children.  He had eyes for only one creature: the thunderbeast.

      It somehow knew he was going, and the point from which he’d depart.  Maybe it had followed his scent.

      It sat on shore, many paces away from the humans, looking forlorn and lost.  It thumped its broad tail against the rocks, sending sparks flying and creating a sound that could be heard long past when they lost sight of the island.

      Eventually even that turned to a phantom of a sound, heard as a memory for minutes as it faded into the lapping of the water on their hull.

      “Goodbye, my only friend,” whispered Ishū.  He thought to himself that the beast would be happier without him, happier roaming free, but he knew in his heart that it was untrue.

      

      ——

      

      Karugo felt his excitement building the closer they got to the barrier.  It was difficult to see, but if he squinted he could at times detect a faint shimmer, a ripple in what should have been clear sky.

      Hishano and Ishū were on the lower deck, rowing as hard as they could.  Jack said it was to “get them experience while we’re in the easy waters”.  Freddy and Jack were up top, standing in the prow of the ship, seemingly even more excited than Karugo about where they were going.  Karugo was with them, but a little farther back.

      The shimmer grew closer and more frequent.

      Those at the front of the boat exited the barrier first.

      “Lot easier going out than going in,” remarked Jack.  His clothes popped up into a bizarre shape and he seemed to stand up straighter.

      Freddy let out a gasp.  “The stars are back… I didn’t think I’d miss them.”

      Next came Karugo.  A thrill swept through him, more intense than he’d ever experienced before.  They were going on an adventure!  The smell of salt and fish got sharper, the wind prickled his skin, and he felt the sense of power and terror that he’d only felt once before.  But now he knew it was coming, could prepare for it.  Could hold it back and release it at will.

      He raised his fist in the air and smiled as it became enveloped in beautiful, untamed, liberated fire.
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        Amazing New World

      

      

      Hishano pulled on his oar, trying to match time with Karugo’s strokes.  The boy’s hair had spiked to an even greater degree once they’d left the bubble of their island, and he’d become even more impulsive to match.  A rowing session with Karugo usually started with a couple minutes of frantic fast-paced strokes, so fast that the boat cut through wave after wave and jostled everyone both above and below deck, followed by an erratic off and on.  Hishano had to watch the other boy to see when to row, or else they’d turn and start going in circles.  In a way, the constant vigilance was even more tiring than it would have been if they’d kept a steady rhythm.

      “Are we there yet?” whined Karugo.  “I’m tired of rowing.  And of fish.”

      “It’s only been a day since we left,” said Hishano.

      A bundle of wet and raggedy brown leaves flew in down the stairs from above deck.  “Here’s some kelp,” said Freddy.  “You can eat it until fish sounds good again.”

      Karugo lay back and groaned, then yelled back at the men upstairs.  “Why don’t you guys take a turn rowing?  You’re the big strong sailors who’ve done this a hundred times before.”

      “I’m the navigator,” said Freddy.  “I’m not called Far-eye Freddy for nothing.  You don’t want me down there, distracted, where I might miss an island.”  Hishano knew that Freddy’s sight could cut through the ship’s sides, and he himself could concentrate on other things while rowing, but he figured Freddy must have a good reason for not taking a turn.

      “I make each stroke take us farther,” said Jack.  “Put me on the oars instead of running my power and things go slower, not faster, even if I’m twice as strong as you.”

      “I’ll take a turn,” said Ishū.  The man walked down the stairs and motioned Karugo out of the rowing seat.  Karugo rolled over and pretended to fall asleep immediately upon hitting the floor.

      Hishano understood.  He’d been rowing all day, with Karugo and Ishū taking turns (apparently his power let him heal from fatigue too), and now even he was starting to tire.

      Still, if rowing all day was what he needed to do to save his people, then he’d row all day.

      Whatever it took.

      

      ——

      

      Ishū let his body get into a rhythm, then went back to his animals.

      The break in his routine was uncomfortable at first, and he missed his thunderbeast, and his arms hurt from rowing, but the wonder of this world let him ignore every discomfort.  He could even ignore the fact that Jack and Freddy had stolen some of the sacred crystals; the Elders only harvested one every couple years, and it wasn’t like all the rules made sense anyways.

      Besides, there were so many animals out there that he could hardly think of anything else!

      The fish were kind of stupid, and anything he saw from their eyes was blurred and grainy.  They weren’t even that good for watching for predators, since they just stuck with their school and dodged when anything came really close.

      The birds were rare — they were in a windless area with no nearby land — but the ones that did come this way were sharp hunters, focused on any disturbances in the water that might signal food.  They were very different than the flocking creatures whose quick chatter had flooded his mind during that brief moment when the wall burst.

      The next animals he looked at were a colony of jelly-like creatures.  Individually, they were quite stupid and difficult to talk to, but if Ishū let himself sink into the mass as if they were one creature he discovered a mind that was cold, calculating, and utterly unconcerned with the well-being of individual members — only the whole.

      What are you called?

      You’re something new, it thought at him.  Most of your kind dismiss us before understanding.

      I’m Ishū.

      Yes, you are.  And the other parts of you?  What is your total-name?

      Other parts?

      The other units on your ship.

      You can see them?

      Yes, I am not blind…

      Ishū could tell that the mess of jellyfish was nearly a mile off, so either they had amazing eyesight or…

      Their brains are full of insufferable chatter.  Complaints.  Dreams they will never realize because they have no plan.  They cannot even speak back except through you; they are simply loops of nothingness firing into the void.

      So it could see into his thoughts?  It could see through his eyes, as he could see through the eyes of other creatures?

      I am hungry, but I can tell you are not food.  I would be truly desperate if I ate another intelligent being… we are so rare.  I will spare your other parts, stupid as they are, since they seem so important to your totality.  I hope we meet again.

      Wait!  I want to understand…

      Your kind make such a splashing, and your thoughts are so loud.  I will find you.

      Suddenly the creature was not reachable.  Ishū searched around for a while, hoping to detect a trace, but the mystery creature had simply disappeared from his awareness.  Instead, he felt a void.  A loneliness.

      He tried listening to the thoughts of his fellow humans, but he did not find them loud.  In fact, he couldn’t detect them at all. Whatever power the mystery creature had, it was similar to his own but far more versatile.

      He kept rowing while he puzzled over the conversation.  There were so many things about this world he didn’t yet understand!

      For hours he pulled the oars, keeping perfect time with Hishano.  They were a good team, although he did wonder where Hishano found the strength to keep going.  The boy wasn’t quite yet a man, and had not received the strenuous physical training given to field or construction specialists.

      Thoughts drifted, the afternoon passed, and eventually Ishū picked up another creature of interest.

      Dolphins!

      They jumped and played like nothing he’d ever seen before, racing each other and holding contests of all sorts: how many fish they could catch, how high they could spray water with their blowhole, how high they could jump, who could circle the boat the fastest.

      They were smart enough to detect him.

      Why are you stuck in the floating island?  Did the land-sharks catch you?

      So they weren’t quite smart enough to see through his eyes.  Certainly more intelligent than the fish or the birds, but not at his level… and not anywhere close to the mystery creature from before.

      I don’t know what a land-shark is, but I’m a human.

      Come to outside of the floating island.  We want to see what humans look like.

      Just a moment.

      He pulled his oar out of the water and laid it across the seat.  He didn’t technically have to do that, since there was a locking mechanism to keep it from falling out, but it did help decrease drag.  “I’m going up top,” he told Hishano.  “Need to take a break real quick.”

      “It’s okay,” said the boy.  “We’re in wind now.”

      “We are?  And we kept rowing?”

      “I want to save our people as fast as possible.  My parents probably miss me by now.”

      Ishū didn’t comment, just grunted and climbed the steep, narrow stairs to the top deck and waved.  He saw himself from one of the dolphin’s eyes, looking small against the mass of the boat.

      Here I am, he said. I’m waving.

      The dolphin jumped over the ship, splashing water on everyone up top.

      It’s a land-shark! said the dolphin.

      Are you a nice land-shark or a mean land-shark? asked another.  We love the floating islands, but the land-sharks can be dangerous.

      He is like the land-shark who took our minds three darks ago, warned a dolphin.  His presence feels similar.

      Yes, agreed another.  Land-sharks who can speak always say they are nice, but they take our minds when they feel like it.

      Take your mind?

      He speaks in ignorance, but that does not mean innocence.  We must disperse, before—

      MOLTFRYN! exclaimed one of the dolphins. Swim furiously away!  The moltfryn comes!

      What is a moltfryn? Ishū asked.

      Please do not take our minds, begged a dolphin.  We cannot hurt such a thing.  It will only bring death.

      It is a baby one, said another.  We are powerless, but perhaps you will survive.

      The dolphins fled, their minds’ signals getting fainter as they went.  The birds and fish stayed, one too high to get hurt and the other too stupid to care.  There was one more animal intelligence he could detect… and it was barreling straight toward them!

      “The moltfryn is coming!” he yelled.

      Everyone looked at him as if he was crazy.  “The what?”

      “The moltfryn.  You know, it’s a…” He’d heard the word, felt the dolphin’s fear, but didn’t know what it meant.  “Something really bad.”

      Jack raised his eyebrows and coughed in disbelief.

      Karugo put on a brave face.  “I’m not scared of a moltfryn… whatever that is.”

      Only Freddy seemed to heed his words, and that was because he was staring through the ship straight at the approaching presence.  The pirate pulled a sword from his belt.

      “Tides, wash us up some luck,” Freddy whispered.  “We’re gonna need it.”
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        Monster

      

      

      Ishū could feel the creature approaching at an alarming speed.

      Freddy grabbed his sword, held it in front of him, and began to tremble.

      “Cursed tides,” said Jack as he drew his own sword.  “What are we looking at, Freddy?”

      Who are you? Ishū asked it.  Why are you attacking us?

      There was no answer.  It came closer, and panic rose in Ishū’s chest.  He’d known that dying was a possibility when he accepted this mission, the Elders had patiently explained how someone could be cut down before their time of fading was complete, but he hadn’t thought that it would happen this soon! There were so many wonderful things in this world and he was going to die before seeing more of them?

      “It’s a c-c-cœurbrute!” stammered Freddy.

      Please don’t attack us.

      Still no answer from the beast.

      He dove into its mind and felt his own body collapse to the floor, heard Karugo yelling at him to get up, but he was fully enveloped by the madness of the moltfryn.  He hungered for wood, especially for the dry wood on top of the floating island.  Such a treat would make his long journey from the depths worthwhile, and the soggy wood on the bottom would fill his belly.  With this meal he would triple in size and sprout the five extra tentacles of early adulthood.

      A voice begged for release, wanted to get out of this body, but he ignored it.  He was frenzied, so close to his goal.  Only a few more strokes.  All six of his limbs beat at the same time, coming together behind his body to give himself a burst of speed.  So close… his limbs tingled with anticipation while the new voice within him screamed.

      

      ——

      

      Karugo flinched when the creature burst from the water.  Spray went everywhere, splattering all of them except Jack.  It was a huge purple six-limbed beast, each tentacle as long as a man was tall, and connecting them all was a bulbous head ringed with eyes.

      When it landed the entire boat shook, knocking Karugo to the deck and ripping the skin off his knees.  His first real fight, and he’d gotten injured without even touching the enemy!  Still, his heart pounded furiously and his muscles tensed in excitement.  He’d gotten hurt, but no one had rushed to reprimand him and fix his pain!  It was… wonderful.  And terrifying.

      Jack and Freddy had been prepared for impact and had kept their feet.  Ishū still lay on the ground, twitching.  For the first time in his life, Karugo felt scared for someone else… Ishū seemed as if he was caught in a bad dream, tormented by whatever was in his mind and helpless against whatever was around him.

      So Karugo would have to protect him.

      He enveloped his fist in fire and the worry left him, replaced by determination and a thrill that would have been unthinkable back on Tandoku Island.  He was going to protect Ishū, and he was going to feel awesome doing it.  He ran toward the creature, jumping over a limb, pulling back his fist, and going straight for one of the many eyes.  They were perfectly fist-sized, and eye-level with Karugo, as if they were made to receive his punch.

      A tentacle swatted him out of the way.

      Karugo hit the wood of the cabin and heard something crack.  Pain flooded his left shoulder and he barely hobbled back to his feet before dizziness and the shifting boat made him stumble and crash to the deck once more; he tried catching himself with his left arm, but that sent waves of pain through it, and he soon let it lie limply at his side.

      He got to his knees, balancing himself with his right arm, and then back to his feet.  His feet and his right arm were still good.  He could land a punch… if he could get past the tentacles.

      

      ——

      

      Freddy circled the cœurbrute, sword drawn.  He’d seen these before with his super, watched them from the safety of the ship, dreaded the day that one rose to devour their ship.  Still, nothing had prepared him for seeing the thing up close, for smelling it, for hearing the strange garbled clicking sound it made.

      It slapped down Karugo, leaving five tentacles free to torment everyone else on the ship.  That was one for him, one for Ishū, one for Hishano, and two for Jack… but Ishū lay uselessly on the floor, quivering, and the lazy idiot Hishano was somehow still sleeping.  So that was three tentacles for Jack and two for himself.

      He couldn’t even attack from behind, because there was no behind.  The creature had six eyes, each of which was placed halfway between a pair of tentacles.  They alternated being placed high and low on the body, so the creature could view every bit of the space around it.

      A tentacle snaked toward Freddy and he stuck the sharp edge of his sword out, ready to slice the tip should it go farther.  It feinted to the right of the blade, and Freddy pivoted to keep his sword blade separating himself from the tentacle… while another tentacle from the other side swung rapidly toward him.  He ducked, felt the rush of air over his head, smelled the stench of the depths.  It was like a blooming sea poison tree combined with salted fish.

      The swinging tentacle barely missed Freddy’s head, instead hitting the back of his sword and knocking it out of his hands.  It clattered to the deck.  He dove after it and the first tentacle smacked him on the back, knocking him to the floor and taking his breath away.

      He scrambled away, gasping for air and clutching his sword.

      

      ——

      

      Jack hacked at the beast, yet his stroke was deftly avoided.  The tentacle pulled back out of reach, scrunched up next to the face, lying flat with an eye on either side.

      He pushed forward to continue his attack, but saw the tentacles flying at him from either side and stepped back.  This thing had six tentacles.  Getting hurt while injuring only one of them was a bad deal, especially if the other people on this ship were as useless in battle as they seemed.

      Freddy might have learned the stars and memorized half the map, but he’d still never been in a real sea battle before, and the rest… the ‘fight’ they’d had on the shores of the island had hardly been worthy of the name.  Their only use was keeping the beast occupied until it figured out they were no threat.

      Then Jack would really be in trouble.

      Before that happened he had to figure out some way to strike this thing down.

      He had some throwing knives, his cutlass, and… that was it.  Against six tentacles.

      Somehow, he now had the beast’s full attention.  Three eyes focused in on him. What had happened to his distractions?

      He stepped back, slipped on a slime-covered patch of wood, and barely caught himself by slamming his sword point-first into the deck.  He got to his feet, yanked the sword back out, but before he could swing it again, a tentacle reached over and shoved him back into the railing.  It splintered from the force — any harder and Jack would have fallen backward into the big wet.

      They were all taken out.

      Every single one of them was injured or otherwise out of commission, and the beast hadn’t even taken a hit.

      

      ——

      

      The creature took a bite out of the deck and munched happily for a moment.  Was that what it had come here to do?  To eat their ship?

      Karugo watched in horror as it chewed and chewed, then took another chunk out of the deck.  While he stayed still he was safe.  Maybe it would get bored after a while.  Get full.  Go back to the ocean and leave them alone with a slightly busted ship.

      But it wasn’t to be.

      The beast headed toward Ishū.

      

      ——

      

      The source of the screaming in his head had finally made itself clear: it was the yellow-green creature sprawled upon his dinner.   He knew of these creatures that guarded each meal, and he’d expected the sharpened metal wielded by the black and white ones, but the tactics of these yellow-green ones were a surprise.

      Screaming into his mind as a defense strategy?  He would have stories to tell when he returned to the depths.

      But the novelty had worn off, and after he’d taken the edge off his hunger with those first few bites his priority became clear: kill the screamer.

      He moved toward the prone creature.  It wriggled like a worm, as disgusting as it was defenseless.

      The other yellow-green creature jumped in front of it.  Did that one not have an injured top-tentacle?  These guardians usually stopped fighting once one tentacle was destroyed, but this one was standing there, defiant.

      Fine.  He would destroy it completely.

      

      ——

      

      Hishano sprung awake from his much-needed nap.  His power could diminish fatigue, but it wasn’t a perfect substitute for rest.

      There was bumping up there, and somehow he and the makeshift bedding around him had gotten wet.

      What was Karugo up to this time?

      He heard a crash, then a scream.  Was that Karugo?  Hishano sprinted up the stairs and saw the rest of the crew strewn about, and Karugo in the grip of some enormous, wet, slimy tentacle monster.

      “Hey, you!” he screamed.  “Stop being mean to my friend!  Let’s be friends instead!”

      The thing turned towards him curiously.  It dropped Karugo!  It had worked!  Hurrah!

      “Be gentler setting him down next time!” said Hishano.

      Now it was coming up to thank Hishano for setting it straight!  It was so nice to save the world.  He had thought he’d be saving humans, but it was nice to save a creature too.  How many other creatures were there out here that he could save?

      Oh cool, the thing was giving him a hug around his leg with one of its tentacles!

      But it wasn’t a hug, Hishano realized belatedly.

      The creature pulled him up into the air then slammed him, repeatedly, against the deck.

      

      ——-

      

      Hishano bounced against the deck, barely getting enough time to catch his breath before being lifted and slammed down again.

      This was, by far, the worst hug he had ever received.

      But it got worse!  The creature got hold with another tentacle, this one wrapped around his arm, and started pulling the two limbs apart.  Ow!  His power kept healing the rips in his shoulder and hip joints, but the pressure kept on growing as the creature got increasingly frustrated.

      Could he save the world missing two limbs?  How would he contribute to the island if he was crippled?  He had to get out of this.

      He noticed movement at the edge of his vision.

      Fire.

      

      ——

      

      Karugo picked himself up, feeling every bit of damage that had been dealt to him.  In addition to his left shoulder, his shin was battered and turning blue, and his right ankle twinged with pain whenever he put weight on it.

      Didn’t matter.  That six-armed idiot fish was going to die.

      He set himself on fire, covering everything but his feet in flames.  Energy rose within him, a more subdued version of what had happened on the day the sky broke, and for a time he could ignore the pain in his body.

      It was time to destroy.

      Karugo ran at the monster.  Would the creature be brave enough to knock him away if he was on fire?  Two of its tentacles were distracted, so he ran toward that side.  Not only would it be easier to hit there, but his actions would probably make the thing drop Hishano.  No one knew what the limits of Hishano’s healing power were, but this was not the way to find out.

      He jumped over the one tentacle in his way, bounced off of it, and grabbed one of the pair that was ripping apart Hishano.  Steam rose, hot enough that it would burn any normal person.  He wrapped both arms and legs around the thing in a death grip, ignoring the pain from his injured limbs, and soon he could smell charred flesh.  A second tentacle slapped him, causing crushing pain everywhere it hit.  How long did he have to stay here until this tentacle was useless?  And there were five more of these?

      They just might die out here, before ever seeing the world’s other islands.

      The second tentacle smashed into him again, causing him to howl but not to let go.  He looked up and saw with satisfaction that Hishano was no longer being pulled apart violently, and the tip of the tentacle Karugo was holding onto was flailing uselessly.  He let go and dropped down… but then his right ankle collapsed and he fell onto his side.

      A sword sliced through the other tentacle that had held Hishano, and his fellow islander dropped to the ground.  He could see Jack’s grim face behind where the tentacle had once been.

      “Are you okay?” Hishano yelled at Karugo.  Then, at the monster: “Why are you so mean?!  You hurt my friend!”

      Hishano jumped up on the burned tentacle and got his mouth right next to the creature’s eye.  Perfect punching position.  But Hishano didn’t understand fighting, so instead of punching out the monster’s eye and tipping the battle in their favor, he yelled at the creature.  “WHY?!?!?”

      Three of the four remaining tentacles came at him.  Karugo was too broken to do anything useful.  Ishū still lay on the floor, spasming.

      Jack could fight, but after slicing through the tentacle he’d retreated and was being held off by one tentacle.

      Where was Freddy?

      Hishano backed up, showing at least enough intelligence to get away from the beast, but he was running out of room — he was almost to the railing that Jack had nearly knocked off the ship.

      Then it would be the beast against Jack.

      And then they’d all be dead.

      

      ——

      

      Freddy huddled below decks, clutching his sword, staring through the hole the cœurbrute had chewed through the deck and waiting for it to make a mistake.

      It was the first time he missed Sam’s government pirate crew.  They would have killed the sea monster, not screamed platitudes at it like that idiot Hishano.

      He waited, prepared, kept himself steady against the rocking of the waves; Jack had gotten shocked enough to release his power, so their boat tumbled about on the water like any other.  Freddy hoped he could get to the end of the battle without throwing up.

      The creature moved above, creating a shadow through the smaller slits between the floorboards — none, alas, that were big enough to stick a sword through with any force.

      Then it came.  His chance.

      The creature moved above the hole it had chewed in the deck and Freddy stabbed upward.

      There was no scream, no gasp, only a soft, hideous clicking sound and a deluge of indigo blood that poured down upon him as he pushed the sword upward and held on for dear life.

      

      ——

      

      Jack took advantage of the thing’s hesitation and lunged forward, lopping off another tentacle.  It tried to run but seemed stuck to one spot on the ground.

      He took off another tentacle.

      How did these beasts show fear?  He didn’t wait around to find out.  He strafed to the side of its body that had no usable tentacles left.  The burnt one flopped around desperately but could provide no defense as Jack stabbed deep into one of its unblinking eyes.  When he pulled his sword out he tried to avoid looking at the blade; he’d gotten used to human blood but even his stomach had limits.

      He stabbed it again, and again, until it stopped moving.

      He’d killed his first cœurbrute.
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        Aftermath

      

      

      Once the thing stopped twitching, Karugo could finally relax.

      “Relax” being relative; more like focus on how badly he was hurt, but it was better than trying to figure out how not to die.  The battle had been thrilling, but… ow.  Probably not worth the pain.  If it weren’t for the two outer devils, they would’ve all been killed.

      Hishano tended to Ishū.  The older man seemed as if he was just waking up from a bad dream, and the two of them went downstairs.  Neither was physically harmed — Ishū because he hadn’t been hit and Hishano because he’d healed so fast.

      Freddy was covered in blue moltfryn blood.  Somehow, Jack didn’t have a single drop on him.  The battle hadn’t been easy for them, but they’d handled themselves far better than any of the islanders would have.  Were they typical for people from outside the island?

      Jack leaned against a barrel and looked at Karugo.  “You did okay, kid.  You got potential.”

      Yes!  That battle had been worth all the pain!  “You think so?”

      “You’re not trained, that’s for sure, but you’re the type.  You’re fierce,” the man said with an approving grin.

      “Fierce… like a wild animal?”  Wasn’t being like an animal bad?

      “Yeah,” said Jack enthusiastically.  “You’ve got that hair, you’ve got the moves, and you’ve got the spirit.  You’re totally an animal.  Stick with us and in two years people will be singing your praises from one end of the sea to the other.”

      Karugo would have danced for joy if he thought his ankle could stand it.  Everything that people had always hated about him, this guy saw as good.  His recklessness, his anger, his hair… there was only one other person in the world who had ever praised him like this.

      “You remind me of my grandpa,” Karugo said admiringly.

      Jack groaned.  “If I wasn’t so tired I’d come over there and beat you until you took that back.”

      What?  Jack had just said that Karugo had potential and now he was threatening violence?  Karugo pulled his legs and arms into himself, trying to protect the parts that were already hurt.  He didn’t want them hit again.

      “Oh come on… you really are a sheltered lot, aren’t ya?  I’m not actually gonna hurt you.  I’m not Syldris.”

      Karugo opened up his posture again tentatively, keeping a wary eye on the pirate.  The two pirates, especially Jack, acted nothing like islanders, and that was refreshing.  It also made it hard to tell what they were trying to communicate, since they sometimes said the opposite of what they meant and then laughed.

      Still, they believed in him in a way that no one except his grandpa had ever done.

      “Will people really be singing my praises?” he asked timidly.  It was really too much to hope for, and he thought maybe they were playing one of their jokes on him.  At least he was used to how the islanders disliked him.  To be disliked in a new way… well, he’d get used to it.

      He held his breath.

      “If you play it right,” said Jack slowly.  “You gotta train.  You gotta get strong.  Follow me and one day every single person back on that island will wish they’d been nicer to you.”

      Karugo couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “You mean you’ll train me?”

      “You got it.”

      “Yeah!  Let’s train!”

      Jack raised his eyebrows.  “Okay, okay, we’ll do it in the morning.”

      What?  But Jack had just promised to train him.  What was he supposed to do until morning?  What if they got to an island and the pirates left without training him?

      Karugo walked awkwardly over toward the other man, favoring his good ankle and hoping that the talk of beatings was really just a joke.  “Why not now?”

      Jack groaned.  “I suppose stubbornness can be a virtue.”  He composed himself and put on a more accepting, less chagrined face.  “Look at your leg.  That ankle is swollen to the depths.  Do you really think you’re going to get much training done on that thing?  And your shoulder… that arm’s not gonna do much for months.  Only one-handed fighting for you.  The best thing for you right now is to heal… and then we can turn you into a vicious, well-respected killer later.”

      Karugo wanted to object, but he couldn’t think of any way to deny what Jack had said.

      He went downstairs to his bunk and lay down, still wearing clothes covered with blood and bits of charred moltfryn flesh, and almost immediately fell asleep.

      

      ——

      

      “I didn’t think they would smell that bad,” said Freddy.

      “That’s what surprised you?” asked Jack.

      “I watch them all the time.  I’m sure glad it was just a little one.  Barely a tenth the size of the biggest cœurbrute… although the big ones probably wouldn’t bother with a ship this small.”

      Jack shook his head.  “No wonder you’re always so scared.”

      They’d all gone to bed early the previous night, but now the three adults were cleaning the deck in the bright morning air.  Jack was cutting the beast’s flesh into manageable sizes, maybe to roast on sticks over Karugo’s arms.  Ishū was mopping up the deck, trying to get the blue stains out of the wood, and Freddy was attempting to reinforce their mast.  There were some wicked cracks in it from the battle, and a hard wind with full sails might just topple it.

      The two kids were still sleeping.  Even Sink 'em Sam would have a heart after a battle like that, letting the newcomers and the injured — in this case, the same two people — recover.

      Jack squinted. “You’re not shivering, or hiding, or doing any of the usual things… you okay?”

      “Once you’ve faced the worst,” Freddy said philosophically, “it’s hard to think about what more could go wrong.”

      But it was a lie.  As soon as he said it he used his power to peer through the ship, looking for things that could go sideways.  He saw the cracks in the wood from the battle, stretching all throughout the ship’s frame.  He saw the sharks that had been driven into a frenzy over the cœurbrute blood and were desperate to taste something more substantial.  Within thirty seconds Freddy was shivering from fear again.

      “There it is,” said Jack.  “There’s the Freddy I know.”

      Distract.  He needed to distract himself.  Or at least soothe one of his fears with information.  “Hey, Ishū,” said Freddy, “what did you call that thing?  A mold fern?”

      “A moltfryn,” said Ishū.

      “How exactly did you come up with that name?  Your island see those a lot?”

      “A dolphin told me.”  Apparently the man didn’t think this worthy of note, because he just kept mopping as if nothing had happened.

      “You talked to a… dolphin?”

      “In a manner of speaking.  They called us land-sharks, and they seemed scared of me in particular, but before we could really get going they swam away.  Didn’t want to be anywhere near the moltfryn.”

      “But… why?” Their old crewmate Ezra could probably talk to animals, but he never did.  Why would he waste time talking to his animal puppets when he could just take over their bodies and use them for whatever he needed?

      “Did you see the same sea monster I did?  If I were a dolphin I would have fled as well.”

      These Tandoku were just too naive.  This one had completely missed the point of the question; he probably hadn’t even thought of taking over an animal.

      Was this what Jack and the other pirates felt like when talking to Freddy?  It was frustrating, but the sense of superiority was nice.

      He considered his options.  On the one hand, having animal support would be great for getting to wherever they wished to go.  Ishū could go scouting as a bird, or take control of sharks to clear the way for them, or help turn the tide in a battle.  Maybe next time a cœurbrute came Ishū could control it and send it away — apparently talking to the thing didn’t work.

      On the other hand, if Ishū turned against them, and he very well might decide to — remote islanders often turned out to be bigoted nativists —  giving him those powers would make the trouble worse.

      Eventually Freddy decided to risk it.  With people this stupid it was easy to tell if they were planning something.

      “I want you to try something for me,” he said.  “I want you to try and take control of a bird.”

      “What?”

      “Take over its mind and be the bird for a while.”

      Ishū shuddered.

      Okay, maybe a bird wasn’t the best choice.  Didn’t Ezra say he hated being birds?  “Or a fish.  A fish would do just fine.”

      “No.” The man swiveled around his mop so that his back faced Freddy.

      “Oh come on.  Aren’t you curious?”

      Ishū’s knuckles were turning white on the mop handle, and he was just about driving it into the deck.  He spoke in a growl: “It is an abomination to steal someone’s consciousness.”

      Freddy sighed.  Jack would know how to manipulate Ishū into doing it.

      Below decks, he could see one of the boys was stirring, which was the perfect excuse to interrupt the awkwardness of the situation.  “One of your kids is awake,” he said.  “Better go check on him.”

      Ishū put down his mop and started sauntering down to the bunks.

      Jack coughed, motioned for Freddy to come closer.  He did.

      “People who want power but don’t have it are easy to control.” Jack spoke quietly, so as not to be heard by the greens.  “People who have it but don’t want more… they’re a nightmare.  Ishū’s not where we should be spending our time.”

      Freddy wanted to ask more, but they were interrupted by Karugo bounding up the stairs, smiling with an uncomfortable brightness and almost knocking over Ishū.

      He stood proudly, showing no sign of his injuries.  The mangled shoulder, the puffy ankle that Freddy had been sure was a break… all gone.  Not even bruising.

      That shouldn’t be possible.  The boy’s power was fire, and a person’s super was always connected to their power.

      There was no way he could heal that fast.  Not unless…

      “Let’s do it!” yelled Karugo.  “Make me a pirate!”
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        The Blade

      

      

      Karugo was going to train and it was going to be awesome.  He hopped out of bed, ecstatic to be pain-free, and sprinted up the stairs to the upper deck.  It was almost midday — wow, what a sleep!  Hishano was still sleeping… getting almost pulled apart must’ve been hard on him.

      His new pirate buddies were already up on deck.  That Jack, he knew how awesome Karugo was going to be.

      Karugo hadn’t realized it was possible to feel this good.  Sixteen years on the island and he’d only ever felt a dissatisfied haze, as if he was trapped in a cage that he couldn’t see, the bars made out of the bodies of the other Tandoku.  But now he could see infinite possibilities laid out ahead of him, a life of adventure and happiness and love.

      “Let’s do it!” he yelled at Jack.  “Make me a pirate!”

      Jack was cutting up yesterday’s enemy, the molt friend, and barely looked up.  Wait, was his new friend Jack going to ignore him too?  Maybe yesterday had just been a fluke.  Jack had said that they would train ‘tomorrow’, as if he was trying to put it off.  Was this one of the things where the pirates said one thing and meant another?  The Tandoku always told him ‘no’, and that hurt, but if someone said ‘yes’ but meant ‘no’ that would be even worse.

      “You want to train?” said Jack without looking up.

      “Yeah!” shouted Karugo.

      “Okay, I got your first piece of training for you.  You want to learn the blade?  Get a lot of practice cutting up this big thing.”  Jack spun his knife around so he was holding the blade between his fingers, then extended the handle out toward Karugo.  It wasn’t the sword he’d used last night, but it was a blade.

      Karugo approached gingerly.  He’d never held a blade before — they were only available to professionals who needed them — but he knew they were dangerous and he wanted to make sure he didn’t somehow cut himself or Jack while grabbing it.  He put both hands around the handle and held his breath as Jack let go.

      “Okay, let’s train!” said Karugo.

      “See how I was cutting the cœurbrute?” asked Jack.

      Karugo nodded enthusiastically.

      “I want you to do that.  That way you’ll get practice putting a knife through flesh.”

      Cool!  Karugo set to work, trying to saw a slice out of the creature’s tentacle.  He rubbed the blade rapidly but lightly back and forth along the outer skin, but soon realized that didn’t work.  He slowed his movements and applied pressure, and in a couple slices he was through the skin and into muscle.  Blue, oozing, stagnant blood escaped onto the deck, but aside from that and the rough outer skin, the tentacles were almost pure muscle.

      He got through an entire slice, then held it up and danced for joy.

      “I did it!” he yelled toward where Jack had been… but the man had changed positions, and was now lounging in the shade, hat lying over his face.  “Hey Jack, did I do this right?”

      Jack sat up and put his hat on the normal way.  “Sure did.  You’ll be a fine pirate someday.”  Then he lay back down.

      A fine pirate!  Karugo wasn’t entirely sure what a pirate was, but the word was still clearer to him than ‘hero’.  A pirate was someone like Jack and Freddy.  Strong, capable men who didn’t walk on eggshells around him or shun him.  Men who said he had potential for something besides trouble.  Pirates were people who were wild and free and helped others wherever they landed, just as Jack and Freddy were training Karugo and helping the Tandoku find the crystal thingy.

      “What’s our next training?” Karugo asked excitedly.

      “Keep cutting,” said Jack.  “Cut until that entire thing is in slices.  You need lots of practice with the blade.”

      That sounded an awful lot as if he was just doing Jack’s work for him… did the pirate only like him because he was useful?

      Then he would have to keep being useful.

      He cut through the tentacle, getting closer and closer to the thing’s bulbous body, learning more about blade angles and pressure as his target got wider.  The first half tentacle took him an entire hour to slice, but he got through the entire second tentacle in the same amount of time.  The third tentacle was the one that had been singed by his flaming body, and he noted the change in texture, adjusting his strokes to keep them even despite the change.  By then he was tired and sweaty, and he felt as if his cutting arm was going to fall off… but he kept cutting.

      Eventually Jack got up and started to gather the meat, salt it, and pack it in a box.  That took some time, but Jack salted and stuffed far faster than Karugo cut, so pretty soon Jack was caught up.

      “Want to have a turn?” Karugo asked.  He wouldn’t quit, but if he could just take a little break…

      “I think your left arm needs some training,” said Jack.  Then the pirate went to lie down in the shade again.

      Karugo switched the knife to his left hand and remembered how awkward the knife had felt at first… but this was even worse!  Now he knew what to do, but this hand started off clumsier than his right hand had been hours ago.  That gap made it frustrating… but he kept on.  He would learn.  He would be a pirate, and Jack would like him even more every day.

      Every once in a while Ishū came through his area and mopped up the fresh blood.  “You’re working hard,” Ishū remarked.

      “I’m going to be a pirate,” said Karugo.  “I’m going to sail around helping people, and they’re going to love me.”

      Ishū raised his eyebrows.  “Fish finally found his water.  To think, all this time we were trying to make you climb trees.”

      The sun began to set as Karugo finished up the last tentacle and started in on the head of the creature.  Strange, horrifying organs fell out, and he jumped back.  Jack laughed.  “Stab a man in the belly and that’s what you can expect.  Can’t be jumping back scared… only thing to be scared of is their sword.  Maybe next time we’ll get you something with bones in it, so you can learn how to work around those annoying little things.”

      “Yes!” agreed Karugo with as much energy as his exhausted body could muster.  Stabbing a man in the belly seemed a little extreme, but he was sure pirates only did that in emergencies, like when they met a very bad person.  Hadn’t the Elders said there were some very bad people out here?

      “Go to bed.  You’ll need energy for tomorrow.”

      That sounded like his mother, but somehow it wasn’t as annoying coming from Jack.  Probably because Jack was awesome and didn’t sound as annoyed when he said it.

      Karugo splashed himself with a bucket of sea water to get the worst of the blood off, then went downstairs to the bunks.

      Hishano was still sleeping.  Karugo held his hand an inch above the other boy’s mouth and was glad when he felt the gentle exhale.  Healing must really take it out of him.

      Karugo lay down in his own bunk and wriggled with joy.

      He was learning!  He would be useful!  And every day, as he proved himself and did their work for them, his new pirate friends would like him even more.

      Life had just gotten so much better.
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        Whatever It Takes

      

      

      It was the kind of night where Freddy could almost forget he was floating on a rickety wooden vessel over a miles-deep monster-filled chasm.

      But then there would be an unknown splash in the distance and he’d go into full alert, tightening his muscles and waiting for the creature to make its next move.  If there was a second one in that area, he’d use his super.  He’d investigate, give early warning if another cœurbrute came to devour them.  He would shout, rouse the green people from their early slumber, give everyone time to prepare.

      Then they would… hopefully not die.  If one of the larger cœurbrute came at them, they would probably die.

      “You’re jumpier than usual tonight,” said Jack.

      “I can’t wait to get back to dry land.  Permanently.”

      “You got the coordinates, right?”

      “Unless the stars moved while we were in that bubble.”

      “Good, because this is our only shot.  If we don’t get rich off of this, then either we live in hiding for the rest of our days or we’re right back on Sam’s ship, stuck there until we catch the uncatchable.”

      Freddy shivered.  With that much time on the ocean, what were the chances of them running into another cœurbrute?  Most sailors only saw one or two their entire lives, but most sailors stuck to the main currents and the well-worn paths through the Basin.  Chasing Evyleen, on the other hand, would lead them to places where few ships sailed, where the currents provided no protection against the terrifying creatures.  It was almost inevitable that they would run into another.  If they ran into an eleven-tentacled cœurbrute, how much of the ship would it eat before Sam and Syldris could defeat it?  Could Ezra chase it away, or would he flop on the deck like Ishū?

      “Have you thought more about what you’re going to do with your Timonite money?”

      “I don’t know… maybe get my farm back and live there peacefully.  Or make a home on Tandoku Island.  I kinda liked those people.”

      “No revenge?”

      “I don’t really know how to take revenge…”

      “With an innocence like that, I bet you’ll get your money stolen within a year.   Do you think anyone would try to take Syldris’s money, if she had any?”

      Freddy shivered in fear.  “I wouldn’t.”

      “Exactly.  If we want to get rich we need to get to land and play this smart, like a Knyn.  If we want to stay rich, well… we don’t have the vengeance fleet or a nation backing us, so we need to become like Syldris and generate our own fear.”

      Becoming like Syldris, becoming feared… no longer would anyone try to intimidate him, send police after him, take his land.  He would be the one on top.  But… was it possible for them?  “Our powers aren’t exactly top tier.”

      “A fearless man with weak powers and a knife can terrorize ninety-five percent of the population.  A paid-off local government protecting you can terrorize ninety-five percent of those remaining.  For the rest, you pay bodyguards.”

      Paying off the government? Paying bodyguards?  It sure was expensive being rich… but it was far better than a lifetime sailing forgotten waters on half rations with Syldris breathing down his neck.  He could develop fearlessness and pay off some people if it meant his troubles would be over.  “What do I need to do?”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” Jack leapt to his feet, pulled out two knives from his belt and tossed one to Freddy.

      Freddy scrambled back and let the knife fall to the deck in front of him.  “What’s the big idea?”

      “Good instincts… the first prerogative is to avoid danger.  Even better instincts would be to pick up the knife right after you jumped back, or to pull out one of your own.  You gotta be vicious.  Know what strikes kill, know what strikes cause pain… know, most importantly, how to make others aware that you know all this.  Pirates don’t actually kill that often… but that’s only because people are afraid of them.  Terror can cause one knife stroke to appear as a thousand in the minds of the herd.”

      “Wait, I thought we were going to be rich, not pirates!”

      “People obey the Mezazi because of their navy.  People don’t cheat Knyn because of the vengeance fleet.  All monetary power is backed up by physical power.  Never forget that.  You don’t want to be like Tandoku Island… nothing good ever comes from innocence.”

      Freddy picked up the knife.  He wanted this new life for himself.  It had felt good to be better than Ishū the other day.  He could never be like Sam, but he’d rather be like Syldris or Jack than like his old helpless self.  When chasing Evyleen, coming out on top with that crew had seemed like a distant dream, but here…

      No more fear, except in his enemies.

      “Show me.”

      

      ——

      

      Karugo woke early with his arms, figuratively, on fire.  If his arms had been literally on fire it wouldn’t have hurt so badly, since he had some sort of protection from that, but whatever he had now caused a burning sensation any time he moved.  The forearm muscles he’d used to grip the knife, the arm muscles he’d used to hold it steady, the muscles on his upper back he’d used to pull the knife back those hundreds of times… all of them screamed out in pain.

      He rolled over in bed and tested out each muscle in turn, morbidly curious.  A lifetime of sitting in a classroom and getting glared at had not prepared him for life as a pirate.

      Maybe he didn’t have to get up just yet.  He’d gotten up at midday yesterday and no one had said a thing, and it was just barely becoming light at the moment.  Then again, Hishano was already up, and he heard the enticing noise of work being done above deck.  He could just watch for part of today, until he was up to the task of training.

      Every movement hurt.  Even walking used a dozen muscles he hadn’t ever realized were involved.  As he climbed the stairs a surprise pain in his back flared up.  He grabbed the railing but that just created a new wave of pain in his arm and shoulder.  Karugo gritted his teeth and kept moving.

      Above deck, the sun was rising a deep red over the endless ocean.

      Jack glanced at him, a flicker of affection escaping the gruff exterior and making Karugo’s heart leap for joy.  “You ready for more training?”

      How had they ever called these wonderful people devils?

      Despite all the pains, despite his body and mind screaming for him to refuse, Karugo’s soul won out.

      “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Reluctance

      

      

      Ishū wasn’t used to so many people so close all the time.  It made thinking difficult.  Even when they weren’t talking they were always posturing and making movements.

      The animals, noisy though they could be, at least didn’t expect him to respond.

      He was wary of his newfound power after that incident with the moltfryn.  It was as if he’d gotten stuck in the thing’s head, trapped.  If it hadn’t died, would he have been able to escape?  Or would he have been stuck there forever, swimming the depths as a moltfryn until his own body shriveled away into nothing?

      Yesterday had been spent stewing on this horror, alone, paying no attention to either the humans or the animals around him… but that wasn’t a good long-term strategy.  His power was talking to animals, but what good was that if he refused out of fear?  Besides, the moltfryn might be able to eat his mind anyway, even if he tried to ignore the animals.  His only chance would be learning more about his power, learning to talk to even the most intelligent of creatures without getting lost.

      Maybe he could make friends with some of them, and then they’d protect him against the moltfryn.

      Depths no, said a voice in his head. We’re not risking our fins for a land-shark.

      Dolphins? Ishū cast about for the location and found a pod of eleven creatures where the voice was coming from.  And could they hear the thoughts in his head?

      Yes, your shielding is poor.  It is amusing.

      I disagree, said another dolphin. It’s loud and annoying.

      Sorry?

      Is dolphins your word for us?

      What do you call yourselves?

      Other creatures with intelligence call us the laughing folk.

      Ishū liked how that sounded.  It also made him feel better about talking to them.  How many more intelligent creatures are there in the world?

      You have many years and much intelligence, yet you are quite ignorant.  Why is that?

      I came from a land where no one could talk. It wasn’t literally true, but it felt like it.

      His lack of control is useful in one way, said a dolphin.  We know he’s not trying to take our minds like the other one.

      Yet when he gains control… such thoughts might change.  Land-sharks never thought of hurting us until one day they had fast metal spiny sharp-fish and then, suddenly, they did.

      I just want to not be destroyed by the moltfryn, said Ishū.  Losing myself was horrible.

      The others never thought like this, said a dolphin. If we teach him, he could be an ally.

      We’re still not defending you against a moltfryn.  We only die for fin-brothers.

      That was good enough.  Let’s do it.

      

      ——

      

      Jack leaned against the mast.

      Having the kid was amazing.  Everything from the fight was cleaned up, all the daily chores were done, and it was only noon.  The best part was that Karugo would do anything he could without complaint, even though it obviously pained him.  Do it enthusiastically, even, despite the grimace plastered across his face.

      He could get used to this.  Someone to serve him unquestioningly, doing anything that Jack asked, even if it hurt — especially if it hurt — made him feel a thrill of power.  Every time Karugo rushed off to do a chore he thanked Jack, in mannerisms if not always in words, and all it took was a smile and a bit of approval.  He could probably whip the boy and if he wrapped it in some shoddy reasoning about training it would just draw them closer.

      Jack smiled to himself.  It was easy street from here on out: gold enough to buy his own ship; his own fiery chore boy.

      “Good training today,” he said.  “Go get some rest.”

      Karugo was crestfallen.  “We’re done training?”  Every movement the boy made caused obvious discomfort — his muscles were soft from a life of being hidden away in that little undiscovered island — but he still showed determination to continue.  “Freddy’s still training.”

      Jack looked back at where Freddy was stabbing a barrel repeatedly.  It had little circles drawn on it to represent ‘neck’, ’stomach’, ‘femoral artery’, and other useful spots.

      He hated being told what to do, so he convinced himself it was his own idea to keep going.

      “Not quite.  That was, uh… part one of today’s training.” It would be useful to have his pet be dangerous, and he would be able to test his theory about causing pain.  Was this what it felt like to be Syldris?

      The difference was that, despite her protestations to the contrary, she caused pain without purpose. His had a use.  The pain he caused today would make both him and his pet feared across the sea.

      “You learned about cutting flesh yesterday.  What it feels like when your blade hits someone else.  Today we’re going to practice swinging that blade.”

      Karugo was almost comically excited, practically slobbering with anticipation.  The boy bounced up and down before muscle spasms made him cringe.

      Jack grabbed a wooden rod, about a foot long, and threw it to Karugo.  No clue why a fishing boat would have these, but he wasn’t complaining.  Karugo caught it, fumbled a little, then inspected it.  He tapped it against the ground a couple times, using a horrible grip.  Jack took a similar rod and swung it at Karugo, catching him in the head with a satisfying crack.

      Karugo looked hurt at first, a flash of betrayal, and it seemed as if he was about to cry.  But then it started happening, just as Jack expected.  The rationalizations going through Karugo’s head were ridiculously obvious to read.  The boy was like a puppy he could kick over and over, and it would just get more loyal each time.

      “If we were fighting for real you would be dead,” said Jack.  He put his free hand on Karugo’s shoulder and watched the boy melt.  This would be the final rationalization, the one that would stick.  “It might not be obvious like this every time, and sometimes you might not understand for years or even decades later… but everything I do is for your own good.”

      Karugo nodded, and this time he actually started to cry.  He threw his arms around Jack, and for a moment the pirate felt unsure.  The boy was his, mast to anchor, and now suddenly he had second thoughts?

      “Pirates don’t hug,” Jack said uneasily.

      Karugo released him, and Jack felt things right themselves in his mind.  Mostly.

      “Here’s how you hold your sword.” He could get in another whack and call it training, but somehow that now felt wrong.  Instead, he modeled the proper grip, taking the time to correct all the little mistakes that Karugo was making.  If his new pet dropped a sword in the middle of battle then it would be a waste of all this time that Jack was investing.

      Yes, he had to protect his investment.

      That was it.
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        Hard Lessons

      

      

      Hishano yawned.  He wanted to keep up with his studies, because that was what a good Tandoku student was supposed to do, but studying on the ship was difficult.

      He’d been able to borrow some of the books, but if he had a question then there was no one to ask.  Freddy and Jack wouldn’t know anything.  Ishū, though he seemed a responsible enough citizen, could hardly remember any of the lessons.  “It’s been so long,” he’d said.

      Hishano didn’t even consider Karugo as a possible source of help.  Perhaps he should pressure his classmate to join in on the studies, but Karugo seemed happier than he’d been in years, and Hishano didn’t want to interrupt that.  It wasn’t as if one or two study sessions would be enough to catch Karugo up to where he should be, and it was nice to see him feel some sort of joy.

      The challenges didn’t stop there.  The rocking of the boat wasn’t bad when Jack used his power, but it was almost too dark to read in the cabin, and it was almost too bright to read out on deck.

      Then the content itself… it made far less sense than it had before.  The histories made no mention of pirates, powers, or other islands.  In fact, they explicitly said that the Tandoku were the only people who had existed for a thousand years, that there were no other islands that hadn’t been sunk, and that sailing too far from the island would not only be pointless, but would lead to certain death.

      What else was a lie?

      When he returned, would he still be expected to learn and repeat this fake history?

      Yes, he decided quickly.  He would get the crystal and he would bring it back.  After that he would say whatever the Elders wanted him to say about history.  The people he cared about came first, and the truth a distant second.

      Still, he would need to learn the truth if he wanted to operate in the world outside, and if he didn’t get the crystal then no amount of repeating their fake history would make the Tandoku people safe.  He closed the book and decided there were, at the moment, better uses for his time.

      Hishano exited the cabin and blinked in the sunlight.  He followed a clacking sound and saw Karugo and Jack banging wooden sticks together.  The violence of the action made him blink, doubly so when Jack got past Karugo’s defenses and slammed his stick sidelong into Karugo’s stomach.  Karugo doubled over and Jack stepped back, twirling his stick.

      “What are you doing?” yelled Hishano at Jack.  Then at Karugo: “Are you okay?”

      Karugo looked up and smiled stupidly.  “Jack’s training me!”

      The boy was covered with bruises, and each movement brought obvious pain.  It was horrifying.  “He’s…” Hishano didn’t know the words to say.  He’d never seen bruises caused on purpose, and he’d never seen someone physically pushed to their limits.  “He’s being mean and he should stop.”

      “The next time a sea creature attacks, do you want to survive?” asked Jack. “Karugo does.”

      “You should train with us,” said Karugo.  “You need to get stronger.”

      Hishano looked at the bruises again.  He wasn’t afraid of getting hurt during training — his power took care of that — but he didn’t want to cause anyone else pain.  Still, there were things he could do.  “I’ll train on my own,” he told them.

      “Is everyone on your island this repressed?” Jack asked Karugo.

      “You have no idea…”

      Hishano moved across the ship and started doing calisthenics.  All Tandoku did light calisthenics for health, but if he increased the length of the routine, and added some other useful stuff to it, he figured he could get stronger.  If he was stronger he could block even more enemies and take even more damage before his friends got hurt.

      Pushups, pullups, crunches, crawls, carrying boxes back and forth… he worked himself to exhaustion on each exercise then lay on the deck, recovering, trying to ignore the tremor of worry that washed over him every time Karugo yelped.

      

      ——

      

      Hishano wasn’t tired.

      He’d slept two nights and an entire day, then taken a nap earlier that evening, and all of that had thrown off his sleeping rhythm.  He’d kept himself busy enough all day to not think about the moltfryn attack too much, but there was so much that didn’t make sense.

      He’d healed his wounds, and that made sense; his wounds were greater this time, and even though most of them had healed immediately it made sense he’d have to rest afterward.  What didn’t make sense was that Karugo’s wounds had healed as well, and Karugo had woken up a whole day earlier…  Did Karugo have two powers?  Or did everyone just heal faster out here?

      Of course, Hishano wasn’t complaining.  He’d been able to survive a moltfryn attack that would have ripped a normal person in half several times, and in two days he’d been completely healed.  Karugo had survived having several major bones broken (he’d been told).  On Tandoku Island the occasional minor injuries could take up to a week to heal, and what the tentacled creature had done to them had been much worse than those.

      If Karugo had a minor healing power in addition to his fire power, then Hishano was happy for him.  And if everyone healed faster out here, then that was even better, because there sure did seem to be a lot of danger.

      Hishano stepped carefully up the stairs, trying not to make any noise that would wake the others.  Just because he couldn’t sleep didn’t mean others shouldn’t.  The ambient sound of the sea made it easier for him to sneak around without bothering anyone else.

      Up top he could feel the gentle brush of a sea breeze and hear the splash of waves against the boat’s side; when they weren’t sailing Jack didn’t apply his water-repelling power to the ship and so they felt every little fluctuation of the sea.

      Voices.  He could hear voices talking, almost lost against the background of natural sound.

      He walked toward them, no longer taking special precautions, but not announcing himself either.

      The voices belonged to Jack and Freddy.  Why weren’t they in bed?

      “We did almost thirty miles south today, if the stars are accurate,” said Freddy.  “And they always are.  I don’t have the precise locations of all the island memorized, but we should be hitting Tarabrant pretty soon.”

      “Will they have somewhere we can sell the Timonite?”

      The Timonite?  That was what the pirates had called the sacred crystals.  Had they taken some?  The Elders would be so disappointed when they got back…

      “The city’s two hundred thousand,” said Freddy.

      “Pretty good for an island out here.  It might not fetch quite the price it would in a real city, but we should be able to get things started with this much money.  Either hire people ourselves through my pirate contacts or get a contract with CliffHaulers.”

      “I still think we should’ve gone north to sell it directly to the Knyn,” said Freddy.

      “You’d trust a Knyn?  Didn’t one put you in debtor’s prison?”

      “They know everything has a price.  If we can get a precise enough contract, we should be able to keep them honest.  Collect a percentage while they do all the work.  Didn’t you say pirates and corporations would cheat the powerless any chance they got?  If they find out about our status before we have cold hard cash and a personal bodyguard, then it’s back to chasing Evyleen for us.”

      Hishano didn’t understand everything they were saying, but it sounded as if they thought pirates were bad.  Did that mean Jack and Freddy were bad, since they were pirates?  He’d never met a bad person before and didn’t know what they looked like.

      Jack and Freddy had to be good, Hishano decided.  They were helping to find the Adiamite crystal and save Tandoku Island.  They’d even memorized the location to help with the return trip, even though they’d only promised to help them sail on the trip out.

      “What if we got stuck up there?” asked Jack.  “You know it’s hard for me to stay so far north.  Besides, we’ve chosen our route.  Our guests might put up a fuss if we make a sudden reversal… especially if we have to cross more patches without winds.”

      “Those doormats?” said Freddy derisively.  “They’re worse than I was — it’s not that they’re scared, but I don’t think it’ll even occur to them to stand up for themselves.   And if they do, which is unlikely, why not toss them overboard and be done with it?”

      Hishano was confused.  A doormat was something you stepped on before entering a house.  Why would they be called doormats?  Were the pirates going to wipe dirt on them?  Or was it because the pirates found them helpful?  Doormats were very helpful.  Or… no, the pirates were going to throw them overboard!  Surely he’d misheard.  Not even Karugo, wild as he was, would purposefully cause someone else harm.

      Then again, Karugo had looked pretty harmed earlier that day after training.  Maybe throwing overboard was part of the weird school program Jack had created.

      “And lose the fire boy?” asked Jack.

      “Not him, of course,” said Freddy.  “The Mezazi will pay us well for such a discovery, especially if we can get him in fighting shape by the time we arrive.  That money will tide us over until we can harvest the rest of the Timonite crystals.”

      They still wanted to harvest the sacred crystals?

      “I may keep him,” mused Jack. “We’ll have plenty of gold, and he’s practically my pet by now.”

      “You like the kid.”

      “What of it?”

      “If you get soft, who’s going to teach me?”

      “Relax.  We’re still going to sell that island, and I’ll still kill anyone who gets in the way.”

      Killing?  Jack would kill a person?  And whatever selling was, it didn’t sound good.

      Maybe what the Elders said was true.  These outsiders were devils.  If the wall fell, if the island was discovered, then others like them would come and do a bunch of mean things to people he cared about.

      Maybe it was a misunderstanding.  Hishano hoped it was.  He stepped boldly onto the main section of the deck.  “What do you mean ‘sell the island’?” he asked the pirates.  “Is that something that will hurt my people?”

      Freddy jumped up from where he was sitting, then looked behind him and saw Hishano.  “Turn my back for a second…” he complained.

      Jack got up and cracked his knuckles.  “Should’ve stayed in bed, kid.  You’re about to have a horrible accident.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Pirates Gonna Pirate

      

      

      Hishano backed away from Jack and Freddy, nervously stepping farther away until he ran into a cabin wall.  The two pirates posted on either side of him so he couldn’t run off.

      “Now, hold on a second,” said Freddy. “What if the crystals we sell aren’t enough to get set up?  If you’re not going to sell the fire boy, then we should sell this one.  His power is pretty rare.  No telling what price a self-healer this good could fetch on the markets.”

      “What would they do with him?” asked Jack.  “He’s dumb as a rock and about as useful as a punching bag.  Too scared to even train with swords.”

      “Mining.  Search and rescue.  There’s all sorts of jobs that use his power but don’t require him to be violent.”

      “You’re probably right,” admitted Jack.

      “There’s other benefits too.  His skin color would make it hard for him to run away, and then his super… if it is what I think it is, then he’s even more rare than we thought.  He could fetch quite a fortune.”

      Jack considered this for a moment, then frowned.  “What will Karugo think?”

      Freddy whined piteously.  “This is our chance!  If you want to keep him, whatever, but his feelings aren’t worth going back to jail over.  And who’s to say he’ll complain?  It’s not like those islanders did anything other than shun him.”

      “I protected him,” said Hishano grimly.  Both of the pirates blinked, as if they’d almost forgotten he could talk.  “I’ll keep on protecting him.  But that doesn’t mean I have to hurt you.  Why do you want to take our crystals?  If you don’t have enough to eat then we can help you.  We haven’t let someone starve for centur—”

      Jack punched Hishano.  The shock of it was greater than the pain.  Why would anyone do that?  “Are you really that stupid?” asked Jack.  “You think we do this because we’re hungry?”

      “Then why?”

      “All these Tandoku are soft,” said Freddy, an exaggerated contempt coloring his voice that Hishano hadn’t noticed before.  “I bet they won’t even put up a fight.  Not that they could win against any random Mezazi ship if they tried.”

      “We’re going to protect our land and our people,” said Hishano.  “Whether it’s against you or against the Mezazi.  We always do what’s right, and that’s what keeps us protected.”  He found himself doubting even as he said it.  Doubt was a new thing for him and he didn’t like it much at all.

      Jack laughed, making Hishano doubt himself even more.  “Oh yeah?  If you’re so protective of your homeland… punch me.  Here, maybe you don’t know what a punch is.  I’ll show you.  You curl up your hand into a fist, and then you slam it into someone else.” Jack pantomimed the motion, twisting his hips and turning his body as he moved his fist forward, slowly so that Hishano could see every detail.  “Not so hard, right?  Now do it.  Hit me.”

      Hishano balled up his hand and found his whole body tensing.  He pulled back his arm, visualizing with horror the moment of impact.  Then he threw his arm forward… and stopped before he hit the pirate.  He wouldn’t solve this with violence.  Violence was never acceptable.  It had been that way for centuries.

      Jack and Freddy both laughed.  “You’re right, Freddy.  He folds like wet paper.”  Jack curled his lip into a sneer.  “And you know how much I hate wet paper.”

      “Maybe we should take the island ourselves.”  Freddy kicked Hishano’s legs out from under him, sending him sprawling, then grabbed him by the hair.  The pirate’s face bore the joyous surprise of a child first learning that he could crawl.  “This is like candy from a baby.”

      Hishano’s heart slammed in his chest.  If he didn’t do anything, they would hurt him and Karugo and Ishū, and then take over Tandoku Island.  But if he did something, if he tried to hurt them… the very thought of it made him sick.

      “I bet we could do it with just us,” said Jack.  “Maybe even get Karugo to help.”

      No.  None of the islanders would fight back, especially against one of their own.  They didn’t even know how — the only violence they’d committed for thousands of years was against stalks of grain and the occasional grazing animal.

      “You think so?” asked Freddy.

      “As long as we take down that stupid shield before it starts messing with our heads,” said Jack.  “I don’t want to be that emotionally crippled — or that damp — ever again.”

      He had to do it.  He was willing to hurt his body to protect those he loved.  It would hurt his mind to do this, but it was better than seeing everyone else die.  He curled his fist up into a ball.

      “Should we kill 'em all?” asked Freddy. “Or should we make them slaves?”

      “Let’s do it like the Mezazi,” said Jack.  “It’s slower, and not as fun, but they work harder when they don’t know they’re slaves.  Some of them will even thank us.“

      Hishano stood up, hair slipping from Freddy’s loose grasp.

      “Well, going to try again, are we?”

      He bit his own lip in nervousness, then slammed his fist into Jack’s side.  His knuckles crunched in on themselves and his thumb broke.

      Jack laughed and backhanded him, sending him flying across the ship and crashing into a box.  Hishano felt a rib break.  “Guess he worked up the courage,” said Jack.  “Too bad he refused my combat training.”

      Hishano picked himself up from the splintered box, healing everything quickly and trying to shrug off the pain.  Each injury still stung after healing; not as badly as if he couldn’t heal, but enough to make him dread the next hit.

      “You’re not going to win,” said Hishano with grim determination.  “You’re bad, you’re the worst bad guys in history, and bad guys never win.”  At least, that was what Tandoku history taught.

      “The worst bad guys in history?” Freddy giggled.  “He thinks flattery will save him.”

      “This is your time,” said Jack.  “Keep going.  See how it feels to be the Syldris.”

      Freddy hesitated, then stepped up to Hishano.  He knocked the boy’s punch out of the way, kicked him in the groin, then grabbed his hair and slammed him face first into the deck.  He laughed nervously.  “I could get used to this.”

      “I knew you’d like it.”

      There was less to heal this time, but the pain echo was somehow greater.  Hishano struggled to pick himself up and was stopped by a boot on his back.

      “You know, search and rescue could be a waste of his talents.  Even if I’m wrong about his super, he could be a high-class punching bag for training elite soldiers.  After all, punching bags don’t struggle.  I say we tie him up and throw him in some compartment until we reach landfall.  Fire boy never needs to know.”

      Hishano struggled harder against the boot, to no avail.  Freddy sighed and lifted his foot… but only so he could kick Hishano across the face.  Hishano was halfway up and so his entire body spun, and he ended up on his back.

      Freddy giggled.  “It’s so easy!  You gotta teach me to fight, so I can do this to everyone.”

      The best move was continuing the roll.  That let Hishano get on his hands and knees and then scramble, stumbling, to his feet.

      Freddy caught him in the knee.  There was a snap and a searing pain and Hishano tumbled to the ground.  He felt his knee healing even as he fell, but this one would take some time.  He instinctively knew he’d be without that knee for at least five seconds, and he’d be feeling the pain for at least a minute.

      Was his healing getting slower?

      Freddy stomped on his stomach gleefully.

      Jack laughed.  “I knew you had it in you, hiding under that layer of fear.  Doesn’t it feel good to be yourself?”

      Hishano caught Freddy’s leg on one of the down strokes, and when Freddy tried to pull up he couldn’t get it raised.

      “You sea-blasted animal!” hissed Freddy.  “Don’t interfere with your own beating!  You’re the Freddy now!”

      The pirate bent down and peeled one of Hishano’s arms off his leg.  Then he flipped the boy over and got him in a headlock, with one knee on his spine, and yanked upwards.  Sharp pain surged between where the knee was crushing him and where the life was being choked out of him.  Each attempted breath brought more pain against his throat, and every time he struggled it made the pain in his back worsen.  His body was being broken as fast as he could heal it.

      “If you won’t cooperate and be a good little punching bag, then things will go worse,” Freddy whispered.  “Don’t think you can stop it.”

      His vision blurred, but he could still see in front of him… and there, peeking out from behind the cabin, was Karugo.  Terrified, unsure.

      Doing nothing.
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        Loyalties

      

      

      Karugo huddled in the shadows, watching his classmate of fifteen years be beaten to a pulp.

      The classmate who had always been the most trouble, the one who had interfered with his plans with the greatest enthusiasm.  All of the islanders wished that Karugo was more normal, but Hishano was the most active in making it so.

      Beating Hishano were two pirates who had showered Karugo with affection.  Who were teaching him how to fight with swords, how to be a pirate.  An adventurer.  They said within two years he’d be a captain.  He didn’t know what a captain was, but it sounded important.

      Maybe Jack was helping Freddy train Hishano.  Surely that was it.

      If it was anything else, then there was nothing he could do.  His entire body was a wreck from the training, and even at his freshest he hadn’t been able to touch Jack while practicing swords.  He would have no chance.

      It had to be that they were helping.

      Jack was good.  Jack liked him, so Jack was good.

      Hishano’s neck was wrapped tightly in Freddy’s arm, his head and spine wrenched back nearly to the breaking point.  It looked as if he was trying to scream, but nothing came out.

      Their eyes met.

      This was no training.

      But there had to be a reason.  It wouldn’t be right to interfere with his new friends.  What if they stopped liking him?

      Then again, what if Hishano died?

      If he interfered, they might both die.  And then Jack would stop training him.

      That was when he saw the expression on Freddy’s face.  He’d seen a shadow of it before in every classmate who mocked him.  In every adult who’d shunned him just because he was different.  But this was the first time he’d seen it raw, unrepressed.

      Freddy’s face was alight with evil.

      Surely Jack wouldn’t... surely he... and yet the look was there. Tempered, perhaps, with whatever bond they’d formed that afternoon, but undeniably present all the same.

      “Hey Jack,” said Freddy.  “Your little friend is here.”

      Jack flinched.  “Karugo!” he said.  “You should be sleeping!  And Freddy, that’s enough training…”

      Freddy looked confused for a second, then let off whatever he was doing to Hishano.  His arm, however, stayed wrapped around the boy’s throat, and no sound came out.  Hishano looked at him with pleading eyes.  What was he trying to say?

      “Your friend was confused and violent,” said Jack.  “He was a danger to himself, trying to jump off the ship.  Isn’t that right, Freddy?”

      Karugo saw the broken boxes, saw the pain in Hishano’s face.  Wasn’t Hishano immune to pain?

      “Yeah, that’s right,” said Freddy, once again sure of himself, his eyes gleaming with a twisted giddiness.  “I’ll keep him safe and protected while you two talk.”

      Hishano struggled, gasping for breath, and Karugo knew what he needed to do.

      “I was so scared,” he said, letting the appropriate parts of what he was feeling come through.  “I thought you guys were hurting him, but you were helping him.”

      He ran to Jack and wrapped his arms around him and pretended to weep.  The man tensed.  “Pirates don’t hug.”

      That confirmed it.

      Whatever Jack felt for him, it wasn’t affection.  It wasn’t love.  The pirate had put on a show of being like Grandpa Toraburu, and he’d copied certain aspects well enough, but it wasn’t real.

      Jack had forgotten one thing, one thing that he could never have known without understanding Tandoku Island, without living in Karugo’s shoes for years.  Something Karugo had dared to disbelieve, if only for a few wonderful days.

      No one, outside of family, would ever love Karugo.

      “That’s right, pirates don’t hug,” said Karugo as he lit his entire body on fire. “Pirates hurt.  Pirates lie.”

      Jack’s extra-dry clothes immediately caught fire.  The man jumped back and screamed as the flames licked his flesh.  He slapped at his burning skin uselessly, then started rolling on the deck to put out the flames.

      “You’re a pirate, and you lied to me.”  Karugo felt the anger flow through him, stronger than the island’s shield would have ever allowed.

      “You tricked me!” screamed Jack as he rolled on the deck.

      “That’s right, I did.” Karugo kicked his former mentor with a flaming foot.  “Am I a pirate now?”

      

      ——

      

      Hishano struggled, making Freddy fight for every inch that they moved.  He didn’t know where they were going, but it wasn’t good.  He clawed at the pirate’s hand, bit at anything that came within reach, kicked his shins and tried to trip him as best he could.

      “You’re fighting so much better now, now that your friend’s involved,” whispered Freddy.  “Isn’t that something?  A wasted friendship.  Maybe he’ll boil the ocean looking for you… but I doubt it.”

      They were going to kill him, or sell him, or throw him overboard… and turn Karugo into a devil like them.

      Freddy tried an armlock and Hishano broke his own arm to escape.  Healing was definitely slower now, but he had to stay alive.  Healing would do no good if he drowned, and if he didn’t get Freddy off him then Karugo would suffer.

      Flames appeared at the edge of his vision, making Freddy curse.

      “Stay here,” said Freddy.  He released the grip around Hishano’s throat, finally allowing the desperate scream that had been building for so long.  He had to let Karugo know that these people were bad.

      The pirate was much more formidable when he had two hands to work with.  He pulled out his sword, then drove it straight through Hishano’s stomach and into the bulkhead.

      Hishano’s scream stopped, cut off.  Short choking puffs of air were all he could manage.

      Tears flowed down his face from the pain.

      He grabbed the blade and tried to pull it out, but that only cut and bloodied his hands.  He tried grabbing the hilt, moving himself up the blade to where it was thicker.  The cut in his stomach widened.  He pushed on the hilt, trying to dislodge it from the wall, but it was stuck.  Freddy was so much stronger than him that he had no chance.

      He could only wait, and weep, and bleed.
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        Desperate Measures

      

      

      A fist hit Karugo in the back of the head, knocking him to the ground.

      He felt the wood and instinctively turned off his flames.  They were lucky that Jack’s rolling hadn’t done anything worse than char part of the deck, especially given how dry Jack’s power kept the ship.

      Karugo rolled onto his back so he could see his opponents.

      Freddy licked his fist where it had gone through the fire and smiled.  “Turning off your protection.  How nice of you.”  Karugo got a kick in the stomach.

      He tried to wriggle away backward, but a trained pirate on his feet could keep up with one terrified boy on the ground.  Karugo kicked, lighting his foot as he did so, and that was the only thing that worked to keep Freddy at bay.  He held the foot up, tired muscles fighting gravity, a warning flame that kept the rest of him safe.

      Freddy stared at the fire and reached for his sword… but it was missing.  So he pulled out a dagger and began working up the courage to stab through the flames.

      Jack had put out his own flames and stood up, a horrifying figure of ragged clothes, burned flesh, and seething resentment.

      “I trained you!” yelled Jack.  “I trained you, and you betrayed me!  You dirty rat!  You rot-infested board!  You were wasting away on that island, crushed by their oppressive systems, and I rescued you!  I saw what they couldn’t!  And this is how you repay me?”

      The man spread his arms to show the worst of the burns, the ones where Karugo had been gripping him.

      Then the anger cooled, the fire in Jack’s eyes changing to the glint of something… Karugo couldn’t quite tell.  There was a hint of what he’d always seen from Grandpa Toraburu, but it was obscured by the look of cunning evil he’d seen earlier.

      “I shouldn’t do this,” said Jack, “but I’m giving you a second chance.”

      The pirate grabbed his sword and flinched away, dropping it.  It was still hot from the flames.  His knife was the same.  Jack stomped to Karugo’s side, so he was looking down on the boy.

      Karugo knew he couldn’t fend them both off for long.  Even just against Freddy the fight was hopeless.

      “What…” He couldn’t believe he was saying this.  “What do I need to do?”

      He needed to survive.  No use both of them getting killed.  And even if it wasn’t love… it was something.

      Jack forced a laugh.  “I knew you’d come around.  You’re going to be so incredibly powerful once we’re through with you.  Freddy, what do you think he should do to prove himself?”

      Freddy stepped back but still eyed Karugo’s leg warily.  “Our punching bag is still on board.  Maybe have him take a couple rounds on that.”

      “I like it.  Poetic.  Make him hurt that islander more than he hurt me.” Jack grinned evilly, the sliver of compassion disappearing from his expression.  “Make him kill his old life.”

      He’d have to kill Hishano?  As annoying as his classmate was, he didn’t want to hurt the boy… then again, if he did nothing then the pirates would kill them both.

      What option did he have?

      That was when a bloody sword slammed into Freddy’s arm.  The stroke was wild and shockingly unskilled, even to Karugo’s eyes, but it still caused Freddy to recoil and blood to flow profusely from the wound.

      As Freddy stepped back, Karugo saw the assailant.

      Hishano.

      Shaking violently, his stomach literally sliced in half, his left hand clamping his shirt in order to hold the left side of his body together.  Sword in his right hand, bloody fingers wrapped around the wrong part of the handle.

      He growled and his hair stood on end.

      “Don’t you dare touch my friends.”

      Karugo couldn’t make sense of it.  Hishano, who had tormented him ever since learning to walk, was literally falling apart and risking his life in order to help.

      And calling him friend.

      Jack laughed, a laugh that Karugo could now recognize as derision.  “Look at you.  You can barely stand.  You’re about to drop your sword.  You’re basically cut in half, and even with your power you’re going to pass out from blood loss.  I’ve been a pirate for decades. I’ve killed so many men I’ve lost count.  What exactly do you think you can do?”

      Hishano gritted his teeth.  “I’ve protected Karugo my entire life.” His left hand was slick with blood.  “I’m not going to stop now.”

      Protection?  Hishano had done all of that annoying stuff to protect Karugo?

      If Hishano could still fight, then so could Karugo.  He stood up, lit his fist on fire, and slugged a surprised Jack.

      Jack recovered quickly.  “You’re dead now.”  He dodged a shaky sword slash from Hishano and grabbed Karugo by the shirt, slamming the boy effortlessly into the deck.  At the last moment Karugo thought to turn on the fire where he was being grabbed, but it only slightly singed Jack’s fingers.  He had to turn the fire off before he hit the boards.

      Freddy was nursing his arm, but still found time to stab Hishano in the sword arm.

      The sword clattered to the deck.

      The difference in skill was just too great.

      “Why do you prolong the inevitable?” crowed Freddy.  “I’m not complaining, this is fun, but I just don’t understand… you could have been eaten by a shark by now.  Dead.  Comfortable.”

      “Life isn’t about comfort,” said Hishano.  “It’s about doing what’s right.  No matter what.”

      “That kind of thinking is why you’re going to die.”

      A new voice roared at them from across the ship.  Ishū.  “Set it on fire!”

      What?

      “Set the ship on fire and jump!” yelled Ishū.  “It’s our only hope!”

      Jack’s eyes widened in fear. That was how Karugo knew it was a good idea.  Maybe their expedition would all die, but these lying pirates would die as well.  Karugo turned his flames on full blast, even where he touched the ship’s dry boards.

      “What are you doing?” yelled Freddy, suddenly distracted from killing Hishano.  “We’re fifty miles from land!  We’re going to drown!”

      The fire spread outward from Karugo.  Flames billowed from him and licked the floor.

      This was his power.  This was what the island had suppressed.

      He stalked toward Jack, who stepped back unsteadily.  The pirate released his power and the ship was hit suddenly with a wave, an unexpected rocking that made almost everyone stumble.

      “You’ll burn down your entire ship, just to kill an enemy?” Jack asked, almost wistfully.  “You would have been feared through the entire ocean.”

      Ishū dashed in and swept up Hishano in his arms, running for the railing.  “Come on, Karugo!  Jump overboard!”

      Karugo ignored him and stepped toward Jack.  His hair pulled upwards, whipping violently as if in a strong wind, and his flames expanded until he could see nothing but fire.
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        Death and Taxes

      

      

      Guffy was sad to see all of his friends so dejected.  It was a fuddlemuffins kind of day.

      “I’m sick of fish,” complained Ezra.  “Eating them, controlling them… you know that fishy taste? It’s even stronger when you’re in their head.”

      Syldris pulled spikes out of her skin and tossed them like throwing knives, each one spinning through the air then thudding into the wall exactly where she’d aimed it.  Growing along the wall, spike by spike, was a smiley face — fangs and eyes complete, with the outside circle less than half finished.  The left horn was there, and she was just now getting down to the left jaw line.

      They’d been looking for Far-eye Freddy and Stylin’ Jack for almost four days.  Without Freddy’s ability to see into the distance and Jack’s ability to repel water they moved more slowly and haphazardly.

      Sink 'em Sam paced the deck, deep in the decision-making process.  Everyone knew not to bother him at times like these.  The burden of leadership!  Guffy thought Sam was so brave to bear all the decision-making for everyone.

      Eventually the captain frowned and sighed.  “I guess they’re not really Odvalan if they’re from the islands,” he muttered to himself.

      “Everyone!” he yelled out, and waited for the crew to come to attention.  Most looked over fairly quickly, but Syldris threw one more spike before turning to Sam.  “We’ve searched many days for our departed traveling companions.  In that time we have seen no sign of them.  It’s possible that they were knocked out by the gust of wind and drowned.  I don’t know why we haven’t found any trace, but I do know there are sharks around here.  Ezra’s even swam as some of them to expand where we can look, and it’s come to nothing.  It’s time to call off the search.”

      Everyone appeared appropriately sad.

      “We’re going to have a burial at sea.  But first we need to decide our next move.” His voice lifted, becoming strangely jovial.  “Our quartermaster has told me we’re low on water, and I can see just by lookin’ at your ugly mugs that we’re low on morale, so I have an idea.  We are currently sailing under the flag of the Mezazi Empire, and they would be very angry if they heard of us pillaging in their ship.”

      “Come on!” complained a crew member.  “I could really use some pillaging right now.”

      “Yeah!  We’re so far away from the core, they’ll never hear of it!”

      Guffy laughed.  What jokers.  Of course they wouldn’t pillage a town.  Sam would set them right.

      “Instead of pillaging,” announced Sam, “we’re going to collect taxes!”

      The crew cheered, Guffy included.  Responsible people paid taxes, so that must make the tax collectors extra responsible!  It wasn’t nearly as good as apprehending known criminal Evyleen the Uncatchable, but it was something.

      But wait, could they really just go collect taxes on a whim?  Was that how things worked?

      “What’s the nearest inhabited island?” asked Sam.

      Their substitute navigator, the one tasked with replacing Freddy, fumbled with the maps.  His unfortunate power was that his fingers randomly turned ghost-like, making whatever he was holding slip from his grasp.  It was fine as long as he worked at a desk and didn’t carry inkwells, but now half of the sheaves of paper fell right as he was about to say something.  Two of them were caught by the breeze, so Guffy reached out and grabbed them with his extensible arms.  The navigator put on an ingratiating, embarrassed smile — one he’d used many many times.

      “If the stars are to be believed,” he mumbled, “and I do believe they are.  They haven’t changed in as many years as we’ve been keeping track, at least not quickly.  Yes, they are quite reliable.  If the stars are to be believed, then we are approximately here.”

      He stuck his finger at a point on the map and it went through.

      “Cursed wind,” he muttered, even more softly than usual.  “Well, we’re about here.  And after drawing multiple radial circles around our present position—”

      “Just get to the point!” yelled out a crew member.  “Where are we, uh, ‘collecting taxes’?”

      Why was the crew member using those finger quotes around ‘collecting taxes’?  Did he not believe in taxes?  That didn’t matter; the government believed in them and that made them real.

      “Yes, of course,” said the navigator, withdrawing even further into himself.  He mumbled something nearly inaudible.

      “Havlam Island!” yelled Sam, patting the navigator on the back.  The navigator grinned sheepishly, and only flinched a little when Sam yelled right past his ear.  “We’re collecting taxes from Havlam Island!”
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        Havlam Island

      

      

      Karugo woke with damp sand under him.

      Hishano was beside him, the rip in his side an ugly scarring gash.  His face was the palest of greens, as if he’d been drained.

      Ishū stood on the shore, waving toward the ocean.  In the distance a dolphin leapt into the air, lifting his flipper in what could almost be called a wave.

      Karugo remembered a flaming ship, a horrifying battle, a shocking betrayal… he could even, if he thought hard, remember brief moments of wakefulness on the trip here, Ishū’s arm holding him tight while dolphins pushed them from behind.

      But none of those affected him as much as he would have thought.  Where he should have felt relief or horror or anything at all there was only numbness.

      Only one thing broke through, a feeling that he’d never thought to imagine.  Jack’s affection might have been a lie, but Hishano’s wasn’t.

      Maybe the others on the island really hated him, maybe they didn’t.  They’d kicked his grandpa out of the Elder Council just for creating him, and they’d made his life nearly unbearable, in their own little non-violent ways, as long as he could remember.

      But he didn’t care what they thought.

      Ishū collapsed on the sand beside the two boys.

      “You look just about dead,” said Karugo.

      Ishū laughed gruffly.  “You’re one to talk.”  He let the silence stretch a moment, then sighed.  “I’ve been awake two whole days since we left the ship.”

      “Why?”

      “This was the closest island… and I didn’t want to drop you.”

      Karugo considered the statement.  Someone staying up for multiple days just to take care of him?  That didn’t sound right.  “What about Hishano?”  That was probably why Ishū had made the effort.

      “I tried to help,” came a weak voice from beside him, “but I wasn’t strong enough to hold on to you.  It had to be Ishū.”

      Karugo was shocked.  It was him that Ishū had stayed up to save.

      He felt his mind drifting, more peaceful than it had been in years.

      Two people that cared for him.  He didn’t have to be liked by everyone.  One was enough.  Two was… he closed his eyes.  If two people liked him, and not just because he was family, then that meant he wasn’t completely worthless.  If two liked him, then maybe eventually more would as well.

      Here on this distant shore, far away from his family and almost everyone he’d ever known, he found a feeling he’d only dreamed of before.

      He felt hope.
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      The world outside Tandoku Island is terrifying, deadly... and awesome
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      Karugo, Hishano, and Ishū have washed up on Havlam Island, a place with more tri-snakes than people. They have a week to earn enough money for passage off the island, or they could be stuck there for another six months.

      But it's not as easy as running errands for the local ninja rabbit... the wild animals are hostile, a devious talking cat is dead set on finding Tandoku Island, and Sink'em Sam's pirate crew is preparing an invasion.

      Available March 22, 2019.

      Buy or Pre-order Now!
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      Sink'em Sam steals from the rich, gives to the industrious, and kills anyone who gets in his way.

      Before he became the government lackey chasing our heroes, Sink'em Sam was a notorious pirate who gave merchant captains panic attacks, inspired absolute loyalty in his crew, and singlehandedly revived a dying continent.

      Sam steals mountains of mezgol, wins seemingly hopeless naval battles, and visits Barkston... the mysterious pirate haven hosted by the Corgi Empire.

      But the Mezazi Empire won't sit still for long, and the world may be changing too fast for Sam to keep up.

      Download for free! BookHip.com/VHXQJL
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