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            Previously in Pirates and Powers

          

        

      

    

    
      Last week, our heroes thought Tandoku Island was the only inhabited island in the world.  Unbeknownst to them, they were protected from the outside world — and superpowers and their own emotions — by a powerful Adiamite Crystal contraption.  Then two pirates slammed into the Adiamite Crystal’s barrier, cracking both crystal and barrier and putting Tandoku Island in danger.

      Now they’ve sailed away from the island, discovered their superpowers, fought a sea monster, got betrayed by pirates, fought pirates, lit their ship on fire, and washed up on the shores of Havlam Island.

      Their mission is to find an Adiamite Crystal so they can replace the one that’s cracking and save Tandoku Island.
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        Tastes Like Adventure

      

      

      Fido peered over the railing of the crow’s nest, letting his tongue hang out, eagerly tasting the breeze.  He was a Terrier mix; his light bones made climbing up to the crow’s nest easy, and from there his superior nose and eyes let him survey the ocean.  It wouldn’t do to run into anyone that might be unfriendly, especially this close to Knyn territory.  Not that the whole sea wasn’t Knyn territory by now.

      He tasted the familiar salt and healthy algae that dominated the ocean smellscape.  He also got… burnt wood?  He inhaled deeply, letting the scents marinate like a good cut of beef.

      That was definitely burnt wood.  There were also traces of blood and burnt flesh.  And… cœurbrute?

      “That way!” he yelled down, pointing toward where the scents were stronger.  There were dots in the distance that confirmed what his nose told him.

      He flicked on a specialized sighting contraption that was firmly attached to the crow’s nest’s railing, one whose many fine lenses were stabilized by a structure of small but potent chillimite and arimite crystals.  It was already the most expensive contraption on the ship, but as he struggled to find and focus on the figures in the distance Fido dreamed of getting just a little bit of mytholite in there to create an auto-tracking scope.  Never mind that it would cost more than their entire ship.

      He finally found them, and focused in on a solitary figure clutching a wooden plank with burnt-out ends.  No, not one figure — there was another.  Two figures, both passed out with their arms wrapped around what little remained of their ship.

      “How the gears does that happen?” Fido muttered.  When a cœurbrute destroyed a ship, they usually ate it all, down to the last plank, and they would never waste a meal by burning it — if a sea-based creature like that even knew how to create fire.  At the same time, the smell of cœurbrute was stronger than from a typical attack, and the two humans below weren’t ripped to shreds.

      Fido yelled down at the others and pointed toward the two bodies.  “We got floaters!”

      Teffel, a Golden Retriever, leapt into the water in the direction that Fido was pointing.  That one was always jumping in without thinking, although not always quite that literally.

      When Fido had joined up he’d been nervous about being part of an all-Baltese crew.  He couldn’t say why, but it made him feel like a bad dog.  Baltese crews were always the bad guys in the stories, and if they didn’t have a human or Knyn around to keep them in line they might do that thing again.

      But his fears had proved unfounded.  Teffel was out there risking his life for a random human.  Their captain was a Rottweiler, one of those dogs, but he was one of the smartest, nicest, calmest dogs Fido had ever met, and he was proud to be Baltese.

      First Mate Firla stepped on deck, her droopy Bloodhound ears flopping around her neck.  She always looked as if she had a deep frown, even when smiling, unless you really knew what to look for.

      Fido knew what to look for.  Her smile was beautiful.

      “Good eye, Fido,” she yelled up to him.  His heart pounded in his chest as pride welled up and a grin spread across his face.

      They lowered ropes down and Teffel tied off the first floater.  Soon he’d tied off the second floater and the crew hauled both of them up onto deck.  Two men: a thick Mezazi with second-degree burns covering his chest, and a tall northerner with a deep cut on his arm.

      “They’re breathing!” announced the doctor.  “Don’t know how, but they’re breathing!”

      “Pirates or soldiers, by the look of those swords,” Firla groaned.  “And one of them’s Mezazi, so not friendly.  Is there a way to… not let the captain know about this?”

      “Too late.  Already sent someone to tell him.”

      Rudder, their captain, stepped out onto deck.  He had a thick jaw and a majestic black coat, with bits of orange-ish brown around his muzzle and paws.

      “Found some humans, eh?”

      “Your sense of smell is as good as ever!” said Teffel happily.

      Rudder spoke without contemplation, without even looking at the humans.  “We’re not going to leave them to die, but we don’t want them around too long either.  Mark this location, then set sail for the nearest human settlement.  Teffel, take them to the quarantine cabin.”

      The group below broke up, each going back to their duties, and Fido returned to gazing out at the sea.  His body was alert, and though his tongue lolled almost lazily out the side of his mouth it was alert in its own way.  He peered over the horizon, felt the cool winds, smelled and tasted a thousand plants and animals, each as exhilarating as the first day he’d set sail.

      What did the sea taste like?  Like dolphins and gulls and planks of wood.  Like algae and fish and pirates.

      Most of all, it tasted like adventure.
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        Havlam Island

      

      

      Hishano awoke to a stick thumping gently on his arm.  Then again, maybe it only seemed gentle in comparison to what they’d been through lately.

      “Ah, so you are alive,” said a kindly voice.  “Aside from lying unprotected on a beach, you don’t look that bad.”

      Hishano grabbed at his left side, where he’d sliced himself in two to save Karugo.  A jagged scar remained.  His healing power wasn’t perfect, but it was extremely powerful.

      “Well, there is that,” said the man.  “Still pains you after all these years?”

      Hishano looked over to see that Karugo and Ishū were still okay, then finally looked at the man tapping him.

      He was middle-aged, grizzled and lean like a laborer after a tough year.  His beard was just starting to grey.  His skin was the same strange white-pink as Freddy’s and he had the same shock of pure-black hair.  “What’s your story?  We don’t get many shipwrecks around here.  Not much of anything, really.”

      Now that Hishano knew everyone was safe, he could be confident again.  He just had to ignore the fact that this guy looked real similar to someone who had just tried to kill them all.  “We’re looking for an Adiamite Crystal,” he said with as much pep as he could muster.

      “By lying on the beach?  I’m no crystal diver, but that doesn’t seem like a good method to me.”

      Ishū sat up beside him, while Karugo snored away.

      “We had a ship,” said Ishū sleepily, “but there were pirates.  We barely escaped.”

      There was a lot to that story that Ishū was leaving out.  Was it just Ishū being gruff, or did he have a reason for leaving out most of the story?

      “Such is life,” said the man.  “Last time we had a pirate raid, half my farm was burned and one of my boys starved to death.  You were lucky to get away.”

      “Can you tell us where to get an Adiamite Crystal?” asked Hishano.  “We’re trying to save our people.”

      Apparently these sorts of terrible things really were common in the outside world.  Not that Hishano had ever disbelieved the Elders, but he thought that maybe they’d been exaggerating a little.  This made it even more important that they get the crystal soon, so he could come back and save everyone else.

      “Persistent, aren’t you?  Direct, too.  I like that.  Well, I don’t know my constituent crystals or any of the compounds.  This island is too small.  But they have just about everything in Tarabrant, so maybe you can try that.”

      “Okay!” yelled Hishano, leaping to his feet.  “Let’s go to Tarabrant!”

      “Now, hold on a minute.  You don’t look like you have much stuff.  Pants, torn-up shoes.  Not even a shirt among you.  How exactly do you expect to get there?  And once you’re there, how do you expect to pay for the crystal?”

      “Pay?” Hishano asked in confusion.  “We really need the crystal.  If they see that, surely they’ll help.  Where’s your Elder Council?”

      “Where exactly did you grow up?”

      “Tando—”

      “We’re from a very small island,” interrupted Ishū.  “Remote.  Isolated.”

      “Interesting.  Is everyone there green?”

      “That’s unusual?”

      “I’ve never seen a green person in my life, although I’d heard stories that they exist on the very other side of the world.  And except for that one,” said the man, pointing at Karugo, “your hair is strange as well.”

      “No one here is green?”

      “I’ve seen black, pink, yellow, blue, brown, Knyn, dog, Lapine, and a whole host of strange creatures… but never green.  You sure you’re not a messed up blue person?  They’re real close, closer than the core of the Empire, that is, and they still have Elders in the old sense.”

      The array of different types of people dizzied Hishano.  Jack had been black-ish.  Freddy had been white-ish.  Both of them had looked wildly different from any Tandoku he’d ever seen, and not just in their skin color, and as his eyes adjusted Hishano could notice small but significant differences between this man and Freddy.  The others this man mentioned… what would they look like?

      More importantly, were they all as naughty as Jack and Freddy or were they as helpful as this man seemed?

      “How do we get to Tarabrant?” In the end it didn’t matter what anyone looked like, as long as they were able to get the Adiamite Crystal and save their island.

      “Well,” said the man, “a boat comes in about a week, give or take a couple days based on storms and such, so maybe you can try that.  But you’ll need money.”

      “Do you have any money we can use?”

      “Uh….” The man was flabbergasted.  “Do you really not understand money?”

      Ishū had his eyes closed.  Was he sleeping again?  No, not quite.  “The animals say most everyone here is pinkish-tan like him, so he’s telling the truth there.  There’s no one who looks like us here.  However, the animals don’t understand money either.  I think he might be lying about that.”

      “You can talk to animals?  Could you… could you help out on the farm?  My ox is stubborn and we barely grow enough each year for my family to survive.  That’s why I’m out here fishing.”

      Hishano wanted to help the man, but he also wanted to get the crystal as fast as possible.  If this man was telling the truth, this was a way to accomplish both goals.  “We’ll do it,” said Hishano, “but only if you pay us in money.”

      “That’s, uh… that’s how it generally works.”

      “I still think he’s lying about ‘money’,” said Ishū.

      “We’ll have him show us a money, then ask other people what it is.” Hishano was proud of his compromise.  “Worst case scenario: we help this man and we waste less than a day.”

      The man shook his head in amazement.  “You better be thankful it was me that found you, and not that cheating Knyn.  Knyn do enough damage to people like me who understand money…  I’ll tell you what, you got a place to stay?”

      Hishano and Ishū looked at each other, but neither spoke.

      “Okay, I have extra room.  Not beds, mind you, but we can get some padding on the floor, and you’ll have a roof over your head and food every night.  I’ll help the rest of you find work.  In exchange, you give me rent of three standard mezcop a night.  Or thirty-six heffo, if that’s what people pay you in.”

      There was no context for these numbers, but Hishano did his best to remember them.  They seemed important to the man.

      “Let’s give it a try,” said Hishano.

      Ishū shrugged in agreement.  “Best shot we have right now.  I’m real hungry anyway, so even if this money thing ends up fake we get that.”

      Karugo snored.

      “I’m Seth, by the way,” said the man.  He poked at Karugo, then started walking, motioning for them to follow.  “Get him up and let’s get going.  If you’re going to survive around here, you’ve got a lot to learn.”
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        Troubled Farms

      

      

      Karugo dreamed of glory, of everyone at home cheering him on as he returned with an Adiamite Crystal.  “I’d love to stay,” he’d said in the dream, “but there are so many amazing things I have left to do… and out there they love me even more.”

      The whole crowd cheered, but Karugo focused on the back where he saw Grandpa Toraburu.  All the other Elders were trying to get his attention, trying to talk to him, to say they were sorry — Karugo could somehow hear all this — but Toraburu had eyes only for his grandson.  He smiled, then mouthed one word: “hero”.

      Someone shook his arm.  It was Mabayu, the shy but beautiful girl he’d often stared at while ignoring his teachers.  She’d never been mean to him as much as the others, although she never paid much attention to him either.  “Take me with you,” she said.  “This island is nothing without you.”

      He was about to offer a gracious reply when she shook his arm harder.  “We’re going now.”  Why had her voice suddenly turned masculine?  She shook his whole body.  “Come on, we don’t have all day.”

      He awoke to Ishū shaking him.  Above him was a grey and cloudy sky just turning pink with sunrise.

      This was… less good than the dream.  But he remembered the events of the previous few days — the events that had allowed him to dream — and he figured it was alright.  Ishū and Hishano really did like him, and they really were going to find the Adiamite crystal.

      There was a new man present, with skin as white as Freddy’s.  Karugo flinched backward and set his fist on fire.

      “It’s okay,” said Hishano.  “We’re pretty sure he’s a friend.”

      “We thought Freddy and Jack were friends too…”

      “Interesting,” said the man.  “Fire.  What else can you do with it?”

      “See?” said Karugo.  “That man is interested in my power, just like Jack was.  He’s evil.”

      “I’m Seth, and nearly everyone is interested in powers.  It’s how you know who you’re dealing with.  Not just the natural-born power, which does seem to be connected to personality in some rough manner, but also how you’ve developed it.”

      “Then what’s your power?” Karugo still didn’t like the man.

      Seth looked embarrassed. “I have really good balance.”

      “That’s… that’s it?”  He was probably hiding his real power because it would make him seem evil.  Like seeing far, or staying dry… on second thought, maybe the powers weren’t as great a personality indicator as this strange man implied.

      “Not all powers are winners,” said Seth.  “I could’ve done more with it, been a sail rigger or an acrobatic swordsman, but my limit is pretty low.  I just use it so I don’t get hurt as much when I’m fishing or working my farm.”

      A farmer?  Maybe they could trust him.  For now.  Karugo started walking, and Seth led them with a smile.

      They passed a muscular boy about their age.  “I thought we were fishing today,” said the boy.

      “I’ll join you once our guests are taken care of,” said Seth.  “Meet my son, John.”

      “Hurry up,” said John, looking at the newcomers suspiciously.  “We’ll need a full day’s income.”

      The came out of a stand of trees and saw a large field to one side and a gigantic vineyard on the other.  The vineyard wasn’t particularly wide, especially compared to the field, but it was tall.  Wooden posts twelve feet high were completely wrapped in vines.

      Ishū whistled.  “Is this yours?”

      “That it is, minus loans.”

      “Looks like you’ve done alright with your power.”

      The man scrambled up one of the posts and plucked a bunch of glistening, juicy grapes.  He then scrambled down effortlessly with grapes in one hand.  When he reached the ground he started breaking off smaller bunches and passing them out.

      “If it was just feeding my family I would be fine.  But that sun-scorched Knyn always wants her interest payment, and to do that, I need to sell.” Seth handed some grapes to Karugo, and Karugo bit in.  They were as sweet as they looked.  The dark purple ones had a lush flavor, while the orange ones were more tangy.  Seth, Karugo decided, was a pretty alright guy.

      “What’s an interest payment?” asked Hishano.

      “It’s a trick the Knyn use to take our hard-earned money, that’s what.  But who knows all the outside merchants?  That Knyn.  If I stop paying her interest, she won’t help me sell.  Worse, the townspeople would have to punish me for avoidance, or she’ll stop helping all of them sell.  Our town would dry up even worse than before, reduced to just what we could make ourselves.”

      “Our island has just what we make ourselves,” said Hishano.  “We’re just fine.”

      “We’ve already made the bargain,” explained Seth.  “If we stop now, the fat cats who run their little global business network will decide to make an example, and then retribution vessels will come and take everything they think we owe them — plus the cost of sending the retribution vessels!  That includes these grapes — I bought the seeds with money I borrowed from the Knyn.”

      That set Hishano and Ishū to frowning, but Karugo knew the solution.  He would save this man Seth, who was by all accounts not evil, from the definitely-evil Knyn, and then Seth would like him.  He lit his fist on fire.  “I’m going to go make the Knyn stop being mean to you.”

      They all shrank back in horror.

      “No violence!” yelled Hishano and Ishū.

      “No fire near the vines!” admonished Seth.  “And didn’t you hear what I said about the enforcement vessels?  Unless you can take on a couple paramilitary vessels all on your own, this is a losing proposition.  And even then, the Mezazi Empire might send ships once they heard that the Knyn enforcers had been destroyed.  We’re technically outside the Empire, but they have to ‘protect their interests’ and ‘keep the peace’.”

      That backfired.  He just wanted to help and have the farmer like him.  Why were they all looking at him funny now?

      “Let’s talk about powers,” said Ishū, tactfully changing the subject. “You say they can help us get money?”

      Seth took a moment to calm himself down.  They were about halfway through the vineyard, the sun was nearly over the horizon, and there was a wooden building past the edge of the field. Karugo could hear birds chirping.  Finally Seth had collected himself enough to speak normally.  “You can talk to animals, so I want you to help me with the farm.  The pollinators aren’t pollinating how I’d like, my work animal shies away from certain places in my fields, and just this past season the ghost buffalo herds have started rampaging through my orchards, damaging the bigger trees.”

      “That is… a lot of different farming activities,” said Ishū.

      “I might have over-invested,” said Seth, “but my kids are hungry and growing and half of them can help out, so it’s not bad.  You’re about to meet some of the ones who aren’t old enough to do much work.”

      They were through the vineyard and there was only an open yard between them and the house.  A small child playing outside squealed with joy when she saw them, running barefoot across the yard to hug Seth.

      He took her in both arms and raised her over his head.  “You’ve grown since I left this morning!  What are we going to do with you?”

      She laughed.  “I’m gonna pick all the grapes!” Her clothes were ill-fitting and torn, and the dirt all over her stood out plainly against her strange pink-white skin, but the laughter was pure and more intense than anything Karugo had ever heard on Tandoku Island.  Did the emotional suppressors hit stuff besides anger and sadness?  “Then we’ll never be hungry again!”

      Wait, she knew the family was hungry, but she still laughed?

      “I’ve got some friends to help with that,” said Seth, motioning toward the group.  “Why don’t you show Audrey your powers.”

      Karugo lit his fist on fire and raised it into the air.  The girl giggled with delight.  “So cool!”

      This whole thing was confusing.  Jack had thought his ability was awesome, and Jack was the worst person he’d ever encountered, except maybe Freddy.  Was this girl evil, too?  No, she couldn’t be more than six years old.  Maybe it was just that people with strong emotions, whether good or evil, thought his power was awesome, and people with suppressed emotions thought him dangerous.

      He grinned.  Maybe that was it.  Whatever the reason, her admiration felt good.  He extended the fire to the rest of his body — the flame somehow leaving his clothes untouched — and she clapped.

      “He likes excitement,” said Seth, “just like you.”

      “He’s an adventurer?” Her face jumped with eagerness.

      “They all are.  They fought pirates, and now they’re going to stay with us.”

      “Can I fight pirates with them?” asked Audrey.

      “Not until you’re twelve, okay?”

      “What about adventuring?”

      “Not until you’re eight.  We don’t want the tri-snakes gobbling you up!”  As he said it he walked three fingers up her belly and then started tickling her.  She wriggled and burst into peals of laughter.  He turned to Hishano.  “What’s your power?”

      “Healing,” said Hishano.

      “Even with that scar?”

      “I cut myself in half two days ago.”

      Seth coughed and his eyes went wide.  “Did you say cut yourself in half?”

      “It was the only way to save my friends.”

      “Well.  I think I know what you two are going to do.  There’s a Lapine in town who needs rare ingredients, and none of the townsfolk are brave enough to go find them.”

      “Except me!” said the girl.

      “Not until you’re eight!” Seth bounced her playfully in his arms, then turned back to Karugo and Hishano.  “We’re going to go get you some food, but after that you’re going to see the most terrifying — and terrified — person in all of Havlam Island.  You’re going to see Hoppin’ Harry.”
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        Havlam Town

      

      

      Saving the world was a lot more complicated than Hishano had expected.

      He’d thought they would just sail off and collect an Adiamite crystal, make other people stop being mean to each other, and then sail back, all guided by their new pirate friends.  But instead they’d ended up fighting a giant sea monster, fighting the pirates, burning down their ship, and washing ashore on a strange island and now they had to find something called a Lapine so they could find stuff for that Lapine and then they’d get enough money to pay for a ship to another island where they would maybe find the crystal and maybe have enough money to pay for it.

      Too complex.  Too many ‘maybes’.  All his life he’d gotten what he’d needed just by asking, guided by the benevolent hand of the Elders.  Where were this island’s Elders?  Perhaps they could find some in town and then they would get the guidance they needed.

      Hishano and Karugo walked toward the town in clothes borrowed from Seth, with bellies that were closer to full thanks to his wife Martha.  The size of the town was about the size of the biggest town on Tandoku Island: ten or twenty thousand people crammed into a tiny area.  This one was a bit more haphazard than a typical Tandoku town, but that was to be expected.  These people were unhappy, and it was hard to plan properly and keep order while unhappy.  At least the giant grey boulders around town seemed to be placed neatly, forming an effective wall.

      When they got closer, however, was when the real differences showed themselves.

      People yelled in the street at passing friends instead of something more proper, like a small approving smile or a quiet word of greeting.  Even worse, they sometimes yelled things — rude things! — at strangers instead of seeking proper resolution.

      The smells shifted and wavered depending on where they walked, from stale dirt to fragrant spices to rotten wood and then a whole host of smells that Hishano couldn’t recognize.

      “Get you some stew!” yelled a man who stirred a giant pot.  Hishano tried not to flinch from both the harshness of the man’s voice — a volume which would only be used on Tandoku Island in times of great danger — and the overwhelming smell of spice emanating from his brew.  “You look hungry!  It’s early in the day, my pot overflows.  Special price for you.”

      Karugo, of course, went bounding off toward the man, and Hishano dutifully followed.

      “You look a bit sick today, so don’t get too close,” said the man.  “I’ll scoop out the stew and you toss over the money.  Twenty heffo each, or two mezcop.”

      He handed a bowl to Karugo, who started hurriedly scarfing it down.

      “So money is real?” asked Hishano.

      The man raised his eyebrows.  “You two have money, right?”  He saw Hishano’s confused, embarrassed expression, and frowned.  “You two get to share that first bowl.  I’m not a charity.  Sun-baked urchins.  I bet you’re not even sick… is that green dye in your hair?  Did you dye yourselves green to get pity?  You didn’t even do a good job.  Here, I was like you once.  You gotta be more subtle.  The green has to be lighter, and just your face.  You fooled me for a bit, I got a soft spot for kids that look hungry, but you won’t last for a second like you’re doing.  Someone else might’ve chased you away, beat you up.  Now if you’re looking for a place to sleep, my house is off limits, but I know some places that—”

      “We’re sorry, we didn’t mean to trick you,” said Hishano, interrupting the man’s monologue.  “We’re from a different island, where we’re all green and we don’t use money.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed and his grip around the spoon tightened.  “I don’t appreciate being lied to.  Especially after how nice I’m being.”

      “Do you know where we can find Hoppin’ Harry?  They say he has jobs where we can make money.”

      “Is someone trying to kill you?” The man lifted his spoon from the stew and waved it around wildly, flinging bits of carrot and potato everywhere.  A burning-hot chunk of meat landed on Karugo’s face and he gobbled it up without thinking.  “You’re what, fifteen?  Just the age to think you can handle those suicide runs that Hoppin’ Harry calls missions.  I tell you, those white rocks are all around our town for a reason.  I ought to beat you up right now to save your life.”

      Karugo finished the stew in his bowl.  “What’s your power?” he asked.

      Hishano and the man both blinked in surprise at the question, and then the man laughed.  “You really are too stupid to live.  Ignoring my advice, ignoring the danger…”

      “You seem cool; I want to know your power.”  Why was Karugo continuing?  And why was the man laughing?

      “You are just like me when I was your age.  And you got potential.  Your green is a bit more subtle than your friend’s, you ate your stew before I found out you didn’t have money… okay, I’ll tell you my power.  It’s smell.  I can smell the perfect blend of spices.  Why so many, you ask?  Because I have to pile them on or I can also smell the sewers from blocks away.  What’s your power?”

      Karugo stuck his hand in the fire, then flared it, making the fire temporarily double in size.

      “Interesting,” said the man.  “What’s your super?”

      “My what?”

      “You know, your super.  A bigger, flashier version of your power.  Usually you pass out afterward.”

      “Uhh….”

      “Really?” The man sighed.  “Maybe you really are from another, far more backward island.  Anyways, I’d recommend you not push your power.  My guess is that using your super in town would make you a lot of enemies.  Fire and wood acting how they do.”

      This was very interesting, but it was not helping them get money so they could get the Adiamite Crystal.  This man didn’t look as if he needed saving either.  They needed to move on.

      “Where can we find Hoppin’ Harry?” asked Hishano.

      The man glared at Hishano.  “Can’t you see we’re talking here?”

      “We do need to go there,” said Karugo.  “We hear he has adventures for us.”

      The man was silent for a time.  He looked into his stew and stirred.  Finally he sighed.  “Well, if you really do have a death wish, I can’t stop you.”  He gave directions, pantomiming a complex series of turns. “Just make sure you knock first, and don’t enter until he says to.  And for goodness sake, if you feel like the mission is too hard, turn back.  I know what it’s like to be young and stupid. I barely got out of that phase alive!”

      “Thanks!” said Hishano, too loudly.  This place was getting to him.

      “Yeah, thanks!” yelled Karugo excitedly as they turned to go.  “Your soup is real good.”

      “Come back anytime!” said the man.  “With money!” he added, almost as an afterthought.

      Hishano and Karugo walked side by side, ambling along unfamiliar roads and trying to decipher the directions they’d been given.  Hishano had never seen Karugo this happy, and that made him happy.  After spending his entire life trying to protect Karugo and bring him down to a level that the other Tandoku would be comfortable with, maybe this was what the other boy really needed.  Not protection, not safety, but adventure.  The only thing that the Tandoku Elders couldn’t provide.

      They asked more people how to find Hoppin’ Harry, and with each dire warning Karugo got more excited.  If it weren’t for his healing power, Hishano would be terrified by this point.  He was a bit scared for Karugo, but he’d seen the boy heal at an extraordinary rate before, after fighting the moltfryn.  The excitement carried them both onward.

      Finally they came to a doorway in a back alleyway.  It had a pair of rabbit ears drawn over the doorway, and a big sign that read ‘KNOCK’, both of which indicated that they were probably in the right place.

      Hishano knocked.

      There was no answer.

      He waited thirty seconds, then knocked again.

      No answer.  A bit of shuffling from inside, but no answer.

      “Hello?” he yelled through the door.

      He knocked for a third, fourth, and fifth time.

      No answer.

      Maybe the Lapine was out.  Surely it wouldn’t hurt to take a peek inside, just to make sure they were in the right place.  They really needed to figure it out so they could get some money, pay the farmer, then sail off and buy the crystal to save their island.

      Hishano tried the handle and found the door unlocked.

      He turned the handle, stepped in.  There was a blur of motion, an afterimage of white fur disappearing, and in the dim lamp-light he could see brief metallic flashes a split second before he felt them — three shurikens embedded deep in his stomach.
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      “Didn’t you see the sign?” a thin voice cried out from the corner.  “Knock!”

      Hishano pulled the shurikens from his stomach, one by one, and dropped them on the floor. “I did!  Five times!”

      As his eyes adjusted to the dim lamp-light, he could see a white-furred humanoid rabbit curled in a defensive crouch in the corner, long ears twitching.  It slowly straightened up to its full height of about five feet, grabbing a nearby shelf to keep steady and never putting any weight on its right leg.  The whole time it kept its large eyes fixed firmly on Hishano.

      “You should’ve kept knocking.  Or gone away.  Who are you?” It squinted and its hand quivered.  “Close the door. My eyes aren’t used to being out of the warren.  Shouldn’t you see a doctor for that stomach wound?”

      “You’re the one who made the stomach wound!”  Hishano didn’t usually speak this forcefully.  Perhaps Karugo was rubbing off on him.  Or maybe he’d let his mood waver a bit when he’d gotten impaled with multiple shurikens.

      The loudness of Hishano’s voice made the rabbit twitch, and then… disappear.

      “It’s not my fault you didn’t knock enough!” said the rabbit’s voice from Hishano’s left.  Had that thing really moved over there?  How had it moved the length of the room in a split second?

      “I knocked five times!”

      The rabbit twitched, disappeared, and showed up sitting at a desk facing Hishano.  It was flipping hurriedly through a thick book.  “And each time you used the wrong code.  How do I know you’re not an enemy?”

      Karugo had apparently had enough.  “You got us.  We knocked because we came to kill you.  Because that’s what people do.  I have a whole speech planned out explaining our evil intentions.  Do you want to—”

      The rabbit twitched and appeared behind Karugo, violently shoving the boy’s arm against his back in a joint lock and pressing a knife to his throat.  “I knew it.  I should have never left the warren.  They said it was like this, but I didn’t listen.  I wanted adventure, and all the mates it would bring.  Now humans send strange-colored children after me to send me to my death.  I knew it!  Well, listen closely.  I am a Lapine.  The living embodiment of death.  Tell your employers that if they cross me again, they shall—”

      “We heard you had missions, and could pay us in money,” interrupted Hishano.  “If that’s not true, we can leave.”

      The Lapine softened.  “Oh.  Why didn’t you say so?”

      He twitched and appeared across the room, grabbing a pair of crutches.  With those under his armpits he moved briskly back toward the boys, careful never to put any weight on his right leg.  He’d gotten the jump on them even with such a handicap?  When he got to them, he transferred both crutches to his right arm and stuck his left out to shake.

      The hand had a thick furry palm, but its fingers were longer and more dexterous-looking than a human’s.  It felt weird as Hishano shook it.

      “I’m H’raldri, ninja of the Snowshoe clan.  Known to the humans around here as ‘Hoppin’ Harry’, because they can’t do me the courtesy of remembering my name.  Pleased to meet you.  I run this humble apothecary.  Humble not because of my skills, which are great, but because no one brings me good ingredients anymore.”

      “Is it because you shuriken your guests?”

      H’raldri narrowed his eyes and was silent for a moment before responding.  “If they didn’t knock with the right code, they had it coming.”

      Karugo coughed in amazement.  “Why is it that the evil people are always so cool?”

      The Lapine swiped with both crutches, knocking Karugo’s feet out from under him.  The move also unbalanced H’raldri, so he teleported higher in the air, a couple yards away, to give himself time to right himself and land as gracefully as he could while holding two crutches and without a working right leg.

      The Lapine transferred a crutch back to his left armpit and moved over to a rack with several shurikens.  Three were missing.

      “You really should get to a doctor to treat the bleeding and intestinal damage.  My potions are powerful but only for emergencies.  Also, I’m out.”

      Hishano lifted his shirt to look at his belly.  The long jagged scar from where he’d freed himself from the sword was still there, but the shuriken wounds had almost completely healed already.  “I’ll be fine.”

      H’raldri’s big fluffy ears perked up and he teleported, crutches and all, to right beside Hishano.  He stared at the relatively smooth stomach.  “A healer… and one who has seen combat… yes, very intense sword combat.  You...” His big eyes brightened, and excitement seemed to completely overwhelm his fear for a moment.  “With your help, I’ll be making good potions again in no time.  My debts will be paid.”

      “Debts?” asked Hishano.  He’d never heard the word before.

      “Don’t you worry,” H’raldri said in a high, quivering voice that he probably meant to be reassuring.  “I have cash on hand.  I’m a liquid Lapine. You’ll get paid for the ingredients.”

      “What’s a debt?” asked Hishano again.  “Is this one of those money things?”

      “Is that really a question?” asked H’raldri.  “A debt is when a Knyn finds someone in trouble and offers to help by providing money, but then you have to pay them back with five times as much money.”

      Hishano considered it for a second.  “So, it’s as if you’re hungry and I give you an apple.  Then when we get back home I demand five apples.”

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s not very neighborly.”

      “Couldn’t you just stab them?” asked Karugo thoughtfully.  “The Knyn sound evil, and it’s okay to stab evil people.  Like when Hishano stabbed the pirate.”

      “I can stab anyone to death, cat or human, but I can’t stab a commercial empire.  If I killed the Knyn, my people would pay… either by giving me up, or suffering attack after expensive attack.  We’d win, because we are Lapine, but at great cost.  A bit of direct damage to our warren, but mostly from getting cut off from trading routes.  We don’t want to end up like the Baltese, so Lapine and Knyn have learned to co-exist.”

      H’raldri teleported back to his desk, setting the crutches aside as he sat.  His left foot twitched uncontrollably, tapping the ground in uneven rhythms, and his hands busied themselves with books and ledgers.

      “You,” he said, pointing to Karugo.  “What’s your power?”

      “Fire,” said Karugo, lighting up his fist.  “What’s yours?”

      “Don’t do that in here!” yelled H’raldri.  “Do you not see the wooden rafters?  The wooden table?  The many potions, any of which could be flammable?”

      “Fine.”  Karugo turned off his fire and Hishano found that it took a second for his eyes to adjust back to the relative darkness.  “What’s your power?”

      “Did you not see me teleporting?  I’m a Lapine.  We’re ninjas.  We gain our skills through intense training and our ninja blood, not random lottery like humans.”

      “Like we’re supposed to know that,” muttered Karugo.

      “Yes, you are supposed to know that.  You don’t know about debt, you don’t know about Lapine, and I wasn’t going to say anything, but you’re both green.  Where the hop did you… you know what?  I don’t care.  You have useful powers, you’re going to fetch me ingredients, and I don’t care where you come from.  Such is the power of commerce.  Now let’s talk about those ingredients…

      “The first one you’ll want is Haverwort.  It grows up on the lower reaches of the mountain, near the river banks.  Yellow flower, looks kind of like this.”  H’raldri held up a book open to a page showing a flower with five petals, each of which was shaped like a crescent moon.  “I need three of them right now, but I’ll take up to ten.  A mezcop each.”

      Hishano was excited by the idea of ten mezcop.  It was three mezcop per night at Seth’s, so they’d have seven mezcop left over to go toward the boat fare.  “We can do that,” he said confidently.  “You said the first one, so the second one is…”

      “The second one… you know what, let’s not overwhelm you or get you killed.  I’ll be busy all tomorrow if you can get me ten Haverwort, but if you get the Haverwort and die trying to get the second ingredient, nobody benefits.”

      Ten mezcop, plus whatever Ishū would bring in, was plenty for a day’s work.  “How do we get there?”

      H’raldri spread a map on his table and pointed to a place near the center of the island, where the river and mountain met.  “The river is a half mile north of town.  If you walk along it toward the mountain you’ll eventually start seeing what you need.”

      “Got it.”  This was going to be pretty easy.  They were well on their way to getting money and saving Tandoku Island.

      “Just don’t die out there, okay?”

      “We won’t,” said Hishano.

      “Yeah,” said H’raldri.  “I’ve heard that before.”
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      Karugo plunged his face into the river, bringing himself three different kinds of joy.  It wiped away the heat of the day and the sweat built up from hiking into town and then back out.  It quenched his thirst, a strange phenomenon which he hadn’t experienced before leaving Tandoku Island, at least not to this degree. They hadn’t thought to carry any water with them into the city, and Havlam Town didn’t have any of the usual Tandoku affordances.  Finally, it was just fun, and there were no Elders around to tell him to stop.  After he was done dunking his face he pulled back and leapt in backward, making a huge splash.

      “Don’t do that!” said Hishano.  “Those are Farmer Seth’s clothes.”

      Well, there was one mini-Elder.  He’d thought they’d come to an understanding, and Hishano had been amusingly impulsive during their conversation with the awesome Lapine, but old habits kept coming back.  Still, now that Karugo knew that Hishano thought he was helping it did lessen the sting a bit.

      “Don’t worry about it.  We’re going to get ten mezcops when we complete this mission.  Ten mezcops!  Do you know how much that is?”

      “No.  Do you?”

      “No,” Karugo admitted.  “But it’s enough for us all to stay at Farmer Seth’s for three nights, then have enough left over for a bowl of soup.  Surely that’s enough to cover hanging up clothes to dry.  Besides, if that Lapine is right, we’ll have a lot more troubles than just being wet.”

      Karugo grinned in anticipation, but Hishano for some reason looked anxious.  Why did he have to be like that?  Hishano was the one who could heal, so he should be even more excited for danger.  Maybe it was because the challenge wasn’t great enough?  “We should get going,” said Hishano.  “We want ten Haverwort.  If we come back early enough, he might tell us what the next mission is.”

      That made sense.  Karugo swam-walked to the shore, his feet barely touching the rocky bottom most of the way.  He could tell they were about to hit when the spongy weeds got thicker and less flexible.  “Okay, let’s go!”

      The sun was halfway up into the sky.  Hishano trudged forward along the river’s grassy banks while Karugo skipped.  They were going on an adventure!  Hishano was probably mad that they were skipping the same boring lessons they did every day in school.

      Birds chirped differently here.  Karugo tried to find them to take a look at them — once again, there were no Elders to tell him no — but whenever he climbed a tree to get closer they flew off.  The chirping changed once again as they got further up the river.  Was it the location or the time of day that made them change?

      Hishano slapped a warning hand against Karugo’s chest.  Karugo almost brushed past his friend’s warning, but then he saw it.  A strange legless tubular creature slithered on the ground in front of them, scaly and green, almost blending in.  It hissed at them and shook two of its three tails.  He’d never seen anything like the creature, but he instinctively felt fear, as if some long-forgotten ancestor had grabbed at his throat and made it constrict.

      They stared each other down for a few moments before the creature slithered off.  It wrapped itself around a tree and seemed to spiral up the trunk.  Then it swung from a branch using one of its tails and then pushed off with another, sending it flying.  The third tail caught on the branch of a different tree, and the snake quickly spiraled its way along that one.

      “This is dangerous territory,” said Hishano.  “We must be cautious.”

      For once, Karugo had no complaint.  “I wish Ishū were here.  He would be able to talk to that thing and find out what it wanted.”  Then again, Ishū hadn’t been able to do anything about the moltfryn except lie on the ground and quiver.  Maybe it was better to tackle this alone.

      They kept moving upriver, on alert for anything out of the ordinary… but ordinary had shifted so far that Karugo had a hard time keeping up.  The giant grey boulder he saw was just like the ones that surrounded the town.  Was that normal?  What about the frog beside it that had its entire five-foot tongue laid out on the ground in a straight line in front of it?

      The tongue was a mottled green and brown, almost blending into the ground cover.  An unfortunate insect wandered onto it and the tongue rolled up in a snap, turning what had once been a free insect into dinner.  The frog’s enormous stretchy mouth expanded to its full size in order to accommodate both tongue and insect.  Once dinner was firmly trapped, the frog let most of its tongue hang out so it had room to squish and chew.

      “Cool,” said Karugo, watching the frog work.

      “Let’s hope there’s nothing similar that’s human-sized,” said Hishano.

      “That one could probably take off a foot.”

      “Not without injuring itself.”

      “Then what happens if something larger steps onto the tongue?  Does it just let the tongue get squished?”

      Hishano grimaced.  “Let’s not find out.”

      Once again, Karugo didn’t argue.  Hishano’s protectiveness was kind of useful when there were actual dangers present.  At least it was much better than when Karugo had been treated as the danger.

      They moved forward and eventually forgot much of the danger, lost in the strangeness of the forest. Karugo marveled at the wild untamed trees; everything on Tandoku Island was made for perfect harmony with humanity — otherwise the island couldn’t support the population that it did — but these trees had a logic all their own, practically untouched by human planning.  Roots twisted every which way.  Branches competed to grab light from the sun.  There was a sunny strip along the river where trees couldn’t reach that seemed to shrink the farther upriver they went.  And they were going up, slowly but steadily.

      Eventually, at about midday, the trees started thinning again.  Instead of shade, there were meadows… and Haverwort.  Not just two or three plants, but a whole field of them.

      They each picked ten, then met up and realized their mistake, but decided there was no harm in it.  Worst case they only sold half of them, and it wasn’t as if they were running out of plants to pick.

      “Don’t catch them on fire and we’ll be fine,” said Hishano with a grin as they stuffed flowers in their pockets.  Was that a joke?  From Hishano?  Not a good joke, but still… it must be a good day.

      They were laughing and jubilant on the way back.  Karugo skipped and Hishano didn’t stop him.  They completely forget the hazards of the forest… until they accidentally tripped over something even more dangerous than the animals they’d seen so far.

      

      ——

      

      The growling, slobbering mass of muscles and rainbow fur bared its teeth.  Hishano should have known better than to lighten up even for a second!  Even though the other animals had been fascinating, he’d smartly kept himself and Karugo from accidentally triggering them, because there was no knowing how things in this strange world would react.  Pirates, Knyn, Lapine, and now these strange animals… it was best to get in quickly, save the world, and get out back to the island before they were entangled any further.

      Everything else in the woods so far had been trying in its own way to blend in.  The snake wanted to appear like a branch swaying in the wind.  The frog wanted to appear like the ground.  This wolf-like creature, however… the ears were neon blue, the snout a bright red and orange.  The fur was a grey base, but laced with green and orange stripes.

      Wolves on Tandoku Island were only aggressive toward elk and tended to hide from humans.  They kept the balance in the hinterlands where farming was not viable.  This wolf, on the other hand, was not hiding.  It snarled, oversized teeth snapping; was this what wolves all looked like before they’d been put into harmony?

      “I knew we shouldn’t have stepped on the rainbow patch,” said Karugo.

      “You saw it before we stepped on it?”

      “How could you not?”

      “I was looking into the trees…”

      “It just looked so interesting, and it wasn’t a snapping frog, so I figured why not.”

      Hishano sighed.

      The growling thing’s head came up to their chests.  Hishano dropped down into a defensive crouch so he could see it face to face and try to figure out what it was thinking.  The strange colors were mesmerizing, and if it weren’t for the teeth and guttural growl he could’ve stared at it all day.

      Out of the corner of his eye he saw another wolf, this one more lean and with a more normal coat, grey hair with neon-blue tips on the ears and back.  It rubbed up against the growling beast, purring, and then fixed an eye on Hishano.  A female wolf?  The colorful wolf’s stance changed slowly into something more relaxed.

      Were they coming to an understanding?

      Little pups, barely up to Hishano’s knee, peeked out from behind a bush.  They had kids nearby!  No wonder the wolf had been defensive.  Hishano tried to look as unthreatening as possible.

      Karugo ran toward the pups, yelling happily about puppies and quickly undoing all of the trust that Hishano had been trying to build.

      “Stop!” he yelled, but Karugo didn’t listen.

      The female wolf bolted toward Karugo, and the colorful male started growling again.

      “Stop?  Don’t you mean run?”

      “I do now!  Toward town!”

      They ran as fast as they could along the river and Hishano was glad they were running at a slight downslope.  Then again, that let the wolves pick up speed as well.  All of them hurtled downhill, barely getting a chance to see where their next step would land them.

      “I bet we could win if we fought!” yelled Karugo as they ducked to avoid an overhanging branch.

      “Maybe!” panted Hishano.  He could heal, but he still ran out of breath the same as anyone else.  More so, since he’d never practiced running or doing anything more strenuous than light calisthenics with his body. “But what if we’re wrong?  You could get hurt and we could lose flowers.”

      Karugo put on a burst of speed and, as if on cue, a flower fell out of his pocket and fluttered away.  Hishano tried to catch it, but it whooshed on by and he definitely wasn’t going to turn around.

      It was okay.  They could lose nine more and still get their ten mezcops.

      But they were starting to get tired and slow and the wolves looked as if they were doing fine.  They needed a strategy besides just running.  Would they really have to fight?

      He could heal.  If they fought, he would be the front line, and Karugo would stay back until the wolves decided to stop attacking.  That would work.  Probably.

      And there it was.  The grey boulder, sides slick enough that a four-legged animal like a wolf couldn’t climb it well.

      “Get on the rock!” Hishano yelled.  “We’ll catch our breath and figure something out.”

      Karugo sprinted toward the rock and leapt up, scrambling to the top.

      Hishano turned to the wolves and was almost immediately knocked over by the smaller female wolf.  It growled and snapped at him, only missing his throat because he blocked it with his arm.

      His forearm came out of it crushed and useless, and the thing’s weight was greater than he expected.  This wasn’t even the larger wolf!  The fight was not going well.

      He kicked out in a panic, unbalancing the wolf and pushing it away from him.  He then scrambled backward, trying to get away from the large teeth and sour breath that followed him.

      Already his forearm was starting to knit itself back together, but he didn’t trust it with any weight yet.  He would have to finish this with only three limbs… assuming the wolf didn’t snap its jaws on any more.  Along the ground where he’d been he saw a trail of Haverwort flowers.  No!  Their precious world-saving money!

      The female wolf caught up, her mouth now covered in spit and saliva and blood.  She pounced on his leg and attacked.
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      Ishū was ecstatic at the number of animals on the farm.  None of them were as smart as the dolphins or the mass of jelly-creatures, but they all had their own funny rhythms and quirks.

      The first he interacted with was one called Alfalfa.  It was kind of like a thunderbeast, but it was missing so much.  The only spikes it had left were on either side of its head, and the only remnant of the thick, magnificent thunderbeast tail was a tiny, stringy, hairy little thing.  Instead of scales it had short fuzzy hair.  It didn’t have the majestic stride of a thunderbeast, but instead plodded down the row on relatively skinny legs.  Ishū almost felt sorry for it, but the animal didn’t seem to know that anything was missing.  When working, it pulled a huge wooden blade behind it in order to till the fields; it spent the rest of its time chomping on grass.

      Alfalfa spoke well of Seth, which made Ishū happy.  He hoped his thunderbeast would speak equally well of him if he got another chance to talk to it.

      Ishū’s first task was to figure out why the creature avoided certain sections of the field.

      “I don’t get it,” said Seth.  “Alfalfa is the strongest creature I’ve ever seen.  He’s got bones of iron.  Literally.  They’re half iron.  He can plow through trees and not get hurt.  But those small sections of the field he won’t touch.”

      The earth there is repellant, Alfalfa said unhelpfully.

      Ishū walked on the earth and didn’t feel repelled.  Was it the earth or the location?  He dug up a couple of rocks and started walking toward Alfalfa.  As he got closer, the rocks started acting weird; they were almost pushing him back!  One slipped out of his hands and flew away, back toward where he had come.

      Why are you bringing it here? I thought you were a friend.

      Can we try something really quick?  I’m trying to make the field better for you.

      Alfalfa reluctantly agreed.  Ishū walked around the creature, trying to figure out whether the rocks were trying to go toward where they had been picked up or away from Alfalfa.  As he circled around he carefully kept his body between the rocks and where they wanted to go.

      He got his answer… the rocks and Alfalfa really did repel each other!  He dropped all but the smallest rock and watched the others slide away, quickly at first but then more slowly as they gained distance.

      One last thing, Ishū assured the creature.  He gripped the small rock carefully and walked toward Alfalfa.  The pressure increased, pushing against him, getting stronger and stronger the closer he got.  The last few steps were horribly difficult.

      Sorry for this.  I want to test this last thing, then we’ll be done.

      Oh, you do have a repellant rock with you.  It is small enough and I am big enough that it is little bother.

      Interesting.  It certainly didn’t seem small to Ishū, especially as he pushed harder and harder to gain even an inch.  Then again, he wasn’t a tenth as heavy as Alfalfa.

      Eventually it was too much and he tilted his body out of the way.  The small stone shot away at incredible speed into a nearby wood.  Several branches crashed to the ground with a surprising amount of sound — had that stone really knocked down a large tree branch?  That was some repellant earth!  He was glad he hadn’t accidentally aimed toward the vineyard or the house.

      Ishū spent an hour carrying rocks away from the site and putting them in the wood.

      Is that spot better?

      It’s less repellant than before…

      He spent the rest of the day digging up even more and carrying them away.

      It’s so much better, Alfalfa said at last.  He was unabashedly happy, a simple and pure emotion.  Now Seth won’t be frustrated with me.

      Ishū was happy as well.  A hard day’s work.  A happy companion.  A problem solved.  This was how life was supposed to be.

      He went to find Seth and share the good news.

      Seth was picking grapes with his two eldest, a surly boy named John and a worried girl named Anna who reminded Ishū of Hishano. When Seth heard that the field problem was solved his face split into a grin almost as wide as when he’d been playing with Audrey, his youngest daughter.  Anna’s mouth turned from a frown to a weak smile, and John’s shoulders untensed just a little bit.

      “That’s thirty percent more wheat, isn’t it?” asked Anna.

      “In three months,” said John tersely.  “Useless until then.”

      “Come on, John,” said Seth.  “This is huge.  That field is a quarter of our income.  For every mezsil we’ve been making, now we’ll be making an extra seven or eight mezcops.”

      “Not if the Knyn takes it first,” said John.

      Seth’s face fell.  Worry crept back into Anna’s posture.  John was about Karugo’s age, Anna a couple of years younger.  Old enough that reassuring words couldn’t protect them from the depth of Seth’s troubles.

      “She doesn’t make anything if she takes the farm,” said Anna with a hopeful smile.  “It’s the smart move to let us keep it.”

      Seth hurried to agree with a smile, while John just shook his head.

      “Well, it’s just about dark,” said Seth.  “Time to pack it in.  Your mother should have dinner almost ready.”

      Audrey was playing out front again, this time pretending to sword-fight with a tree.  When she saw the adults (and almost-adults) approaching she dropped her stick and ran to meet them.  It made Ishū’s heart glad.  This was Karugo’s spirit, unrepressed, channeled into joy instead of rebellion.

      Anna put on a happy face.  Even John broke from his usual demeanor for the little girl, relaxing as much as possible and speaking nothing of the Knyn.

      They weren’t even out of their teens, and they were already performing the role of Elders.

      Inside, Martha and the two middle children were busy making dinner.  This production was utterly unlike the bland, boring meals of the Tandoku.  There were three separate dishes, one of which was a rich stew.  This family didn’t have much, but they did have both food and love in abundance, and Martha seemed proud of what she was making.

      “That smell is glorious,” announced Seth as he went over to greet his wife.  They kissed, which made the youngest boy make an ‘ew’ face, which in turn made the other kids laugh.  Even John; he had almost turned into a different person now that he was around the younger children.

      “We’re close,” said Martha.  “Fifteen minutes.  Everyone wash their hands.”

      Ishū did so, then went to the porch to say goodbye to the sun.  He found a nice rocking chair, one that made a comforting groaning sound as it moved back and forth rhythmically across the porch’s wooden beams.

      The sun set slowly and Ishū could hear the younger children playing inside while the older children helped Martha finish cooking.  The worry seemed to melt away from them, now that they were in the world of family, not in the world of the fields.  It was a strange medley of sounds where each found joy in their own manner.

      The Tandoku, they were like trees planted in an orchard, row upon perfect row of the same tree.  Anything different — like Karugo, or even Hishano and himself — caused a disturbance that made the others anxious.  But in this family, the wildness was pleasant, harmonious; contained but not squelched.  It was what he liked about the animals; as tamed as they were on Tandoku Island, they weren’t quite as tamed as the people.

      He jumped into a bird’s view as soon as the sun dipped below the horizon, getting one more glimpse of the big fiery ball in the sky.  It was more intense than it had been on the island, now that they were free of the shield, and each day his skin got a tiny shade darker, becoming a new and interesting hue of green.

      From the bird he could see the shore of the island a couple miles away, the mountain on the other side, the town to the south, the river that cut between them.  He thought of learning to draw, so that he could share this wonderful sight, this magnificent view of the world that only birds had known before.  After they helped this family and after they got the crystal, maybe that was what he would do.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a throat clearing roughly beside him.  Looking down from the bird he saw himself, relaxed in a chair, and a strange cat-like creature towering over his body.  He snapped to himself and opened his eyes.

      “Hello?”

      The cat stood on two legs, almost like a human, and despite being a different species he could tell she was a female trying desperately to appear masculine.  She had rich, orange fur peppered with white around her belly, paws, and snout.  Aside from the snout and whiskers her face was almost human-like, down to the vicious sneer that was plastered across it.

      “So he’s taking in bums, cooking gourmet meals, going to all sorts of extravagance… but denying me my due,” she said huffily.  Then, as she looked closer, a smile spread across her snout and she licked her lips.  “Where are you from, green-skin?”

      Ishū had a sick feeling in his stomach, the same one he’d gotten watching the pirates the day before they attacked.  “Around,” he said weakly.

      She raised her eyebrows and let out a yelping laugh that made him shrink away.  “Exotic features, a skin color from the other side of the world, and you’re just ‘around’?  I think you’re going to tell me.” The smile on her face widened into an exaggerated horror.  “Say, how well do you like this family?”

      Ishū’s breath caught in his throat.  He didn’t answer, but his hand trembled a bit.

      “I see.”  The cat grabbed his arm, claws extended just enough for a threat, and yanked him up to pull him inside.  She didn’t even knock, as was the custom here… she just barged right in with Ishū crashing after her.

      Audrey gasped and cowered behind Martha’s apron.  The scowl returned to John’s face while he tightened every one of his muscles and set himself between the cat and the other children.  Seth breathed deeply, deliberately, and his eyes turned to stone.

      “You’re behind on your payments, Seth,” said the cat icily.  This must be the Knyn that the family kept talking about.  The one they feared and despised so much.  She seemed to relax as she saw their fear and hatred.  She was in her element.  “I’ll give you one week to catch up.  One week, then I’m taking it all.”
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      Hishano moved his leg frantically, trying to dodge the wolf’s hungry, vengeful jaws.  Why’d Karugo had to go and accidentally threaten this wolf couple’s pups?

      He tried to gently nudge the female wolf back with his foot, but in his panic he ended up kicking it in the jaw.  It squealed in pain and reared back.  He didn’t have time to feel bad; he flipped over and started his wild, desperate retreat.

      The colorful male wolf was between him and the rock where Karugo waited.  He would have to go around it somehow in order to reach safety.  He veered to the right, hoping to avoid its notice for long enough to make his move.  Karugo, for his part, did his best to distract the thing, yelling and screaming and waving his arms.  But it wasn’t enough.  The wolf saw him and started edging around the rock.

      Suddenly the male wolf’s legs were caught up from under it and it started spinning rapidly as it was wrapped up by the tongue of a snapping frog.  The frog saw that it had caught something too large, so it expertly hopped up and turned itself and the incoming mass of rainbow fur into one wild spinning unit, then let its tongue unravel to toss the wolf at high speed straight into a tree.  The tree shook and there was a loud crack, but the trunk didn’t break.

      The female wolf bolted past Hishano, her priorities suddenly changed.

      Along the trunk of the tree, slithering down with reptilian excitement, were four of the three-tailed snakes.

      The male wolf pulled itself into a defensive crouch, preparing to protect itself as best it could with an injured front leg.  Hishano turned to Karugo, but the boy wasn’t on the rock as he was supposed to be.

      Instead, Karugo turned up right beside him.

      The first tri-snake hurled itself at the male wolf’s front leg, sensing that it would be easier than normal to trip it and bring it to the ground.  The female wolf slapped down that snake, which left her open to its companions.

      “They’re going to fight!” Karugo said excitedly.

      “And we,” said Hishano, “are going to run.”

      Karugo didn’t argue, but he did keep looking back to see what was happening and offered sporadic narration.  It seemed that four tri-snakes against two wolves was pretty unfair to the snakes; either they’d been very hungry or they might have thought the male wolf would be more injured than he was.  Or maybe they thought that he and Karugo would stick around and keep the female wolf busy.

      Whatever the reason, the last they heard from the fight was a chorus of unhappy hissing.

      

      ——

      

      Although they had long since left the wolves and snakes behind, Hishano felt relief when they finally saw the row of grey boulders that ringed Havlam Town.  They had maybe an hour of daylight left before the sun dipped below the horizon, and aside from wanting to get more of Martha’s delicious food, he was also very glad to be out of the woods before nightfall.  He didn’t want to imagine what trouble they would get into if they couldn’t see where they were going.

      As he stepped through the gap in the boulder wall, he checked to make sure there were no frog tongues lying in wait.  It seemed that there weren’t any frogs around the town’s boulder wall, possibly because there weren’t as many insects around here for them to eat.  One lone guard with a spear stood leaning against the boulder; across from him were a pair of stacked boulders, the top of which could be pushed down to block the gate at a moment’s notice.  It wouldn’t keep out determined pirates, but it would keep the town safe from marauding animals.  Hishano thought that a wooden gate might have been easier, but they probably had their reasons.

      Finding Hoppin’ Harry’s shop was a little quicker this time, but they still had a couple of adventures wandering down the wrong street or into a dead end.  Havlam had nothing like Tandoku Island’s clear, rational grid of streets.

      Hishano knocked.

      Then knocked again.

      And again.

      Finally he yelled into the door: “It’s us!  We have the Haverwort flowers!”

      The door opened, quickly at first and then pulled by momentum.  By the time it opened all the way, the nervous Lapine was already teleported to another corner of the room holding a shuriken ready to throw.  “You survived!” he said in surprise.

      “Barely!” exclaimed Karugo.  “It was awesome!”

      They emptied their pockets and found between them eleven remaining flowers.  Good thing they’d taken extras!

      H’raldri teleported to his desk, falling an inch or so into his seat, and motioned to them.  “Bring the flowers here.  And close the door.  You never know who might be sneaking around, gathering intelligence.”

      “H’raldri,” Hishano said as they walked closer.  The Lapine looked up, surprised, perking his ears up in joy for a moment before narrowing his eyes.

      “What’s your game?” he asked.  “Why are you trying to butter me up?”

      Hishano didn’t know quite what to make of that.  “I was just wondering… did you really not expect us to live?”

      “Today? Maybe, maybe not.” H’raldri got serious. “But probably not tomorrow.  I’ll give you the mission, because I really do need the ingredients, but I don’t expect you to succeed.  I hope you survive.”

      The Lapine grabbed ten copper-colored metal disks from inside his desk, pushing aside his crutches in order to reach them.

      “What are the ingredients for?” asked Hishano.  He didn’t really need to know, as long as the money got them passage closer to an Adiamite Crystal, but he was curious.

      “Healing potions,” said H’raldri.  “I sell them to the villagers, who keep them on hand for emergencies.  It’s how I survive and get what I need to live.”

      That made Hishano happy to hear.  They were, indirectly, helping even more people than they thought.

      “Will you be going to get the stuff yourself again after your leg heals?” asked Karugo.

      H’raldri’s ears went back, spreading out and tilting left.  “Are you kidding?  Me?  Go out?  This leg’s been broke for years.  Besides, it’s dangerous out there!”

      “But you can teleport!”

      “I’ve only got so much distance I can teleport in an hour!” exclaimed the Lapine, who then caught himself and looked side to side nervously.  “You can’t tell anyone that.  I can teleport however far I want.  If you tell people anything about limits I’ll find you, wherever you are, and kill you.  We Lapine have mysterious unlimited powers like that.”

      He then teleported to the door and held it open, with himself hidden behind the door so no one on the outside could see him.  “Now, go.  Come back tomorrow and I’ll tell you all about your next mission.”

      What a strange rabbit.

      He held out a hand with ten coins. Hishano grabbed them on the way out.

      Money.

      It looked rather unspectacular, but if everyone made a big deal out of it then it must be worth something.  And they had ten of them, while they only needed three for the night!  This morning, when the complications arose, he’d had his doubts, but now Hishano knew that they really were going to save their island!

      They thanked the Lapine, walked back out of the city and past its boulder wall, crossed the river, and found their way to the farm.  The farmhouse came into view and Hishano’s belly started rumbling.  He knew Martha’s cooking awaited them — of the many new and unfamiliar things they’d experienced this journey, Martha’s cooking was the second best, only after the genuine laughter and joy he’d heard from Seth’s little girl.  Or seeing Karugo enjoying himself for the first time.

      As they drew closer to the house, they saw a strange orange creature by the entryway.  It was dragging Ishū through the door.

      Hishano sprinted toward the house and burst through the doorway.

      The entire family was on the defensive, squared as if for combat toward the orange cat-like creature, with their eyes shifting only briefly toward the new intrusion.

      “More bums?” sneered the creature.  Hishano didn’t know the word, but the cat’s tone of voice and the flash of greed in its eyes instantly repulsed him.  It was the way Jack had looked at Karugo.  It casually turned its back on Seth’s family so that it could survey the two new arrivals more closely. “Ah, more people from this mysterious island of ‘Around’… you may have a way to save your farm yet.”
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      Karugo felt a chill go up his spine.  The way this family looked at the orange-and-white-furred creature in their kitchen was like an exaggerated version of how the Tandoku had always looked at him.  Instead of shifting their gaze away, the children hid.  The adults barely concealed their fear and disgust.

      Martha, so kind and genial this morning, gripped her stirring spoon so hard her knuckles turned white.  Audrey, who had laughed and clapped for joy at seeing Karugo’s power, hid behind her mother’s skirts.  Seth and John looked as if they were ready for combat.

      It was just one cat.

      Karugo felt almost sorry for it.  I’ve been there, he thought.

      “Nata, we’re about to have dinner,” said Martha.  “Please excuse us.  We don’t have enough in our house for unexpected guests.”

      “My house,” said the creature.  “Until you pay up, this is my house.  My farm.  These might as well be my kids, for how well you’d have fed and clothed them without my help.”

      “We’d have made it.  Hungry, but we’d have made it,” said Seth.  “If we knew the terms, we’d have never agreed.”

      The orange creature laughed a strange yipping laugh.  “The terms were right there.  It’s not my fault you were too stupid to read and understand the math behind them.  Or maybe you thought you could put one over on me?” It contorted its face into something resembling sadness, helplessness. “Trick the poor defenseless foreigner?”

      “Knyn scum,” muttered John.

      The Knyn’s face broke into a huge grin dominated by sharp teeth.  “Such language,” it whispered, licking its lips.  “I guess you don’t want to go to the pleasant slave markets.”

      Karugo no longer felt sorry for the Knyn.  Even when he’d been shunned and hated by the rest of the island, he’d tried to be good.  He’d tried to fit in.  This thing… he hated how it treated the family who’d been so nice to him.

      It crossed its arms and looked at him and Hishano again, narrowing its eyes.  “What do you want?” it asked them.

      “We’re going to save our island,” said Hishano immediately.  “And then we’re going to save the world.”

      “Interesting,” said the Knyn.  “How are you going to do that?”

      “We’re going to get money and sail for Tarabrant.”

      “Money.  Interesting.  I can help with that.”

      “Don’t do it,” said Seth.  “You’ve seen how she operates.”

      “This won’t be a loan,” announced the Knyn.  “You don’t have to pay it back.  It’s free money.  Why?  Because I’m interested in you.  Fascinated.  I’ve never seen people like you before, and I want to know more.  What are your feelings?  Where do you come from?  How do you live?”

      “There’s a catch,” said Seth, trying to keep the anger and hatred from his voice.  “There’s always a catch with her kind.”

      “The passage is, what, two mezsil?  I’ll give you ten times that, because I want you to be taken care of.  And for all of you,” the Knyn turned to the family, “I’ll forgive your debt.  All of it.”

      “What’s the catch?” asked Seth.  Shock had drained the color from his face.

      “No catch.  I’m curious about this new type of people I’ve never seen before.  If they answer all of my questions, then they get what they want, you get what you want, and everyone wins.”

      Everyone wins.

      Karugo considered it.  The family would love them.  They would save the island, and then the island would love them.  Cheering crowds in his head, all the people of Tandoku Island asking him the story… it was almost comical how easy the ending was.  ‘We fought pirates, we escaped crazed wild animals, and then we… told some strange talking cat creature about ourselves.’  This was almost perfect!

      He said yes.

      

      ——

      

      Hishano knew this thing was bad news even before it spoke of slave markets.  Seth and his family had treated his friends well, and anyone who made them react like this couldn’t be good.

      The Knyn had hurt this family somehow, had hurt H’raldri somehow, in a way that Hishano didn’t fully understand, but he knew he couldn’t let it get anywhere close to Tandoku Island.  He didn’t want his family cowering in their own dining room at the sight of some oversized cat.

      This thing was just like Jack and Freddy, except it accomplished its devilish schemes with words instead of swords.

      He was shocked when Karugo said yes.

      “Don’t do it,” he said.

      “Don’t you want to help people?” asked Karugo. “Everyone’s going to love it.”

      Couldn’t his classmate see what was happening?  He would, eventually.  He’d seen it before once Jack had drawn his swords.

      Hishano glared at the Knyn.  “You’re the one who made this family so poor.  You think we’re going to let you anywhere near our island?  You’re just like a pirate!  I’ve had someone cut me in half, and you’re still the worst person I’ve ever seen!”

      The Knyn just raised its eyebrows, unfazed.  “Only one of you needs to talk to me and you’ll get everything you’ve ever wanted.”

      Karugo gave no sign that he was reconsidering.

      Words weren’t working.  Violence seemed to be the way of the outside world, so it was violence he would try next.

      Hishano stepped forward and punched the Knyn.

      Ishū’s jaw dropped in surprise.

      The Knyn didn’t budge an inch, but it did backhand Hishano and send him flying, crashing into a leg of the table.  The table leg broke and the surface tilted, emptying food, plates, glasses, and silverware alike onto the floor in a slow horrifying slide.  A vase, a crude clay thing that had nonetheless been hand-painted with care, crashed onto the floor and broke.  For a brief moment of time Hishano could see the lone, delicate flower lying in a puddle of water, surrounded by multi-colored shards, until the pot of stew hit the ground and covered the flower with fragrant creamy brown liquid.

      Audrey burst out crying.

      Seth and John stepped between the Knyn and the other members of their family, but Hishano could tell by the looks on their faces that they knew they were powerless.

      The Knyn snarled at Audrey, “I should be the one crying.  After all, I just broke my table and my favorite vase.”

      She ambled over to the door, almost lazily, her studied nonchalance a bitter contrast to the tension pulsing through everyone else.

      “The offer is good any time you want,” she said in a light, purposefully casual voice.  “But just so you know:  I’ll find the island no matter what. I’m the richest woman on Havlam, and I get what I want.”
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      Nata laughed as she walked away from the farmhouse, cackling loudly until she was out of earshot.

      Her short triangular ears twitched, making sure that she hadn’t been followed.  All they detected was the buzz of cicadas and the whoop of whatever bird was still out this late.

      When she reached the woods — when she could feel sure of her safety — she let her shoulders sag, let her face droop, let those nagging doubts come to the surface.

      The Knyn were feared and despised in nearly half the world, so she might as well get some mileage out of it, right?  The villagers here were just Enzu.

      But it was risky.  No one in that family would seriously try to injure her, probably, but if she actually confiscated their farm — especially if she sold off the children — it would sour the rest of the town.  The threat of the Knyn retribution vessels might stop most of the townsfolk, but there were always one or two who didn’t properly think through consequences.

      With all her new money she’d have to hire some guards.

      From a different island, preferably.

      She ran through the encounter in her head, looping through different ways this scenario could play out.  The smaller green-skinned Enzu was dangerous; not physically, because he was clearly untrained, but mentally.  She’d been about to turn the spiky-haired green boy, but then the smaller boy had faked a hot-blooded temper and entered a fight he could never win, all to create a distraction.  He’d manipulated his own emotional display and injured himself to get what he wanted. He reminded her of… well, of herself.

      A kindred soul.

      She reached the river and instead of crossing the bridge immediately lay down on the grassy bank.  The stars here were strange, in different shapes than those of her homeland.  Well, the land where she had been born, at least, deep in the core of the Mezazi Empire.

      That was the wrong path to take her thoughts.  She tried to stop them, but it was too late.  Now she was thinking of growing up under the palm trees, of her father teaching her to count, his thin orange paws — thin even then, before age caught up with him — moving around piles of mezcops, challenging her with how fast she could tally them.

      Trying to fit in with her older brother and his friends, tossing coconuts at hissing crabs and then sprinting across the beach trying to not get sprayed.

      Of long evenings with her best friend Raquel, talking about business ventures and boys.

      All of this had been before the incident, of course.  These memories were painful, but the memories from afterward would have been even worse.

      Lost happiness is bad enough without remembering what replaced it.

      These green Enzus, though… they could change all of that.  If she could find a new island, sell it to the Mezazi or claim it for her family… she smiled at the thought, and a bittersweet tear came to her eye.

      I’m going to make you proud, father, she thought.  I’m going to be rich, and then you’ll have to love me again.

      

      ——

      

      Hishano stared at the wreckage of the kitchen from his position under the table.

      Blood dripped from his arm, courtesy of a gash that had already healed.

      He crawled out from under the table, trying to avoid the stew that spread slowly across the floor.  He wasn’t sure why, since he was already a mess and the stew was already ruined.

      Martha grabbed the pot of stew and righted it.  “Some of it’s still left, and the other two dishes are fine,” she announced.  “We’re going to eat.”

      “What about the plates?” asked John.

      “We’ll share,” said Seth.  “We’ll make do and share plates until we can afford more.”

      Unspoken was that none of this would matter if they didn’t meet the Knyn’s deadline.  The creature would come and take everything this family owned, and the only thing that would stop it was to somehow come up with the one hundred and fifty-seven mezcop in interest payments they owed… or to give away the location of Tandoku Island.

      The table leg was harder to correct than the plates.  There was no replacement, and the broken-off part of the leg had too many splinters knocked away for it to fit well in its old position.  “I’ll go get a bucket from the barnyard,” said Anna.  “It’s just the right height to hold one of these up.”

      The rest of the family stood in silence after the older girl left.  Only Martha seemed to have any idea of what to do — she picked up the pieces of dishware that were somehow still intact and placed them on the counter, then instructed the children to pick out the smaller scraps.  “We’re going to feed this food to the animals, and we don’t want a shard of plate to rip up their insides.”

      Once Audrey and the other two smaller children were busy and distracted, she turned to Seth.  “Do we have the money?”

      “I’m sure we’ll come up with something by then,” Seth said with as brave a face as he could manage.  “Their rent will help, and we can sell one of our animals.  Lydia needs new shoes, but they can wait a month, since she’s not doing hard field work yet.  I can use the money set aside for those.  Then if we scrape up—”

      “They should do it,” interrupted John.  “They should take the offer.”

      “No!” said Hishano.  “We can’t give up our people.”

      “Give them up to what?  Getting visitors?”

      Martha frowned.  “They want to stay hidden, and good for them.  Those Knyn are all the same.  They’ll come in acting like they’re trying to help, but before you know it they’ve got the whole island mortgaged and under their thumb.  That’s if the Mezazi Empire and the Baltese Raiders don’t get to them first.”

      “Well maybe,” huffed John, “if they’re not stupid and don’t take deals that they can’t afford—”

      “Don’t talk about your father that way!” snapped Martha.  “Holt died because we were so poor, and it was take the deal or see another of you go.  It’s not stupid to do what’s necessary to save your children.”

      Hishano tensed.  They were starting to yell and fight.  This didn’t happen on Tandoku Island.  The only time he’d ever seen tensions this high he’d ended up cut nearly in half on a burning ship.

      “We will always do what’s necessary,” said Seth solemnly.  John and Martha both turned to him, expectant.  He’d calmed the waters, and while he couldn’t remove the tension entirely, his voice was able to blunt the sharp edges of the mood. “We’ll do what’s necessary and, if possible, we’ll also do what is right.  I think we can get the money within the week, if we scrape and save, and if our guests help us.  Can you help us?”

      Hishano nodded.  He grabbed the ten mezcop from his pocket and held them out.  It was painful to let them go, painful to see the money that should have gone toward their boat fare transferred from his small, soft, green hands to Seth’s large, callus-laden grasp, but he knew it was the right thing to do.

      Seth whistled as he received the money.  “You did well for your first day.”

      “H’raldri said that we’d get paid more tomorrow if we find what he needs.”  Would it be enough?  The boat fare for all three of them was two mezsil, so in total they needed to come up with three hundred and fifty seven mezcop if they wanted to pay off the interest on Seth and Martha’s farm and afford passage to the next island.  It would be a challenge doing even one of those things, but both?  And what if the boat came early?

      Ishū started asking about some idea on how to make money in town while Hishano did the math on what they would need.  Fifty mezcops per day.  Five times what they’d been ecstatic to receive this evening.

      They couldn’t do it.  They would have to choose between saving the farm and getting on that ship.

      Audrey had been watching him, studying him, and her face fell as his did.  Then her expression turned to anger, and finally a determined pout.  “I’m going to be an adventurer,” she said.  Martha and Ishū were still discussing Ishū’s plan, but the others could hear her.

      “Not until you’re eight,” whispered Seth, almost as if by habit.

      “If we lose the farm, I’m not going to wait,” she said.  “I’m going to go out to sea, and I’ll explore places, and find treasure, and I’ll send money back to you.  I’m going to help people, help people like us, and fight bad guys.

      “And whenever I meet a Knyn,” she said solemnly, “I’ll kill them.”
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      Gum-Gum Guffy was excited — they were gonna collect taxes!  It wasn’t quite as heroic as catching wanted criminals, but it would have to do for now.  It was weird that Sam hadn’t told them about this part of their mission beforehand, but that was okay.  Captains had secrets, and all doubts were washed away when Guffy saw how excited the rest of the crew was.  Far more excited than they’d ever been chasing Evyleen.

      After a couple of days at sea the town finally came into view.

      “That’s smaller than expected,” said a sailor.  “Are you sure there will be enough, uh, ‘tax revenue’?”

      They were putting quote marks around words again.  What weird sailors!

      “We do our duty, even if the town is smaller than expected,” said Sam.  “And remember, if they resist, then it’s our duty to collect taxes by any means necessary.”

      The crew laughed and Syldris licked one of her detached spikes longingly, but Guffy gasped.  He’d heard about bad people who avoided paying taxes but he’d never imagined meeting one!

      As the boat drifted closer he could see people pointing.  Then he could see them running.  Why would they do that?  Were they behind on taxes?

      A small delegation of five men appeared out front.  Four of them carried pitchforks and one of them had a cannon!

      “Get out, pirates!” yelled the man in front.  He had large arms on a relatively thin body.  Maybe he was some sort of blacksmith.

      “Put me on shore,” Sam said to Guffy.

      Guffy wrapped an arm around Sam and extended it until the captain was above the shore, then placed the man on the ground.

      “They’ve got good powers,” said one of the men, his voice quaking.

      “I said get away, pirates!” yelled the blacksmith.

      “Pirates?” Sam yelled back. “You’ve got some nerve, calling us upstanding government agents ‘pirates’.”

      “I want to see proof!”

      “Of course, of course,” said Sam. He yelled back toward the ship: “Syldris, go find the proof while we dock.”

      Sam strolled toward the five men and they backed up.  The man by the cannon tensed the most, getting ready for action.  It looked as if the small cannon was already loaded; it was small enough that it would take dozens of shots to make the ship unsailable, but it was large enough that it could end a man’s life in one hit.

      “I want proof before you dock,” said the blacksmith.

      “Well, that’s not very tolerant,” said Sam in a disappointed tone.  He came ever closer and began to turn his body into tin.  “I’d expected more from people who are soon to be part of the Mezazi Empire.”

      Two of the men’s jaws dropped, but the blacksmith and the cannoneer held firm.  The cannoneer had his finger on some sort of trigger.

      “Freedom.  Tolerance.  Power,” Sam said viciously.  “That is the way of the Mezazi Empire.  Don’t tell me that you’re deficient in all three.”

      The cannoneer’s finger moved a hair’s breadth farther than it should have and the cannon ignited.  The metal ball sailed straight at Sam and he took it, iron on tin.  It made a dent, pushing part of his torso a couple inches out of place.

      “Unreal,” gasped one of the men, horrified.

      “That’s our captain!” yelled a crew member in joy.  “Go repossess those tax dodgers!”

      “I have freedom, I have power, and I have more tolerance than you scoundrels.”  Sam reached the cannon.  All but the blacksmith had backed away in terror, so it was the blacksmith that he grabbed.  One metallic hand wrapped around the man’s throat.  “This is all the proof you need.”

      “Just like he did in the stories,” said another crew member.

      “Haha, oh yeah… I’ve been wanting to see this.”

      “This is just a misunderstanding,” said Guffy, suddenly panicked.  “They’ll let us collect taxes if we give them real proof.”

      The two crew members laughed.  “You’re a riot, Gum-Gum,” said the first.

      “Wait,” said the other, “we’re about to miss the good part.”

      On shore, Sam had the blacksmith lifted up off the ground, the man’s legs kicking against empty air until suddenly they didn’t kick any more.  Sam tossed the body onto the ground like a ragdoll.

      “Hurt one of my men,” he roared, “and there will be a hundred more like that.”

      The rest of the townspeople ran away.

      “No flash,” complained a crew member.

      “Maybe next time.”

      “Did he…” Guffy was shocked.  “Did he just kill that man?”

      “Who cares?  It’s time for looting!”

      Suddenly Guffy realized, far later than he should have, that these former pirates might not be the good guys.

      

      ——

      

      Syldris knew she couldn’t just sail off, not without an entire crew backing her.  She also couldn’t blend into the population, not with her deformities.

      That was why she needed a tool.

      Something that could destroy tin.

      This town had nothing for her.  No interesting powers, no hidden stash of Corgi tech — any high-powered resident would have already come out to defend the place, and this town was too small to have anyone rich enough for a crystal blaster.

      Syldris watched with muted pleasure as a man’s blood leaked onto the ground.  She would have to take what small satisfactions she could.

      Freeing one person at a time didn’t do much for her any more.  There was so much injustice in the world, so many perpetrators of cruel tyranny, that bringing down one oppressive idiot at a time would never bring about true justice.

      Still, she could help free this town.  Bring down the leaders who oppressed them, leave the other villagers free to live their lives without judgment or limits… at least until a new set of oppressors rose up.  Maybe this would be the one to take the opportunity she’d given them and create a paradise of equality and justice, but she couldn’t count on that.  To ensure lasting justice she’d need to take Sam’s place, then take down the oppressive agencies that had sent them on this mission, then burn down this world and create a new one where no one would ever again be spat upon for how they were born.  A new world where the perpetrator class would live in fear and terror while the world’s subjugated masses could breathe easy.

      “My husband!” screamed the brainwashed fool.  “You killed my husband!”

      Syldris grabbed the woman by the hair, pulled her up from the chair and looked hard into her blackened eye, doing her the courtesy of ignoring the shriveled legs that dangled uselessly.  “We have achieved justice here today, you and I.  He thought he could get away with it because you’re a cripple.  Because you’re different.  But I know what it’s like to be persecuted because of differences you can’t control.  I—”

      “You monster!” sobbed the woman.  “How will my children eat?”

      She lowered the woman back into the chair.  Sometimes people took time to see their true situation.  “I wish you could come with me.  I wish you could help save the rest.  One day, you’ll see I’m right.  Farewell.”

      When Syldris stepped back onto the street she was reminded of all the injustice left to correct.  All the poor hurt souls who were hated and oppressed because of traits they couldn’t control… and all the horrible people who did the hurting.

      It usually started with the leader.  Compassionless, hateful leaders.

      She found the biggest house in the village.  That was where he — it was always a he — would live.

      He couldn’t hurt anyone if he was dead.

      

      ——

      

      Guffy ran down the street, his arm extending twenty feet to push a woman away from a sword stroke.  Even from this distance he could hear the pirate’s curse and the thunk of the woman’s body hitting the dirt.

      He wrapped his arm around the swordsman and pulled him close.  “What are you doing?”

      The swordsman groaned in response.

      The first man, the one that Sam had killed, he’d been guilty of tax evasion.  Guffy could see that now.

      The others, however, the lives taken by Syldris and the swordsmen… those killings seemed more like murder.

      “Seriously, let me go,” said the swordsman.  “If you help the tax evaders, I’ll have to assume you’re a rebel.”

      “Don’t hurt people,” said Guffy.

      The man pulled back his sword and prepared to strike.  Guffy extended the arm that wrapped the pirate, snaking it around until he controlled the man’s sword arm as well.

      “Let go!” said the pirate.

      “Are you going to behave?”

      The pirate wrinkled his nose in disgust and spat.

      “Fine.” Guffy extended his free arm and looped it around until it hit the pirate in the back of the head and knocked him out cold.  “Everybody stop killing!” he yelled.

      Everyone ignored him.

      He extended his other arm and knocked another swordsman out.

      The third saw him coming and he had to pull his arms back before they got sliced.

      He felt a cool metal hand laid across his shoulder.  “I agree,” said Sam.  He yelled to everyone else, “Taxes only!  Minimal violence!”

      Guffy breathed a sigh of relief.

      For a second he’d thought he was on the wrong side.
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        Mevin Island

      

      

      Fido sniffed the air.  They were getting close.

      Mevin Island must have grown since the map had been made.  The map said five hundred residents, but the smoke said more like ten thousand.  And the smell of fresh blood from the butcher shops, unless they hung fresh meat outside, said the town numbered about twenty thousand.

      As they got closer he smelled panic and fear, both of them far stronger than a city of twenty thousand should yield.  Missing were any scents of joy, pleasure, or love.

      Mevin Island’s population hadn’t grown.

      Mevin Island’s population had shrunk.  Recently.

      He had to tell the captain.

      The rope ladder swung to and fro as he climbed down, but his footing was sure.  He was bred for this.

      On his way to the captain he passed by Firla, the beautiful Bloodhound who had joined them as first mate on this voyage.

      “G-g-good morning,” he stammered.

      She turned toward him and one of her ears flopped over her face, covering her features.  She drew it back to reveal her prominent muzzle and dark droopy eyes.  “Oh, hello,” she said in a perfectly feminine voice that was somehow untarnished by both her rank and her long experience at sea.

      It took all he had to resist the urge to sniff her butt.

      He gave her a tail wag and then bolted with as much dignity as he could manage down the hall toward the captain’s quarters.

      The long central hallway took him past the room where the human guests were staying.

      “I can’t believe we had to be rescued by these filthy dogs,” said the Mezazi breed, in a voice that he mistakenly thought no one but his northern companion could hear.  Did they not understand how thin these walls were or the amazing sensitivity of Baltese hearing?

      “Yeah,” said the other.  “Discovered by dogs, like we’re some fresh pile of vomit.  We were almost kings, and now… this.”

      Fido could smell the disgust emanating from both of the humans.  It took conscious effort on his part to keep from blaming himself.  It was okay to be Baltese.  He didn’t need a human or Knyn’s permission to be himself, patting him on the head, telling him whether he was a good or bad dog.

      Still, the smell hurt him.  With so much time on an all-Baltese ship, he’d forgotten what it was like to smell a human’s judgment.

      “Remember, can’t put on a brave face for this one,” said the wide human.  “Gotta show all of the shame.  Can’t have people think we’re sympathizing.”

      Fido wasn’t sure why the captain still rescued people at sea.  It always started out nice, everyone feeling good about doing a good deed, but it never turned out well.  He considered pissing on their doorway in order to show dominance, but decided that would just make the situation worse.

      He got to the captain’s quarters and knocked.

      “Come on in.”

      Captain Rudder was tall and thick, a strong captain for a strong ship.  Shiny dark black fur covered his body, except for his muzzle and legs, which had a light brown, almost orange tint.

      Talking to a Rottweiler should have sent chills down his spine, but Captain Rudder emanated a certain calmness.  Fido could tell that, despite the captain’s breeding, everything would be fine.

      “What news is there?” asked the captain.

      “The town we’re going to,” Fido said nervously, “it’s been burned recently, and blood has been spilled.  I thought you should know before we landed.”

      Rudder’s mouth gave one sharp grimace before going back to normal.  It was like a hint of monsters underneath the surface of a still lake.  “How bad?”

      “I can’t tell exactly, but it seems pretty bad.”

      Fido admired the captain’s stoicism and self-control.  He didn’t even lick his paw while thinking.

      Eventually Captain Rudder reached a conclusion.  “We sail elsewhere.”

      “But shouldn’t we help the town?”  Captain Rudder was always wanting to help, so it seemed strange that he would just sail away from a town in need.

      “If we’re seen by a burning town, you know what people will assume.”

      “But the villagers would vouch for us,” insisted Fido.  Part of him really liked helping, but another part of him just wanted the angry humans off their ship by any means possible.  “They’d say we helped and it was someone else who destroyed the village.”

      “Do you think that matters?!” barked Rudder, showing a bit of his breed’s trademark ferocity.  “If even one lapdog of the empire catches a whiff of our ship, that might be enough for them to bury us like a bone.  ‘Town burns, Baltese ship spotted nearby.’  We stay far, far away.”

      Fido felt his tail drooping.  They’d have to keep the mean and stinky humans on board for a little bit longer.

      “I’m sorry,” said Rudder softly, sounding almost fatherly.  “It’s what we must do to survive.”

      

      ——

      

      Guffy hesitated before he knocked on the door to the captain’s cabin.

      Sink 'em Sam had protected him for the last eight months as they’d scoured the seas for Evyleen the Uncatchable, had clapped him on the back and called him nice names like “vital to our mission” and “stupidly loyal, in the best way possible”.

      That meant a lot, coming from Sam.  He was also stupidly loyal, in the best way possible.  The Mezazi held the crew that Sam had sailed with for years, had them locked up in some high-security prison, and the only reason Sam kept chasing Evyleen — instead of sailing off and accomplishing other, much easier heroic deeds — was so he could one day free his old friends.

      He found the captain sitting back in his cabin, oiling his powered-up tin form.  It seemed to soothe him, so Guffy tried to ignore how weird it looked.  Sam smiled. It was good when their captain was calm and happy. “How’s government work treating you, Guffy?”

      “It’s…” Guffy trailed off and looked away before continuing.  “I didn’t like our last mission.  Those people seemed innocent.”

      “They didn’t pay their taxes,” said Sam matter-of-factly, even though his face twitched as he said it.

      “But did we have to kill them and burn down so many buildings?”

      “I stopped the killing and burning,” said Sam.

      “But why start it in the first place?  And why did they look so unhappy to be paying taxes?  Aren’t we the heroes?”

      Sam’s face hardened, then relaxed into exagerrated calmness.  “Why do they call you Gum-Gum Guffy?”

      Guffy knew the answer to this one.  He held up his left arm.  “This one is stretchy, so I nicknamed it ‘gum’.”

      “And your other arm?”

      “It’s also stretchy, so I nicknamed it ‘gum’.”

      “And you use your arms to fight and help throw things, which is why they call you Gum-Gum Guffy, right?”

      “Yes…”

      “You’re good at that.  Do that for me, okay?”

      “But when we were collecting—”

      “Do they call you Think-Think Guffy?” Sam asked calmly.

      “No, but—”

      “Then do what you’re good at and this crew will get along great.”

      That wasn’t fair!  “Do they call you Captain-Captain Sam?”

      “Yes, if they have a stutter.” Sam’s calm face was almost ready to break into his angry face.  Guffy didn’t like that face.  It was even scarier than him turning into metal. “Are we clear?”

      Guffy looked away and nodded.

      “Good.  Now let me finish thinking.  I have an announcement later that I think you’ll like.  Some way to avoid this in the future.”

      Maybe things would be all right.  It was just a temporary misunderstanding.  Evyleen the Uncatchable terrorized towns and kidnapped children, so they had to catch her no matter what.  Maybe the incident in the last town had happened because they were in such a hurry and all sad because of losing their friends Freddy and Jack.

      Guffy could forgive his friends for mourning in their own way, couldn’t he?

      Whatever the reason, Sam would make sure it wouldn’t happen again.

      Guffy walked out of the cabin feeling better than he had in days.

      A group of swordsmen stood off to the side, deep in some discussion.  He decided to join them.

      “Hey, friends!” he said.

      They turned to look at him.

      Timorah groaned, which was a weird way to greet a friend, but Timorah was weird.  When his left arm had been cut off at the wrist, he’d had it replaced with a large sickle that was almost a foot across.  Guffy still wasn’t sure how the man slept without cutting himself.

      “Hey,” said another of the swordsmen, “maybe he can be of help.”

      “How?” asked Timorah.

      “Which town did we just visit,” asked the swordsman, “Havlam or Mevin?”

      “It was Havlam,” said Guffy. “The map said so.”

      “Fine,” said Timorah, “it was Mevin.”

      The other swordsmen laughed. “Thanks for helping.”

      What a weird bunch, but doing heroic government work always attracted the weird types.

      The navigator was by the ship’s wheel, instructing a stronger crewman on which way to turn it.  A chore boy held the papers so that the navigator wouldn’t drop them.  He pointed at one of the sheets, his finger tapping it for emphasis… then going through the paper on the third tap.

      “I swear, the next one will be Havlam,” said the navigator.  “We were thrown farther off course than we realized.  We’re at the edge of the empire, the edge of civilization, almost at Golden Retriever territory… what do you expect?”

      Guffy grabbed the crow’s nest and pulled himself up to it.  It seemed all his friends were busy, so he would watch the ocean until the captain was ready to make his announcement.

      Eventually, he heard the door to the cabin slam open, and a cheer went up from the crew.

      “How do you like those taxes!” boomed Sam.

      A bigger cheer.

      “That’s right!  Pretty good, huh?  Our reward for spending so long on a government chase.  But there was a clerical error, and we accidentally taxed the smaller town of Mevin.  Who were also behind on their taxes, so it worked out!  But our next destination is Havlam, and not only are they bigger, but they’ve attracted a Knyn merchant… so you know there’s money to be had there.  But there’s something even better… we’ve got a new strategy this time, one that will have the citizens thanking us for pillaging— um, I mean collecting taxes from their town.”

      That got a huge cheer from most of the crew, but Timorah sighed.  “We won’t get to stab anyone?”

      Guffy cringed and assured himself that Timorah was joking.
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        New Fame, New Purpose

      

      

      Karugo felt a surge of energy as they walked toward town.  The sun was shining, the air was clear, and they were going to save the farm family that had been so nice to them.  After that, they’d be heroes — to that family at least.

      Hishano was being weird and not wanting to do it the easy way, giving the Knyn what she wanted. Although sometimes overprotective, Hishano did always at least try to keep everyone’s best interests in mind, so Karugo wouldn’t go to the Knyn unless absolutely necessary.  If they couldn’t pay for the farm, definitely.  If they couldn’t pay for both the farm and the boat ride… well, a little while longer away from Tandoku Island wouldn’t be terrible.

      It was more of a challenge this way too — the kind of challenge that Karugo liked!  If they kept on going into the woods and having thrilling adventures with the wildlife they were sure to get stronger and more capable.  If they missed the boat, then maybe six months later when the next one came they’d be able to defeat pirates without burning the ship and riding away on dolphins.

      Hishano would be mad for a little while, of course, but with six months… they could explore every inch of this island!  They could make the entire town love them!

      As they approached the gate they waved to the guard; he looked as if he was just waking up.  He still had messy hair, so he scrambled to put on his helmet and come to attention when he saw visitors approaching.  He relaxed as they got closer.  “Oh, you’re Farmer Seth’s help.”

      “You know us?!” Had word of their exploits gotten out?  Had their bravery in retrieving the Haverwort been rewarded with fame as well as fortune?

      “It’s our job to know the visitors,” said the guard.  “Besides, you’re green.  Nobody’s seen a green person before.”

      Oh.  They were semi-famous already, but not because of what they’d done.  It was just because they looked different.

      Well, they’d give the townspeople a reason to know their names.  And to love them, too.

      “Let’s get to H’raldri’s,” said Hishano.  “I don’t like the idea of everyone scrutinizing us.  These people are so strange, and every single one of them is so different…”

      That was uncharacteristic of the Hishano that Karugo knew.  “Don’t you want to help them?”

      “Yes, but… there are so many of them and their emotions are so wild; each person uses them differently.  On Tandoku, almost everyone acted properly at all times.  There was a correct response to every situation and life was as easy as performing the correct response.  This island is so chaotic compared to that… it’s hard to adjust.”

      Karugo hadn’t thought of it that way.  Last night’s visit from Nata the Knyn had scared him a little, but it had probably been terrifying and completely disorienting to Hishano and Ishū.  They were much closer to the typical Tandoku and… now Karugo saw it.  Tandoku Island was a fragile place with no variation from the proscribed customs. If outside visitors came it might end up broken like the plates on last night’s table.  Even he, who was normal according to the standards of Havlam Island, was a huge destabilizing force.  If there were two or three of him, it might change the way of life on Tandoku Island as they knew it.

      Then again, was that such a bad thing?  He remembered Grandpa Toraburu’s words: you’ll see what happens to a society that kills its heroes.

      No, he didn’t want to risk that.  He would rather let the rest of the Tandoku be, get them their crystal, as long as he got to sail away and keep exploring at the end of it.

      Light-skinned humans turned their heads as they passed in the street; children pointed directly, while adults often pretended interest in an object just behind them.  It seemed to be curiosity more than anything that drove these people to stare.

      “They’re all acting the same now,” said Karugo.  “Is that better?”

      “No,” said Hishano.  “It’s way worse because they’re all acting weird.  Let’s get to H’raldri’s and get our mission.”

      

      ——

      

      They knocked three times, then four.  Eventually Hishano sighed and said, “I guess I can take the shurikens again.”  It was going to hurt, but it was worth getting the money.  They needed every bit of money they could get if they wanted to average fifty mezcop a day.

      However, just before he was about to leap into the Lapine’s den the door opened on its own.  “Come in, quickly!” whispered the rabbit, both of his ears twitching back and forth, with one going flat on his head just as soon as the other returned to normal.  “You made quite a racket with that knocking… you never know who might be listening!”

      They stepped in and H’raldri closed the door behind them.

      “Why would people be listening?” asked Hishano.  “We’re just getting ingredients for your potions.”

      “Not just ingredients… reagents! And you must be cognizant of spies at all times.  Did your human-warren not teach you this?  Jump into a battlefield and close your eyes, this is why humans die so much.”

      Hishano didn’t know what spies were, but if they were things that could hurt someone just by listening then they must be pretty bad.

      “Okay, here’s what I need today: it’s a small root that grows past the bamboo forest.  It’s not rare, it just doesn’t grow where humans can reach very easily.  The last person I sent out there, he never returned, and now the townspeople won’t let their children go on errands for me… but you!  You have no family here, so you’re perfect for this mission.”

      Hishano started having second thoughts.  He could heal, but it had limits… and Karugo could get hurt almost as easily as a normal human.

      “I’ll give you eighty-nine mezcop if you bring me five roots.”

      The doubtful second thoughts disappeared, replaced by third thoughts that were overwhelmingly in favor of the mission.  That was almost twice as much money as they needed for the day in order to meet their goal!  If they succeeded in dangerous life-threatening missions four out of the next seven days, then they’d be able to save Seth’s family and pay for their boat fare.

      “Let’s do it!” said Hishano excitedly.

      “Yeah!” agreed Karugo.  “With eighty-nine mezcop a day we can save everyone!”

      H’raldri gave them a sidelong glance but said nothing.  Instead he grabbed a potion from on top of his desk, a glass flask with a rubber stopper that was filled with a thick red liquid.  “Here’s one of the healing potions that I made yesterday.  This is for the fire boy, just in case.”

      “You’re so nice!” exclaimed Hishano.

      “I just don’t want my helpers dying earlier than necessary,” muttered the Lapine. “I’ll never pay off my debts if you die.”

      Hishano was extra sure now that they would do this.  They’d be helping their island, Seth, H’raldri, and the villagers who consumed his potions.  “We won’t let you down.”

      H’raldri put the potion in a bag, one with straps for going over the shoulders, and then handed it to Karugo.  “Be careful in the bamboo forests.  The bamboo stalks look sturdy, but they won’t protect you.”
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        Bug Out

      

      

      Ishū felt out the animal mindscape as he walked to town.  The animals at the farm had felt orderly and content — a generally happy lot — but out here the animal minds were much sharper, wilder, more active.  It wasn’t happiness, per se, but some sort of swirling intensity that seemed to generate its own form of satisfaction.  It was mesmerizing.

      But exploring that wilderness could come later, once Ishū had helped raise the required funds.  For now, he had to figure out how to make people part with their money.  Apparently just asking for what they needed would get them laughed out of town, taking it would get them run out of town, and there was no Council of Elders to discuss this with, but if he could do something for them that they liked then they might give him some money… he just had to find what he was better at than other people, and convince others to pay him to do it.

      Why couldn’t they have a Council of Elders that told them what to do?  It worked well enough on Tandoku Island.  Then again, that had also been with a domesticated people; such things might not work for wild and independent people like Seth.

      Ishū cringed as he entered town.  The town’s animal mindscape was no longer the contented orderliness of the farm or the lively intensity of the wild animals.  These animals lived in a cycle of feasting and terror, always planning out their next move, hoping to score a big chunk of food and escape the broom or the shoe.  In this perpetual war between human and animals, all but a small number of types had died out or fled the city.

      The greatest numbers were the cockroaches, constantly scurrying to find some dark space where they might find sustenance.  Then there were the mice, forming small groups and trying to protect their young from the terrors of the human world.  Then there were the crox, a scaled creature with a long sticky tongue, probably related to the frogs with the roll-up tongues that Karugo and Hishano had talked about.  He watched one work as it chased a bug, sending out the long tongue to stick onto the side of a kitchen counter, then pulling itself up to that attachment point at high speed and flipping onto the top of the ledge.  From there its tongue flicked out again, hitting the scurrying bug.

      A human child clapped nearby, delighted at the display.  The crox moved away; human adults never struck at them since they hated the bugs far more than the crox, but human children always wanted to ‘play’, and there was no telling what damage that could do.  The crox aimed its tongue at the window and flipped itself outside, sticking its tongue on the outer wall to slow its fall.

      Finally, there were the cats — actual cats, small and walking on all fours, not the human-like Knyn he’d seen last night.  They were the rarest but the most intelligent, hunting down mice and crox.

      That confirmed what Seth had told him last night.  The humans mostly liked cats, tolerated crox, disliked the mice, and hated the bugs.  He could also see that the cats and the crox were the most individually intelligent, the mice had the most powerful social bonds, and the bugs had the greatest numbers.

      He had a plan to turn this knowledge into money.

      He knocked at a door, and a disheveled older woman answer the door.  “Hello,” he began, trying not to be nervous.  It had been a long time since he’d struck up a conversation with a stranger.  “Have animals been bothering you?”

      “Honey,” she yelled, surprisingly loudly, “it’s one of those new green people.”

      An old man hobbled to the door.  “Well, I’ll be.  What’s the thing want?”

      “He asked if animals have been bothering us.”

      “Well I think that’s a bit harsh.  He’s not like us, but he’s no animal.”

      A kid ran between them, maybe seven or eight, and pinched his exposed arm.  “It’s not coming off.  Are they really green?”

      This was going worse than expected.  Seth’s family was alright, and Hishano and Karugo were his responsibility, but mostly Ishū just wanted to be with the animals again.

      He decided to try again, more clearly this time.  “If there are animals bothering you, I can make them go somewhere else.  Then you pay me money.”

      The kid knelt down and scratched at his leg, trying to peel off the green.  Ishū shook his leg and growled at the boy.

      “Get back,” said the older woman. “He might bite.”

      “Grandma, he’s really green.”

      “That’s why you shouldn’t provoke him.  He’s from a completely different island and culture.  We have to respect his customs, whatever they are.”

      Ishū sighed.  “I just want to use my skills to make money.  Here, I’ll demonstrate.”

      He’d chosen this house because there were mice in the walls, and they were surely bothering the residents.  He reached out to the mice.  Please help me.  Come out and run in a circle.

      Who are you?  Why?

      Right.  These weren’t like Seth’s farm animals, who were used to obeying and happy to speak with a friendly human.  These were animals, he sensed from their actions, who were used to being tricked and killed by humans, living an uncomfortable coexistence.

      “Where’s the demonstration?” asked the old man, confused.

      “Yeah!” the boy joined in enthusiastically.  “Show us some green person magic!”

      “I’ll leave now.  Sorry to bother you.”  Ishū shuffled away, dejected.

      “What a strange fellow,” said the old woman.

      “Maybe we should’ve asked him to dinner,” said the old man.

      “We don’t know what he eats!  What if he eats support beams… or children?”

      “Then we’d tell him…”

      The door creaked as it closed, and their voices faded away.

      He had to try again, because he had to get money, but he needed a better plan this time.  He turned down one of the smaller streets where people didn’t walk as much — “alleyways” — and slumped against a wall.
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        Wild Things

      

      

      Karugo was nearly dancing as he went past the town guard, his excitement rising just imagining what could be in the bamboo forest.

      The thought of danger shouldn’t excite him.  Everyone else seemed scared by it.  H’raldri was so scared he wouldn’t leave his house.  Hishano wasn’t scared for himself since he was nearly invincible, but he was scared for Karugo.

      “Keep your head on a swivel at all times,” said Hishano.  “And don’t make so much noise.  Who knows what kind of attention it will attract.”

      “We’re ten feet outside the city.”

      “We got lucky last time that the tri-snakes and the rainbow wolves kept each other busy.  If only one of them had shown up, who knows what would have happened.”

      “You can heal and I have the potion from H’raldri.  And I can catch on fire.  Anything that comes at us…” Karugo threw a punch, making his fist burst into flame as he connected with an imaginary opponent.

      Hishano frowned and put his finger to his lips.

      They walked in silence for some time, Hishano’s head swiveling constantly.  They crossed the river, and then passed the farm on the west side.  Karugo thought the caution was a huge overreaction to what had happened the previous day — and maybe to H’raldri’s ominous warnings — but eventually the paranoia got to him as well.  At about the time they passed into wild forests — ones much like those where they’d been chased the previous day — he also started looking in every direction for danger.

      “There’s so much going on,” Hishano whispered eventually.  “So many plants, scattered chaotically.  Bugs zipping to and fro.  Small animals bounding through.  The screeching of birds.  How are we supposed to keep track of everything?  It’s all so… unnatural.”

      Karugo laughed, far too loudly.  The echo was quickly eaten by all the other noises, but it still seemed to set Hishano even more on edge than he had been before.  “Unnatural?  This is the definition of natural.  The orderly rows of Tandoku Island are what’s unnatural.”

      Hishano frowned again.  Had Karugo gone too far?  Would Hishano stop liking him?  He knew the boy liked the home island far more than almost anyone he knew, but still… surely they could both admit that nothing that happened there was natural.  “You’re right,” Hishano said at last.  “Tandoku Island is very unnatural, and this island is very natural.”

      Karugo breathed a sigh of relief.  There was hope for his friend yet.  As gratifying as it was to have Hishano caring about him, all the weird ideas were annoying.

      “But on Tandoku Island, none of the animals attacked us.  Very few of them attacked each other.  Mentors didn’t hit their students.  Greedy people didn’t threaten families with slavery and starvation.  We were at peace for hundreds of years.  It was, as you say, completely unnatural.  It was perfect.”

      What could Karugo say to that?  That it was too restrictive?  That it was boring?  That he had hated himself for nearly every moment of his life on the island?

      “We know it didn’t get that way by accident.  It took a lot of work.  Work like we’re doing now, finding the Adiamite Crystal.”

      Work like separating Karugo from the island.  Tandoku Island was already better, more perfect, just for the fact that he wasn’t on it.  And he’d been happier as well, even reaching a state that might be called joy.  It was only when thinking about the island that those depressing thoughts came back.

      “And when we’re done with that,” said Hishano confidently, “I’m going to save the rest of the world.  Do you want to help me?”

      “How are you going to save the world?” asked Karugo.  “There seem to be a lot of things wrong with it.  Pirates.  Thieves.  Snakes and wolves.”

      Hishano contemplated that for a while.  “Jack and Freddy were never nice, but they sure did act a lot nicer when they were within range of the Adiamite Crystal.  Maybe if we find one for every single—”

      “No,” said Karugo firmly.

      “We can do it!” said Hishano.  He was so excited that he was starting to forget the danger, and his voice rose in volume.  “You, me, Ishū… we’re a—”

      “No,” repeated Karugo.  He couldn’t go back to a half existence, living as if in a cage.  There might be pirates and wild animals and unpleasant people out here, but to go under the repression of the crystal again would be to lose himself.  “There’s so much life and excitement out here.  Putting crystals everywhere would destroy this world.”

      “Surely you’re not okay with people like J—” Hishano cut himself off, apparently not sure what Karugo currently thought of Jack.  “With people like Freddy and that Knyn running around hurting people.  If everyone gets a crystal, Seth’s family can live in peace.  H’raldri wouldn’t have a reason to be scared.”

      “If there was a crystal, they wouldn’t exist.  They’re too wild, too dangerous.  Audrey dreams of being an adventurer… what place does an adventurer have in your perfect world?”

      “Under the crystal, she wouldn’t want to be an adventurer!  She would want something more reasonable.  Out here, even I sometimes want to do something daring. Do you know how unnerving that feeling is?”

      “I’ve always wanted to explore; I just didn’t know what that feeling meant until the crystal broke.”

      “Fine.  The crystal doesn’t make people perfect.  But it does make them better.”

      Karugo gritted his teeth.  Hishano might have sacrificed for him, but he still didn’t understand.  Life under the crystal was a constant unfilled longing, a never-ending sense of wrongness.  Out here people did bad things sometimes, but they were free.  They could experience life in all its forms. “Do you think I was better under the crystal?  Do you think that out here I’m bad?”

      “No!” yelled Hishano, completely forgetting his previous caution.  “You were just a disturbance the Elders had to control.”

      “Is that why you’re here?  To control me?”

      “And as your friend!”

      Karugo tried to calm himself.  The easiest way to remove a disturbance was to kill it.  It had worked on the pirates.  He’d thought of doing the same to the Knyn, imagined how Seth’s family would react if he killed that thing… it had brought a smile to his face.  If Hishano hadn’t killed him, had in fact gone to great lengths to save him, then he wasn’t just a disturbance to control… yet Hishano still didn’t understand.

      Or maybe it had nothing to do with Karugo.  Maybe Hishano was against killing, and was willing to spend his life guarding against the disturbance instead of just taking care of it the easy way.

      They marched on, their silence no longer the silence of caution.

      The birds continue to chirp, stubbornly cheerful.  Didn’t they know there was danger in these woods?

      Soon the thick woody tree cover began to thin, replaced slowly by bushes and scrub.  After a small section of entangled shrubbery, there arose a wall of bamboo plants.  Their leaves were concentrated at the top, so once they entered the shaded areas they were surrounded by bamboo stalks and almost nothing else.  The stalks ranged from small enough that Karugo could fit a hand around them to large enough that he could barely wrap both arms around the trunks, although this second type was rare.  The most common was one about as thick as Karugo, and three or four times his height.  At places they grew thick enough that Karugo and Hishano had to turn sideways to fit through.

      Karugo grabbed one of the thicker, taller ones and started shimmying up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking to see how far the bamboo forest goes.”

      He got above the leaves and felt the stalk sway.  Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea… but while he was here, he might as well look around.

      In the distance to the southeast, he could see the city.  To the east was the ocean, and to the west he could see the mountain that dominated that side of the island.  To the north, maybe a mile away, the bamboo forest turned into grassland.  A herd of large horned animals grazed there, shimmering strangely in the light.

      “We’re close!” he announced, then shimmied down.

      As they walked, Hishano seemed deep in contemplation.  Eventually he spoke.  “Maybe different people need different environments.  Under the crystal, all you did was make trouble.  Now you’re risking your life to help a farmer.”

      “Well, yeah,” said Karugo, satisfied that Hishano finally understood.  “It’s because my grandpa bred me to be a hero.”

      “So we just need to find the right environment for everyone and we save the world.”

      “That should be easy, right?”

      “Definitely,” agreed Hishano.

      “I wonder what the right environment is for that Knyn…”

      Hishano didn’t answer, however, because suddenly the earth started to shake.
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      Ishū slipped into the minds of the nearby animals — the mice and the crox and the cats, because the bugs seemed to have even less consciousness than fish — and looked through their eyes, saw what they were seeing, heard their thoughts.  He couldn’t affect anything while he was here, and he could only peek through one pair of eyes at a time, but it allowed him to have an amazing view of the city.  If a crox was looking through a window, so was he.  If a mouse was looking out of a hole in the wall, so was he.  If a cat was perched atop a chimney, so was he.  This ability to see through their eyes went for a radius of about half a mile, it seemed, but he could sense the presence and movement of animals for much farther.

      With this ability, surely he could find a way to make money.  His initial plan had been to be a pest control agent, asking the animals to move to a different place for a month or so.  However, that required more persuasive power than he seemed to possess — both with the animals and with the humans!  If he did get lucky and make one group buy in to his plan, it was almost assured that the other group would disagree.

      He dove into the minds of the animals.  They craved three things: safety, food, and mates.  Safety he couldn’t guarantee.  Becoming a mouse matchmaker was ridiculous.  But food…. he could buy their favorite foods with some of his payment from helping Alfalfa and bribe them with that.  He probably couldn’t bribe them to do something like stay away for a month, but for smaller tasks, where he could easily judge whether they’d been completed… yes, that could work.

      Now he just needed some task that would generate money.

      He drifted through the mouse and crox population until something caught his eye: the Knyn.  She had money.  Money that wasn’t really hers.  Probably stored in a house, which was where mice were really good at going… and money seemed to be just the perfect size for mice to carry.

      He jumped between the eyes of the different mice, following the Knyn without asking for any favors or having any single animal trail her.  Once she’d reached her house and gone in, he got to work.  The mice hungrily pointed him to a specific sweetbread merchant whose products they swore by.  The merchant himself had three stray cats hanging around, ones who had learned that being near this man often led to a tasty dinner of fresh rodent.  After buying several loaves he found an alleyway near the Knyn’s house and began recruiting helpers.

      The talking man has sweetbread, he’s promised to give us some.

      Please tell us.  We’ll do anything for that sweetbread.

      Yes, this would go very well.

      He described the idea of coins as best he could.  It seemed that if he thought of an image, that image would transmit to the animals almost as well as a word, and an image of a coin was much easier than describing the concept of money to an animal.  He barely understood it himself.

      Bring me these and you will get sweetbread.  They are in the cat-human’s house.  As he said ‘cat-human’ he sent the image of the Knyn, and thought of the path to her house.

      He could sense animals scurrying toward the Knyn’s house, converging.  Most of them were mice.  He could tell by the paths they took, slow and leisurely through the narrow insides of walls and then rushing quickly across open ground until reaching cover once again.  There were also a few cats that joined in, happy to find easy hunting.

      Could the animals sense each other?  It seemed that they had some sort of limited communication, at the very least the ability to speak with nearby animals of the same type.

      He singled out a nearby crox; it wouldn’t be involved in the quest that he’d given the mice — and, unintentionally, the cats.

      Can you talk with other animals?

      You are the speaking monster? it asked.

      You think us monsters?

      We huddle in the corners of your shells, dashing away from your sticks and your boots, avoiding your poisons and traps, hoping to catch the bugs that your sewage feeds.  Most of you are capricious, powerful, and emit a hideous unintelligent babbling.  What else would you call yourselves but monsters?

      Great.  All he wanted was a bit of information, but the uncooperative crox was trying to entangle him in philosophy.  So creatures like me are the only animals that do not speak?

      Yes, in the entire world.  We once had different languages, but now all creatures except humans and the bugs they grow have learned to speak with each other… even if some use this power only for threats and other crudities.

      That was interesting.  The entire world…. How big is the world?

      At least ten times as big as this monster habitat… it is a giant world with sky-reaching rocks, thin waters, stick forests, deep forests, watery mushy grounds, underground paths… from the never-ending waters to the never-ending waters, this world… wait, how do you not know the size of the world?  Are you a child-monster?

      There’s more to the world than this island, little frog.

      Little frog?  I’ll have you know—

      The conversation was interrupted when one of the mice squeaked a question: is this a coin?

      Ishū’s heart leapt with anticipation.  He peeked through the mouse’s eyes and saw a wondrous scene.  The room was dimly lit; there were no windows here and one lamp was the sole source of illumination.  The mouse was on a desk.  Aside from the lamp, the desk was littered with ink-stained papers and half-written missives, dominated by a passed-out Knyn (ten minutes home and already asleep?), and scattered with coins.

      Yes! he thought excitedly.  Those are coins!  You’ll get a chunk of sweetbread for each coin you bring me!

      It was so beautiful that Ishū almost started crying.  There were dozens of mezcops all across the desk, and those were good, but then there were a few mezsil… get just a few of those and all their worries would be over.

      Silver ones get a huge chunk of sweetbread, he told his rodent minions.

      The mouse he’d spoken to was one of the first to reach the desk, but hundreds of others crawled across the floor en masse, becoming a moving money-fetching carpet.  The mouse attempted to grab multiple silver coins, but he was only able to get one.

      That’s okay.  I have lots of sweetbread.

      The mouse seemed satisfied and grabbed the one, then jumped down from the desk, tucking and rolling to protect himself and keep hold of the coin.

      That was when the madness began.

      The other mice quickly realized there weren’t enough silver coins for all of them, and a gang of four converged on the first mouse.  He tried to dart through them, but one rammed him, knocking the coin loose.  Two others grabbed it and dashed off… but then a small but quick mouse slipped between them and took the coin away from them… but then it collapsed under the weight after only a few steps.  The gang of four bit at the thief and proceeded with the coin... before being intercepted by a gang of five.

      Every silver coin became the center of a vicious brawl.  There simply weren’t enough to go around.

      Many mice were smart and satisfied themselves with a mezcop.  Those mostly stayed away from the violence.  Others searched the side rooms of the house, their efforts fruitless except for one cupboard which contained a couple mezsil.

      Fights broke out around those mezsil as well, and it only got worse as more mice poured into the house.

      Don’t fight!  I have plenty of sweetbread!

      They ignored him and continued fighting.

      Then the Knyn woke up.  She shrieked, leaping on top of her chair to get away from the hundreds of mice fighting tooth and nail on her floor.  That wasn’t enough to save her… a mouse had already taken a flying leap from the desk, grasping a mezcop, and rammed straight into the Knyn’s leg and bounced off.

      She must have realized that it was her money they were running off with, because she quickly went from frightened and shrieking to angry.  She pounded across the floor and grabbed a broom, then started wielding it, furiously smashing it against the floor.

      The fights broke up, the current possessor of each mezsil being declared the winner, and the mice horde started running out of the house.

      Nearly half of them had some sort of coin!  Ishū might end up with double what he needed!  It would be especially sweet that the money the Knyn stole from Seth had been stolen in turn from her.

      Sweetbread is waiting, he said. Come safe.

      The Knyn stood solidly in front of a locked metal box, broom in both hands, angry and crying.  What was in that box?

      Maybe next time he could figure that out, if he felt like it.  He didn’t really need to, though — he would have plenty after this, and he could spend the rest of their time here just talking with the animals, exploring, or helping Seth.  It gave him a nice peaceful feeling thinking of that.

      The way back out, however, was harder than the way in.  Cats had gathered, pouncing at their slower-than-usual prey, ending lives with a single swipe.  They went through the mice indiscriminately, killing them with hungry, wicked grins.

      As sad as that made Ishū, at least other mice were coming in and grabbing the mezsil and some of the mezcop that got dropped.

      But cats weren’t the only predators around.

      Villagers saw the money and they got a strange lustful glow in their eye.  Every human, it seemed, wanted money.  And while most wouldn’t hurt another human for it, they had no problem hurting mice.

      Hands twice as big as the average mouse reached down to snatch away coins.  Feet stomped and kicked, knocking away mice and coins alike.  Some got down on their hands and knees, laying an arm on the ground and trying to block the path of the money-carrying mice; sometimes the mice would run over or around it, but sometimes the human swung the arm and successfully separated mouse from coin.

      You lied, a mouse accused him. You got us to find the coin, then sent the other humans so you wouldn’t have to give us sweetbread.

      No!  I’ve never met them before, and I didn’t know they would do this!

      Human boys and girls ran away from the scene, gleefully holding up one or two mezcops.  Several hungry-looking men were more tenacious, pocketing each coin and then going after more, hunting down individual mice.

      By now all the mezsil were gone.

      This was a massacre.

      A few mice with mezcop had gotten away into the walls of buildings and made it to him, depositing their goods.  Ishū gave them large chunks of sweetbread as a pitiful recompense for their dead and injured brethren.

      Fourteen mezcop.  The sweetbread had cost eight.

      He looked through the eyes of a dying mouse and saw dozens like it.  Dozens were dead and just as many were going that way soon.  A cat appeared and bared its claws right before the connection cut off, giving Ishū a sharp nasty headache.

      I’m sorry, he said mournfully.  I’m so sorry.

      The surviving animals dispersed, the mice cursing the lying, meddling human, the cats thanking him, and the crox feeling more amused than anything.

      He slumped in the alleyway, fully prepared to mope and berate himself for several hours.  However, he noticed something strange, even stranger than the scramble for coins that he’d induced in the mice.  This was a panic, starting far north past the farm but spreading quickly.  Masses of animals charging at high speed.  He couldn’t tell at this distance, but it felt as if they were moving far faster than the mice.

      He got up and dusted himself off, glad of the distraction.

      Moping could wait.
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      It started off with a small rumbling, like a large stone being dragged nearby.  However, there were no stones in sight, and the rumbling only grew louder until the ground nearly shook.

      “I heard about something like this once!” said Hishano excitedly.  “A ground-shaking happened during the leadership of Iwa the Sturdy.  That’s why he encouraged the Tandoku to develop better materials and building techniques.”

      “How does that help us?”

      “If the town gets hurt by all this we can help them rebuild!  Then they’ll give us lots of money and we can save our island!”  The history they’d learned might have been false, or at least embellished, but it wasn’t useless.

      What was that flickering in the distance?  It seemed to get closer as the rumbling sound increased in volume.

      It was a horde of strange horned animals, each of them a pale grey four-legged beast who seemed to fade in and out of existence.

      “How are they running through these bamboo stalks?” asked Karugo.

      Hishano saw that they seemed to come fully into existence when in an empty spot, then turn into a translucent shadow of themselves when running through thin bamboo.  They still avoided the larger stalks, but those were few and far between.  “Ghost buffalo!” he shouted.

      “What?”

      “Farmer Seth mentioned ghost buffalo… these must be them!”

      They were getting closer, but Hishano wasn’t scared.  They weren’t hurting the bamboo they ran through, so why would they hurt him?  The herd was charging straight for him.  The lead buffalo had a brown droopy beard when he wasn’t ghosting, large panicked eyes, and two strong and curvy horns headed straight Hishano’s way.

      They collided and Hishano was smashed backward into a nearby piece of bamboo.

      What?

      The leader of the herd seemed almost as surprised as he was, since Hishano had somehow stopped his progress, but he quickly moved on in order to avoid getting trampled.

      Hishano turned to investigate, but then he was hit from behind by another ghost buffalo.  This time his flying body wasn’t stopped by a bamboo stalk, so right after he slammed into the ground the creature’s hooves trampled him, crushing some of his favorite bones and internal organs.

      He was dizzy and his body didn’t seem to hang together quite right as he picked himself up from the ground.  His right arm didn’t react precisely as he would like, and holding himself up was a challenge.  He needed time to heal.  A couple seconds, at least.

      But the next buffalo came at him.  This one he dodged, the sudden motion sending a terrible crack through his spine as he fell back down to the earth.

      He could no longer move his legs.  That could take minutes to heal.  Did he have minutes?  Was this where he finally learned the limits of his power?  He grabbed the nearest bamboo stalk and tried to pull himself up, but with his legs paralyzed and his right arm not working properly it was hopeless.  He had only gotten a foot or two up when another ghost buffalo slammed into him, crushing his left arm between tree and buffalo.  The dizzy buffalo moved on, leaving an almost completely incapacitated Hishano.

      This was it.

      He was going to die here.

      That was when he saw the flame.

      

      ——

      

      Karugo saw the herd pass by, barely missing him even as the lead buffalo slammed into Hishano.

      Then he saw Hishano get hit again and again, taking damage that would have killed a normal person at least once by now — probably twice.  He had to do something.

      He lit himself on fire and stepped into the herd.

      It was a risk, but one not without merit.  Every animal, so far, had hated being too close to flames.  He was betting that these ghost buffalo were no different.

      The first one was close, the surprised buffalo barely swerving to get away, but swerve it did.

      Karugo touched the bamboo as he went, leaving a trail of fire.  Each step took courage; catching the bamboo on fire ensured his safety for a time, but stepping forward — as he inevitably must do — put him in danger once again.  He walked upstream into the herd, so he would end up in front of Hishano.  Horns came perilously close to him, sending him rolling to dodge.  Ivory death sliced through where he had been mere moments before.

      Finally he got out in front of Hishano.  He lit up the bamboo as a warning to the buffalo, creating a burning V that diverted them away from his friend and created a safety zone that would last as long as the fire.  Together they were going to find the perfect place for everyone in the world, and they couldn’t do that if one of them was dead.

      Hishano was in bad shape.  Worse than anything he’d seen since the fight with Jack and Freddy.  The bleeding wounds closed up first, but there was deeper damage, stuff that couldn’t be solved in an instant.

      Karugo’s hands shook as he extinguished his own flames and pulled the healing potion out of his bag.  If he let Hishano have it, then if he got hurt he was as good as dead.  Why had they only gotten one?  They’d brought ten Haverwort, hadn’t they?  Surely that deserved at least two potions.  But that was in the past, something to improve for next time.  He put the bottle to Hishano’s lips and encouraged him to sip, eyes glancing dangerously away from the oncoming buffalo.

      Would his firewall hold?  If a ghost buffalo got past, he would need to drop Hishano and catch on fire again to chase it off, possibly wasting the potion.  Each moment that went by made him more nervous, and as Hishano’s eyes opened again Karugo dumped even more into his friend’s mouth.

      Then it was gone.  They were on their own from here on out.

      “You saved me,” said Hishano.

      “Of course,” said Karugo.  “Everyone has their place, and yours is… not dead.”

      That was enough heartwarming care for now.  Hishano was as recovered as he would get by Karugo’s hand, so it was time to tend to their defenses.

      The bamboo was burning fast.  The fire hadn’t spread far beyond the original stalks he’d set on fire, but it was moving up and down the stalk.  The original part where he’d started the fire was blackened and didn’t burn nearly as brightly as before.  The buffalo also weren’t nearly as scared as before.

      He’d looked up just in time.  He caught on fire and stood in front of Hishano, scaring away the buffalo that soon pushed through his fading shield of burning bamboo.

      This was what it felt like to protect.

      It felt nice, especially when he saw how grateful Hishano was.

      Maybe that was why Hishano kept protecting people so much.

      Eventually, the herd thinned out and he was no longer protecting anyone.  He was just standing, on fire, in a bamboo forest, surrounded by blackened trunks.  The rumbling faded into almost nothingness and he could hear the gentle crackle of fire from above, as it slowly worked its way up the bamboo stalks.

      He was just about to sit down in relief when he heard hissing.

      Tri-snakes.  Five of them.
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      The farther Ishū went, the weirder things got.

      Don’t speak to him, if you value your life!

      Another one is coming from the south!

      Run, if you can!

      Had word of his accidentally broken promises spread so quickly?  No, this had more of a panicked quality than just gossip about his trustworthiness.

      “Another one”… that was how they referred to him.  Another human?  Maybe another green human?  Karugo and Hishano had been planning on going somewhere in the wilderness.  Were they up north?  Were they the cause of this?

      No, surely not.  They’d gone west the last time they fetched ingredients, so they were probably west.  But there was smoke up ahead, and he’d accidentally taught Karugo that burning things was a good response to trouble.

      Then again, fires probably happened all the time on these wild islands.  A natural part of the cycle.  But if it was just a natural fire, why did the animals refer to him as “another one”?  Was this some natural fear of humans, like the dolphins’?  The animals in town and at the farm were used to humans, even if a human that could speak with them was a surprise.  These wild animals seemed spooked at his ability.

      He ran, aware that he could very well be making things worse, but he had to know.  He was close to the mass of quickly moving animals.

      Turn!  There’s another!

      A chorus of thoughts blasted his mind, each a variation of the others and all of them expressing fear and shock that he was there.  The mass changed course, turning so it would miss him.  In the distance he saw what looked like buffalo, but they seemed to flicker in and out as they went through the bamboo forest, turning nearly transparent as they went through stalks of bamboo.  If they could charge a solid object and just go through, why would they be scared of him?

      It had to be Karugo catching things on fire.  That was the cause of the smoke, the cause of the stampede, and the cause of the full-blown panic that had spread through the animals.  Maybe they thought all green-skinned men could catch the forest on fire.

      Maybe the Elders were right about Karugo.  Ishū had liked the wildness he’d seen in the boy, a refreshing contrast to the static, orderly world that was enforced on Tandoku Island, but if panicked, stampeding animals and a burning forest were the alternatives, maybe putting up with some boredom wasn’t so bad.

      

      ——

      

      Hishano popped his back, fixing the last of his ailments from the run-in with the ghost buffalo.  That potion had really helped speed along his natural healing power.

      However, the five tri-snakes in front of him might mean it was all for nothing.

      Two wolves had been able to take on four tri-snakes, yes, but Hishano knew from his experience in the woods yesterday that neither of them was as dangerous as a wolf.  The chances that their skills and toughness had improved that much since yesterday was… minimal.

      The snakes were splotched green and brown and tan, perfect for blending into the woods and pretty good at blending into the bamboo, at least when they wanted to.  But right now they didn’t want to, because they smelled easy prey.  Something that had already been through a stampede wasn’t likely to put up much of a fight.

      Karugo stood bravely in front of him, holding his ground as the snake approached.

      Two of the slithering beasts stopped in front of Karugo, as much to hold his attention as to fight, while the other three slipped around in order to get at Hishano.  They thought they knew who the easier prey was.

      And they were probably right.  Hishano could last a long time, but he had no idea how to fight.  How could he protect his friends if he couldn’t face down the dangers of the outside world?  This time they weren’t going to be saved by Karugo catching everything on fire.

      The snakes closed in, and the one on the right coiled and struck.

      Hishano dodged and grabbed at it, getting a hold on one of its tails.  But it could still curl its body, and its head wrapped around and positioned itself for another strike.  He had to hurl it away to avoid getting bitten.  The throw was ineffective, only sending it a couple feet before it hit the ground.

      As the one on the left flew at him, he got an idea.  He dodged, then grabbed one of the tails and started swinging it in a circle.  That kept the head from biting at him, and when he flung the snake it went almost twenty feet, ending its flight by hitting a burned-out bamboo stalk.  It tried to wrap itself around the trunk, then realized it was still hot and flopped to the ground.

      One down, four to go!

      The victory was short-lived.  Both of Karugo’s snakes were heading toward Hishano; they’d given up on finding a place on Karugo’s body that wasn’t burning.  Even before those got to him, the other two snakes close to Hishano struck at him in a coordinated attack.  Dodging both snakes would have been hard no matter what, but he hadn’t yet recovered his stance after throwing their buddy.

      Fangs clamped onto his arm, injecting something horrible.  An intense burning sensation radiated from the bite, then started spreading.

      This could kill a normal person, he understood.  His power was fighting the venom, but it would still slow him down.  And if all of the snakes succeeding in biting him like this…

      He grabbed the body of the snake that had bitten him near the head and squeezed, trying to make it release its grip.  It seemed to know that the venom was already in its victim, so it let itself be pulled away and then wriggled out of Hishano’s grasp.

      The other snakes spread out around him so that he couldn’t focus on all of them at the same time.  The next attack would be even harder to dodge, even if he hadn’t had venom coursing through his veins.

      As the snakes slithered toward him the venom took hold and he fell to the ground.

      

      ——

      

      Karugo sprinted toward the battle.  How dare those snakes just ignore him?  He’d have to burn every last one of them.  Just looking at their splotchy green and brown skin made him mad.

      The first one he easily grabbed from behind since it was so focused on Hishano.  He slammed it against the ground like a club.

      The other snakes formed around him.  Hishano was already on the ground, body trying to fight off whatever the snakes had put in it.  If it took Hishano this long to recover, it must be powerful!  What if one of the snakes got past his fire defenses and bit him?

      He would die.

      Too late to think of that now.  If he ran, he’d just die sooner.

      Fire crackled in the background, not spreading much from where he’d set it but still slowly working its way up the trunks.  In front of him the snakes hissed.  In the distance he heard wolves.

      A snake leapt for him and he caught it behind the head.  With flames focused on his hand he charred its skin and cooked its insides.

      A second snake got his calf.  Drat, he’d pulled some of the flames away in order to kill the first snake more quickly, leaving the rest of him open to attack.  He stumbled and fell, hitting his head and making the world spin.  Or was that the venom?

      Wolves ran past him and he passed out.
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        Going Home

      

      

      T’vlani only felt a small tinge of panic when Evyleen’s ship began rocking again.

      It was natural that he panic.  His kind had once been at the bottom of the food chain, hunted successfully by even the smallest of predators.  Fast running and prolific breeding had been the only things that kept them alive.

      Lapine — rabbits, to those who stooped to such racial slurs — had truly come from humble beginnings.  Now, hundreds of years later, they still shared the same fluffy coats and floppy ears as their ancestors.  However, they were also blessed with a ninja’s gifts: sharp knives and even sharper intelligence.

      There was no rational reason to fear… but it’s hard for intelligence to brute-force instinct into being rational.  T’vlani had long since resorted to dirty tricks, viewing his cowardly instincts as a foe to be conquered.

      “T’vlani!” shouted Sally.

      He jumped, one hand going into a salute, turning this particular instinct into a form of overly strict military discipline. The other hand went to his shurikens — just in case — and he made a mental list of safe places to teleport.

      He turned panic into preparedness.  That was bravery.

      Sally’s long golden hair flowed behind her, heavy, easy to grab, making her absolutely useless in a close-quarters fight.  That was mostly okay.  If a navigator needed to fight, that meant the rest of the crew had already failed, and her chances of survival at that point would be small even if she’d chopped her hair off to something more combat-ready.

      Of course, she had fought off a full-grown man shortly before joining the crew, so maybe the long hair was some sort of trick ninjutsu, a way to get her enemies to underestimate her.

      He dropped the salute, moved his hand off the shurikens, and returned her greeting.  “Hi, Sally.”

      “Guess what?”

      T’vlani sighed inwardly.  He could never guess what.  There just weren’t enough clues, and he had no psychic ninjutsu — such skills were very rare, even among the most powerful families.  “What?”

      “We’re sailing out!”

      “Out?”

      “Outside of the Empire!” Her voice and eyes were alight with excitement.  “We’re going exploring!”

      This announcement sent a different type of panic through T’vlani, a panic that was partly justified.  “Thanks for telling me,” he said, giving her an indulgent smile despite the pounding of his heart.  She was fourteen and becoming a woman and surprisingly skilled as a navigator, but everyone on the ship treated her as an extremely precocious child. One to be pampered and — more importantly — protected.

      He hopped through the corridors, enjoying the time below-decks.  These hallways bore a small but comforting resemblance to a warren tunnel, at least when they weren’t rocking too much.  He stopped outside Evyleen’s door and waited for his heart rate to slow.

      Finally, when his heart was normal and he had his speech prepared, he knocked.

      “Come in.”

      The door creaked as it opened.  That was smart.  No way was she getting surprised.  He stepped through.

      “Word travels fast,” she said, leaning back in her chair and smiling.

      Her dark black Mezazi skin stood out against the light beechwood at the back of the room.  Any enemy could pick her out at a glance.  If she couldn’t stand to cover her walls in tar, then a dark-stained mahogany would provide some protection.  At least the desk was walnut, a medium brown where the difference wasn’t so stark.

      Evyleen kept telling him that a captain wanted to be seen, but he thought she was putting herself in needless danger.  She was pushing forty and couldn’t move as fast as she’d used to.  Not even as fast as when he’d joined up with the crew two years ago, although none of the other crew members seemed to notice the change.

      “I’d like to go visit my warren,” he said, trembling.

      She looked thoughtful.  “Yes, you have proven yourself quite brave, haven’t you?  That will get you how many…”

      “I am the bravest of my one hundred thirty-seven brothers, and we were born to the bravest Lapine in the warren.”

      “Braver than your father?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said, his voice shaking.  He was asking her to change course, possibly delay whatever objective she had, going out of their way just so he could visit his home and create the next generation.  “Many times so.”

      “It sounds like you’ll be busy for a while once you return.  We’ll be able to get along without, but we’ll miss you.”

      Was that a yes?  He thumped his foot in nervous joy.  “If… if you give me a week to visit, then I should have hundreds of children.  That’s enough.” He spoke quickly, his voice going higher than normal.  “You and the rest of the crew can visit the warren and meet my family.  Then we can all go adventuring again.  There’s a port nearby that’s outside of the Mezazi Empire.  You’ll like my father.  He’s—”

      She cut him off with a wave of her hand.  “We’ll take you to the port, and then we’ll see.  The crew’s safety comes first.”

      He nodded rapidly.  This sort of caution was what made him trust her, what let him be brave.  He bounced out of the room, nearly running into another crewman on the way out.

      After two years at sea, he was finally going home!
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        Disharmony

      

      

      Karugo awoke in H’raldri’s den with Hishano looking over him.

      “What?  What happened?  How’d we escape the snakes?”

      “Rainbow wolves chased them off,” said Hishano.

      “Whoa.  How lucky is that?” Karugo tried to get up, but his head swam as he did so, so he lay back down.

      “Not lucky,” grunted Ishū.  “I told those wolves about some easy, distracted prey.  If not for that, you would be dead.”

      “You were in the woods near us instead of in town like you said?  I think that’s lucky.”

      Ishū grimaced.  “I was there because someone caused a disturbance.  Do you know how panicked those animals were?  Most of them didn’t trust me, because they said I was ‘another’ green human.”

      “Why were the animals panicked?” Karugo asked innocently.

      “Are you seriously asking that?  You set a forest on fire.”

      They had been panicking before that!  But Karugo didn’t have the strength to argue.  It was all he could do to hold his head up.  Besides, he’d had hundreds of arguments like this, back on Tandoku Island, and he’d never come out ahead in a single one.

      Ishū paced as he continued his rant.  “We’re the only ones who look like us here.  If you do something bad, and ancestors know you will, because that’s just who you are, then it makes the rest of us look bad.  Animals — and people — will look at our green skin and think, ‘that one is a monster’.  You can’t just go and do something that gets dozens of animals killed!” He winced as he said that.

      “But we didn’t get any of the buffalo killed!”

      “You could’ve!  You never know what stupid thing will end up leading to a bunch of dead animals!  Besides, there’s got to be some reason the animals hate you.”

      “How am I supposed to know what the animals want?” Why was Ishū being so unreasonable?

      “Be more careful!” said Ishū.  “You remember the stories of the world before Tandoku Island formed, during the times of disharmony.  How mobs of people would surround and kill those who were different.”

      It was pointless to argue, but Karugo couldn’t help himself.  Ishū was making him so mad right now.  “Not like the Tandoku are any better,” he spat.  “They tried to make sure I was never born.”

      “Well, maybe they were right,” hissed Ishū.

      “No one is a mistake,” said Hishano.  “Isn’t that right, H’raldri?”

      The Lapine’s ears twitched and he looked nervously between the other three people in the room.  “I don’t know,” he said in a quavering voice.  “Genetic discipline is very important.  That and a couple of happy mutations are what raised us from prey animals.”

      Not a mistake.  A manifestation of Grandpa Toraburu’s will.  But that didn’t mean his creation wasn’t an error.

      “Then maybe that’s what Karugo is,” said Hishano.  “He’s raising us Tandoku from prey animals.”

      “You, too?” huffed Ishū.  “That boy’s stupidity is contagious.  Not that you were ever bright.”

      Rage filled Karugo.  He was used to being put down, but it was shocking to hear Hishano being insulted.  Hishano, who had cut himself in half for Karugo.

      Karugo decided that it might be a good idea to punch Ishū.

      He threw his legs over the side of the bed, then fell off after them, banging his head against the floor.  He blacked out briefly, then came to with Hishano and Ishū picking him back up and putting him into bed.  “Careful,” said Hishano.  “The antidote takes some time to complete its work.”

      Ishū stopped yelling and ranting.  Instead, once Karugo was safely back in bed, he paced the room.  Hishano sat and looked worried.

      H’raldri looked as if he had something to say, but he spent ten minutes thinking on it before blurting it out.  “The antidote is thirty mezcop.”

      “Take it out of tomorrow’s payment,” said Hishano.

      “You’re going out tomorrow?” H’raldri asked in amazement.  “Don’t lie to me.  I really do need that money.  That’s already at a discount for friends.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” said Ishū.  “If we keep going at our current rate we won’t even get enough money for boarding that ship.  Doing that and paying off Seth’s interest will be basically impossible.”

      “We’re going to do both,” said Hishano.  “Ishū, can you come with us tomorrow?  That should help.  H’raldri, tell us every ingredient you need.  We’re going to go get as much of it as possible in one day.”

      “You’re already almost dead!”

      “But we’re not completely dead,” Hishano said grimly, “and we have people to protect.”

      

      ——

      

      Karugo was able to stumble out of the town mostly without help.  Sometimes Hishano would give his shoulder to lean on.  Ishū walked on ahead.  If Hishano wasn’t here, would Ishū help?  Probably.  With even more sighs and a deeper frown than he was wearing now, but he would still help.

      Probably.

      It was already getting dark — Karugo must have been knocked out for many hours!  He desperately didn’t want to go back out tomorrow.  As much as he loved adventure, and as much as he looked forward to the love and acclaim that would come from helping Seth and Tandoku Island, he wasn’t quite ready to face such danger again.  He was even more sure of that every time his feet turned numb for a second and he tripped over them.  At least he had enough control to catch himself or grab Hishano before he fell too far.

      Seth’s farm didn’t have the cheerfulness they’d come to expect.  While Audrey was still out front playing, she was now swinging a stick in rote patterns, face grim as if she were facing down a sworn enemy in battle.  Martha bustled in the kitchen alone, her usual dinner helpers nowhere to be seen.

      John walked toward them across the yard, clothes even dirtier than normal.  He tensed up and his face turned to anger when he saw Ishū.  “What did you do?”

      His walk turned into a march, feet stepping decisively, bringing his clenched fists closer and closer to Ishū.

      “We almost died, that’s what.  What are you talking about?”

      “Why did all the farm animals go crazy today?”

      “I don’t know!  I wasn’t here!”  Ishū had been in town, and then had come to rescue them, and then spent time in town again waiting for Karugo to wake up.  He hadn’t had time to make any disturbances.  Then why was John looking at Ishū as if he was in trouble?  Why did Ishū look so guilty?

      Then again, Karugo had been in that situation before.  A lot.

      John wasn’t satisfied.  “You, Mr. Talk-To-Animals, have no idea why the cows got so nervous they started running into the fence?  Why the snakes got so close to the farm that Anna had to run for her life?  Why a long-tongued frog was in the yard, where it caught my ankle and slammed me against the barn?  You’re saying you have nothing to do with that?”

      “I don’t know!” snapped Ishū.  “Maybe it’s because someone caught the bamboo forest on fire.  That would cause some nervousness, wouldn’t it?”

      “He did that to save me!” said Hishano.

      “And they were already stampeding when I did it!” said Karugo.

      “Maybe it’s because you were in the bamboo forest in the first place,” muttered John.  “There’s a reason people don’t go up there.”

      “Because of all the deadly animals?” suggested Karugo.  “Yeah, we did that to save your stupid farm.”

      “Maybe that’s not necessary,” said John threateningly.  He flexed his muscles, showing a strength beyond even Tandoku Island’s most formidable laborers.  “Maybe we make you give up your island. Then our entire debt is paid.”
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        Temptation

      

      

      Dinner didn’t go well.  Everyone ate in a stony silence that was only interrupted by glares and short outbursts.  Seth, with Martha’s hand on his shoulder giving him strength, had declared that they wouldn’t sell out their friends.  John had frowned and crossed his arms, and Audrey had copied him movement for movement.

      But if the Knyn came again and really took his farm and pushed his family into poverty, would Seth’s will hold?  If Martha’s resolve to not sell them out weakened even a little, would that mean Seth would feel free to cave?  And what about John?  He didn’t know what the boy’s power was, but he was physically much stronger than any of the islanders.  What if John decided to make them give up the island’s location?

      Karugo walked outside.  The animals had calmed down and mostly gone back to their usual places, so he felt safe being out there in the dark.  It was certainly better than the oppressive atmosphere in the farmhouse.

      He’d thought he’d made it out.  That the feeling of Tandoku Island had left him forever.  But it seemed as if he’d brought it with him.  Had he been foolish to hope that it was all their fault?  That the reason his fellow islanders had rejected him was because all of them were wrong?  Much more likely was that he was broken.  His hair was a testament to that.

      The sound of strange birds and insects filled the air.  If he had been on Tandoku Island those sounds might have been a comfort, however small, but now they just reminded him that he didn’t fit in anywhere.

      Footsteps.

      “Go away,” he growled instinctively.

      A warm feminine voice came from the trees.  From the wrong direction.  The farmhouse was on his other side.  “What did they do this time?”

      “They—” Karugo caught himself.  He couldn’t just go complaining to a random stranger.  “Who are you?”

      The Knyn stepped into view.  Worse than a random stranger.  The one who’d caused all this mess in the first place.  “I’m Nata,” the thing said and extended its hand.

      “They’re trying to pay you money, that’s what they’re doing,” Karugo bit off.  He stared at the hand for a second, then looked away.

      “You’re more powerful than the others,” said Nata.  She let the words hang in the air for a while, giving him time to think on it or comment.  He didn’t deny the charges.

      “How can you tell?”

      Nata ignored the question. “Is that why they fear you?”

      “It’s not fear,” he said.  He might be angry with Ishū and the others, but this thing couldn’t go around insulting them.

      “Oh?  Your power is reading minds?  Then what is it, if not fear?”

      Sometimes he did things that were out of the ordinary and surprising, and they were scared that one of those might be harmful.  And John was just stupid.  And Ishū blamed him for things that weren’t his fault at all.  And the Elders hated him just for existing.

      Was that ‘fear’?

      “We’re different than the others, you and I,” said Nata.  “We both have immense power.  Yours is more immediate, and mine is more strategic, but it is power nonetheless.  And so people hate and fear us for that fact alone.  Not everyone, but the quarrelsome, the weak.  The jealous.  Those always looking for someone else to blame.”

      Hishano, who was strong, kept defending Karugo.  Was that it?  Was Ishū mad that his power wasn’t as strong?  And the farm family… Audrey, the youngest and weakest, was the one that had promised the strongest vengeance.

      But wasn’t that deserved?  “Didn’t you threaten to take away Seth’s farm?” he asked.

      “I came to this island to give it life,” said Nata.  She somehow made her voice sound innocent as she said it.  “There is not unlimited land, and Seth is not the only one who wants to farm on it.  The people of this island deserve their land being farmed by someone who can produce the most and best food from every acre.  If we could save ten families from hunger by sacrificing Seth, don’t you think we should?”

      “How do you know it’ll be better?”

      “There are a dozen farming families on this island, and Seth’s is the eighth most productive per square foot.  We could sell it to the farms that are more productive, or let other families have a try.  Then Seth can do other things, things more suited to his talents.  His family won’t starve… not if he’s willing to work hard.”

      Karugo wasn’t used to doing such calculations, but it made sense.  The best person should be working on important jobs like growing food and if they didn’t have a Council of Elders the decisions had to be made somehow.  But something didn’t seem quite right.  “Then why would you keep him on the farm if we gave up our island?  Wouldn’t that hurt the people of this island?”

      Nata smiled dreamily.  She almost looked happy.  “Because whatever harm Seth brings to this island by being unproductive would be tiny in comparison to how much good we could do your island.”

      “But we already have a Council of Elders,” said Karugo.

      Nata seemed confused by the statement, but she recovered quickly.  “These Elders,” she asked, “are they wise?  Do they treat you fairly?”

      She emphasized the ‘you’ as if she already knew the answer.  The Elders had treated him like a thunderbeast dropping.  He had no loyalty to them.  He shook his head.

      “I see,” she said.  “Many an unwise tribal chieftain resists progress.  They value their own power and security over the wellbeing of their people.  When we come to an island the leaders may grumble, but the people are happier.”

      “We?”

      “Knyn merchants.  The Mezazi Empire.  Sometimes people become angry at us because they forget how bad things used to be.  They blame us for problems that have always existed. But it is our duty to stay and continue the work.”

      Karugo couldn’t imagine Tandoku Island without the Elders, without the protective shield.  Life would be better for him, certainly.  Being able to feel again, able to use his power… but what chaos had been unleashed during that short time without the shield!  Could such a thing really be good?

      “How would life improve if you found our island?”  he asked.

      Nata smiled, then pulled out a white cube from her pack.  “Here’s one example.  Have you ever had suda?”

      He shook his head as she handed him the cube.  It was like sand, but stuck together and a far purer white.  “What’s it do?”

      “Put it in your mouth,” she said.  She took out a second cube and demonstrated.  “Don’t chew, let it sit on your tongue and dissolve.”

      He hesitantly licked the cube and found a surprising sweetness.  More like fruit than like sand.  He stuck the entire thing in his mouth and sucked on it, bringing the sweetness to the surface even faster than licking it.  His body experienced a rush of energy, which made the pain of the bad day and the tense dinner seem to fade.  “It’s amazing,” he said.

      “It is, isn’t it?” Nata smiled widely.  The cube must be having the same effect on her.  “That’s just one of the many things trade can bring your island.  You could experience this and so many other wonders every day.  All you have to do is tell me your island’s location.”

      This could solve all of their problems.  Seth would be happy with him.  The people on Tandoku Island would be happy with him… probably.  He kept thinking back to the brief time after the shield fell.  His classmates’ powers manifesting dangerously.  The crying mother he’d seen on his way to the House of Elders.  Things might be better out here, but could his old island take the shock of transition?

      Karugo paced nervously, unsure.  The suda had given him a strange sort of excitable energy, unlike anything he’d experienced before.

      Maybe he could sell the island’s location, then if anything bad happened he could fight off the Knyn merchants and the Mezazi Empire.  He’d be a double savior.

      But then he thought of Hishano cutting himself in half to save him.  Of Ishū staying awake for two days so he wouldn’t drown.  They were intent on keeping the island away from outsiders — that was the point of this trip.  Surely Hishano and Ishū and all the Elders couldn’t be wrong!

      But what did the Elders know of outsiders?  If they saw these outsiders, maybe they would be okay with it.

      He tripped on an overgrown tree root, and Nata moved quickly to catch him.  Her fur was soft and warm; she smelled of earth and metal.  Her muscles were surprisingly strong, although after she’d sent Hishano flying the other day he really shouldn’t have been surprised.

      The very pleasantness of this felt like a betrayal.

      Eventually she put him back on his feet.  “Consider it, okay?”

      He thought of his father, who’d been so kind to him despite not understanding.  His grandfather, who’d sacrificed everything to create a hero.

      “If we can’t get the money in time,” he said.  They could probably get it from H’raldri, and it would give him time to think.  “If that happens, then we’ll talk.”
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        Pack It Up

      

      

      Ishū smiled, even when a branch full of leaves whacked him in the face.

      “Sorry!” Karugo whisper-yelled back at him.  Could that kid learn to be quiet?

      Still, Ishū smiled.  The stress and suspicions of yesterday had faded.  Today they were all going together to find as many rare potion ingredients for H’raldri as possible, and he was going along to help mitigate the animal threat.  With only six or so days left until the ship’s estimated arrival, this was their best hope.

      It felt good to walk through the forest.

      After being in town so long yesterday, with its artificial order and even more artificial chaos, being out in nature felt amazing.  These woods, so close to the farm and the town, felt more natural than anything on Tandoku Island.

      It was so good that he could almost ignore the silent dread creeping through the minds of the forest animals.  How they shied away from him.  How they refused his questions.  How a few, especially those who were in groups, seemed geared up to attack.

      There were three animals off to their right.  They were either snakes or wolves; the long-tongued frogs didn’t travel in groups, buffalo were in herds, birds were either alone or in larger flocks, and the smaller animals and insects didn’t really show up on his power.  If they were standing still he could see from their eyes and figure out what species they were and if the animals would talk to him he could infer it from how they talked, but all the animals either ran away or attacked.

      “Let’s go left,” he said.  It would be better to avoid these, just in case they were the attacking kind.  Hishano still had little shadows of bite marks from when two wolves had attacked them ten minutes ago.

      “There’s swamps if we go any farther left,” complained Karugo.

      “There’s animals off to the right,” said Ishū.

      “Animals we can fight?” Karugo asked excitedly.  Since that first victory he’d been far too eager to engage in battle again.

      “Animals that might kill us if we don’t fight well?  Yes, that type of animals.”

      “Our tactics worked!  What’s the point of coming up with these if…”

      Ishū stopped listening as a new voice cut in. He can only control one of us at a time.  With three we can take him down.

      Why did they keep on accusing him of that?  There was definitely something strange going on here, something that wasn’t caused solely by Karugo.

      He didn’t have time to think because the animals were getting closer.  Wolf forms appeared through the trees, three spreading out to flank them.

      “Tactics, everyone,” said Ishū.

      Karugo laughed giddily.  “Let’s do it!”

      

      ——

      

      Karugo grabbed a big thick stick and sent fire racing up it.  This trick made him feel so awesome, so powerful.  It took concentration to direct the fire to an object he was touching, but it was pretty easy once he’d figured out the trick.

      They’d stayed up late into the night figuring out how to complete today’s objectives.  Aside from guiding Karugo in exploring and learning a bit more about his power, Seth and his family had also taught them the basic behaviors of each animal.  From there they’d come up with tactics for fighting them all.

      The one thing Seth and his family wouldn’t do, however, was go with them.  Not even John, whose strength would have come in handy.

      “There’s a reason H’raldri is paying so much,” he said.  “Better to risk living in town than to risk going up there.  I can’t heal or protect myself with fire like you guys.”

      All this combined meant that he and Hishano were awesome.  Even a big muscly guy like John didn’t dare do what they did.

      Hishano also picked up a stick and Karugo touched it in the middle, sending flame to the tip.  It might go out as Hishano swung it, but it would still help protect him for a little bit longer, and if the flame went too far toward his hands he could just drop the stick and then heal.  The underbrush was damp enough that it wouldn’t catch so quickly that it burned the forest down.

      The wolves circled them, keeping their distance, their rainbow markings bright in the sunlight.  This was a pack of three males, so they all had the neon splashes on their coats.  They separated, intending to flank the humans, but that would just backfire.  Each of their group could hold off one wolf for a while, but would eventually lose.  Two of them against one wolf, however, would mean a quick victory.

      Ishū had a stick, but refused to catch it on fire.  His role was mostly to tell them what was going on in the battle and so as long as he could hold off his wolf long enough, things would be fine.  He was bigger and more muscular than both Karugo and Hishano, so that helped overcome his lack of skill and his non-combat power.

      The wolves approached at about the same speed.  This made things harder, but Karugo had learned a new trick just for this occasion.  Wait for them to approach… Hishano’s wolf was almost in range.  Wait for it to engage… and now.

      Karugo held his flaming stick aloft in his right hand, then reached down with his left to touch the ground.  From there he sent a quick wave of flame toward his wolf.  An ephemeral flame, touching just the tip of the grass and not lasting long enough to catch anything on fire, but enough to spook the wolf pretty badly.  It whined and pulled back.

      That gave Karugo room to act.  He turned toward Hishano’s wolf and slammed his stick down into its side.  That was all he needed.  Instead of pulling back for another strike, he held the stick pressed against the wolf and spread the flames across its fur.

      It yelped and ran.  In fact, all of the wolves ran.  They knew that they were outmatched.

      Karugo laughed, holding his sword aloft.  “Victory!”

      “I think we’re getting better each time,” said Hishano.  Was that appreciation in his voice?  Yes.  Hishano was smiling.  He, Karugo, had been useful to someone and they loved him for it.  Even Ishū allowed himself a quick smile before resuming his typical blank expression.

      Then Ishū frowned.  “They’ll be back,” he said.  “And next time it won’t be just three.”
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        Animal Intelligence

      

      

      Mud covered every bit of Ishū’s body.  It soaked his clothes and transformed his green skin to brown.  It masked his scent.  It made him less recognizably human — which meant that the animals were less likely to find and attack him.

      “This is why we went to the swamp?” complained Karugo.  He and Hishano were also covered in a protective layer of brown sludge.  If they lay still on the ground, only the most sensitive of noses and the most alert of eyes could detect them.

      “We don’t want a bigger battle,” said Ishū.  It was bad enough that they were in danger; hurting animals as intelligent as wolves felt wrong.

      “Speak for yourself,” said Karugo.  “That last one was even more fun than the first.”

      “The important thing is that we get the ingredients H’raldri needs,” said Hishano.  “Then we can get money, save Seth’s family, and continue on our journey.”

      At least one of them understood.

      Most of the time they moved quickly, winding their way through the woods while avoiding any groups of animals, guided by Ishū’s hand signals.  When there were animals around they couldn’t avoid, they moved slowly and kept to the ground.  Moving on all fours seemed to make them harder to detect as human.

      As they neared the edge of the woods, close to the bamboo forest, Ishū heard a loud thud.

      There was a creature up ahead moving stubbornly back and forth.  As he got closer he saw that it was a four-legged creature with shaggy brown fur.  It ran forward, turning a translucent grey as it passed through a bush, then back to brown after it was past the obstacle.  The buffalo reached a large tree, its trunk as wide as Ishū was tall, and ran into it with a loud crash.  No ghosting this time.

      “Ghost buffalo,” whispered Hishano.  “That’s what started the whole trouble last time.”

      Ishū tried to read its thoughts, but it was a confused mess.  It felt almost like reading an individual one of the jelly-like creatures that had together formed a larger intelligence.

      They snuck forward, leaving the buffalo behind and entering the bamboo forest.  Animals darted back and forth, oblivious to them.  The wolves and snakes were surprisingly sparse, although when he considered that they lived by eating other animals it made sense.  The land could only support so many predators.

      A mass of animals that he assumed were buffalo gathered off on the northern plains, farther than he could speak or listen.  However, their destination was in that direction, and if the buffalo herd charged the way they had yesterday then there wasn’t much that could be done except run away… especially if the animals were still convinced that he was their enemy.

      He had to fix that somehow.  Maybe he could find a frog.  Hopefully the rollup-tongued forest frogs were just as talkative as their sticky-tongued city brothers.  Well, hopefully they were almost as talkative.

      He sensed a creature alone, a frog with its long tongue laid out on the ground, and snuck up on it.  He was careful not to send out any thoughts — animals couldn’t sense his presence the way he could sense theirs, but there seemed to be certain qualities of thought that they could detect.  Normal thoughts were like whispers, while purposeful thoughts were a normal speaking voice… and panicked, overly emotional thoughts were like screams.  If he wasn’t disciplined then the frog would detect him as he approached.

      He also slowed his movements and tried to keep any noises he made to a minimum.  “Stay back,” he whispered to Karugo and Hishano, without explanation.  He rounded the large bamboo plant the frog had settled in beside and was delighted to find that he was behind the frog.

      Is someone there?

      Okay, too much excitement.  Settle those thoughts down.

      He crept forward and finally, when he was close enough, pounced.

      He grabbed the body and lifted it off the ground with both hands.  The legs and body were only slightly larger than those of frogs on Tandoku Island, but the head was nearly twice as big in order to hold the oversized tongue.  The tongue rolled toward them and slapped into the frog’s mouth, knocking them both back.

      Did you do that on purpose?

      Oh no!  It’s the mind destroyer!  it screamed.  Please, spare me!

      Why does everyone keep calling me that?

      Because you go into our minds, take over our bodies, make us attack our friends. No animal feels safe when you are near.

      What? All I’ve tried to do is talk!

      Do you not remember?  They say it only happens when you’re in your beige-skinned form.

      Beige-skinned form?  Could they seriously not tell humans apart?

      There is you, the mind-aware, and then there are the rest of the humans.

      Oops.  He’d done an external thought by accident.  I think there’s another mind-aware human on this island.  Do you know where he is?

      Away.

      Well that was useless.  Then again, he couldn’t expect a frog to give step-by-step directions.  They’d have to figure out where that other mind-talker was some other time. But as long as he was here, he might as well get a little help with their main mission.

      Do you know where these ingredients are?  Ishū sent thoughts of the various plants that H’raldri needed, images as best as he could remember from the little book the Lapine had shown them.

      Plains to the north, caves to the west, swamps to the southwest.  In that order.  Please do not take my mind.

      Thank you, little frog.

      That had gone relatively well.  It wasn’t nearly as full of philosophy and grievances as its city brother and it had given them some useful information, even if it couldn’t tell them where the other human was.

      “There’s another human around that can talk to animals,” announced Ishū.  “We don’t know where he is, but the frog did tell us where the other plants are.”

      “We already know where the other plants are,” said Karugo.  “Next time can I sneak up and catch it?  That looked fun.”

      Ishū sighed.  There was a reason he preferred to work alone.

      

      ——

      

      Hishano was happy that the team was all together again, working as a unit.  Ishū was so focused when they were walking and Karugo was so excited when they got to fight.

      Maybe after they’d earned enough money he would get H’raldri to teach him how to fight.  He didn’t have the knack for just jumping in and doing damage the way Karugo did.  It wasn’t his nature.  However, he realized that if he wanted to protect his friends then he needed to be able to hurt his enemies… but until he could train in combat, he’d just keep on swinging sticks and jumping in front of danger.  These were his current strengths.

      They finally made their way past the bamboo forest and into the plains.  Their camouflage, intended for the woods, worked even worse here than in the bamboo forest.  However, nothing attacked them.

      “Are the animals still angry with us?” he asked.

      “Yes,” said Ishū, “but it’s not as bad.  And our scent is dampened from this mud, so they don’t detect us nearly as easily.”

      They continued forward, eyes on the grass.  Then he saw it.  “Look!”

      Sure enough, that was the plant they needed.  Four blue petals, each with jagged-looking edges that were nonetheless soft to the touch.

      He reached down and grabbed it at the stem, careful not to damage any of the leaves, and stuck it in one of the bags that H’raldri had given them.  Unless they really got rowdy, the bag would keep the plant pressed safe and flat, perfectly preserved for use in a potion.

      “This is what saving the world looks like,” announced Hishano.  Picking a plant, which would get them money, which would let them save a farm and buy passage to their destination.  The plant would likely cure someone’s illness, which was yet another good deed springing from a single action.  They were saving three worlds with this one act.

      “Pretty anti-climactic,” said Karugo.  “I’d kinda hoped it would involve more fighting.”

      “We’ve still got four more of these to pick, and then two more types of plants,” said Ishū.  “You may get your wish yet.”

      

      ——

      

      Ishū wondered what creatures would be in the caves and the swamps.  Humans rarely went there, so Seth didn’t know them the way he knew the forest creatures.  Therefore, they had no strategies built up for those creatures and had been lucky that they hadn’t run into anything while at the edge of the swamp.

      And those creatures might be very angry.

      So he had to get things settled.  Hopefully, the herd of buffalo could help.

      He convinced Karugo and Hishano to climb up on one of the giant white boulders that dotted the plains.  They were the same white boulders that surrounded the town, so they were probably something that the buffalo wouldn’t run through.  A frog lay at the base with its tongue extended, its relaxed presence implying that buffalo wouldn’t come trampling through unexpectedly.

      Now to speak with these buffalo.

      He couldn’t see them, but they were close enough that he could sense how they were arranged and — when he was ready — talk to them.

      If this was a collective intelligence like those jelly things, it was laid out strangely.  There were groups of four to six buffalo, each group standing close together to graze but separated from the other groups by a good twenty feet or so.

      He first tried to listen to the collective mind, but it came out like a crowded room.

      Then he focused down to one of the groups and was shocked to hear intelligible thought.  The fire one is the most dangerous.  It could catch the entire sea of grass on fire.

      There was silence after that, then another thought.

      But the mind-shatterer doesn’t understand us.  It is stuck in singleton patterns of thought.

      He was hearing what just one cluster was saying.  Ishū relaxed his mind further, trying to pick up the other being in the conversation, another cluster of buffalo.  …is why it is dangerous.  Amdi, you are young, have never had a member change.  It is disastrous when it happens as quickly as this human does it.

      Can we not charge him, destroy him?

      When he can take a member from any cluster that approaches?  You were part of the panic yesterday.

      I do not remember it.

      Yes, because we were all too intermingled.  He doesn’t understand our thoughts.  He still caused chaos by moving members randomly.  With the stampede, he stole the thoughts of the entire herd.  Besides, he is in the caves.  That land is far too crowded for us.

      The caves.  How convenient. Ishū decided not to risk conversation with the buffalo herd for now, but he at least knew their next move.

      “Let’s go to the caves,” he said.

      “Nothing from the buffalo?” asked Hishano.

      “They told me far more than I expected,” he said grimly.  He hopped off the boulder, stabilizing himself by squatting and placing his hands on the ground.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Karugo, get ready.” No one messed with the animals like this and got away with it. “We’re going to go kill a human.”
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      A human!

      Karugo thought back to the fight with Jack and Freddy.  They were pirates, so they were different than other humans.  Meaner, stronger.  Maybe this human would be a pirate too.  They had to be mean if Ishū wanted to kill them.

      If this human was a pirate, then they would be strong.  Good at fighting.  They’d all gotten a little bit stronger and a little bit more skilled lately, but they still might not be able to take down a pirate like Jack without trickery.

      When they got to the bamboo forest, Karugo grabbed a big, sturdy bamboo stick.

      They might not have those in the caves and he would need a weapon.

      

      ——

      

      It was happening again.

      Ishū could hear the panicked voices of the animals, no one certain who was themselves and who had been taken over.  No one knowing if they would be next.

      A tri-snake came at them alone.  Strange that it came alone.

      I’m not your enemy, he thought at it.

      So you’ve got it too, it said back.

      You know there are two of us who can speak to you?

      It laughed at him.  A very human laugh.  You think you’re talking to the snake?

      The snake sprung toward his leg with no regard for its own life.  Ishū leapt back, but it would still have gotten him if not for Karugo bringing a flaming stick down on its back.

      The kid was getting good at lighting stuff up fast, not that the flame helped much in this situation.  The impact was enough to slow the snake, though, and then Hishano was able to jump in, grab it by the tail, and thrash it against the ground until it was dead.  Or at least unconscious.

      Another snake came out of the woods, straight toward them.  This guy could keep on taking over animals until they were dead.

      It was time to take a risk.

      He put out a thought that was the equivalent to shouting.  It would alert every animal in the area to their location, but if he could convince them properly, they might come to help instead of attack.

      The mind-controlled animals are attacking me!  They’ll attack you next!  I am mind-aware, but I just want to talk!  Help me kill the one who’s been taking over your minds!

      Would it work?  Would the animals believe him?

      There was a flurry of chatter, excited, scared, noncommittal.

      And none of it would help with the snake that was currently coming at them.  He grabbed a fallen bamboo stick and swung it in the snake’s general direction.

      You think that will help?  You’re defenseless against my power.

      The snake sprung.  Ishū jumped to the side and tried to strike at the flying snake, but he tripped on an exposed tree root and fell to the ground.  Karugo and Hishano chased the snake.  Karugo caught it by a tail, but instead of stopping, the snake ripped itself away, slithering toward Ishū’s prone body with two tails and a bleeding stump.

      A brown and green tongue rolled out right beside Ishū, and when the snake slid over it, it snapped back.  As the tongue and snake approached the frog’s body, the frog hopped and spun, releasing at the perfect time to send its prey flying; the snake ended up wrapping around a bamboo stalk at high speed.

      Any animal that thinks of helping that human will be my next target.  It was clearly the other human, but it was coming from a nearby wolf.

      Better some of us die now than to be forever at that man’s mercy, said another animal.

      For the pack! said a wolf.

      We’ll help as far as we can go, said the ghost buffalo.

      Let’s do this! said Ishū.  Those closer to the caves, figure out where that man is.  Those closer to me, stay twenty paces away.  When he takes over one of you, pin that animal until they’re back in their right mind.  If they get too close to us, we’ll have to kill them in self-defense.  Let’s do this with as few deaths as possible.

      “What’s happening?” asked Hishano.

      Right.  They couldn’t hear everything.

      “I don’t know,” said Karugo, “but it’s fun.”

      Of course that was how Karugo would think about it.

      Ishū, on the other hand, wanted to preserve as many intelligent animals as possible.  “We’re going too slowly.  Let’s run.”

      

      ——

      

      Karugo sprinted forward, trying not to notice the dozens of animals running ten to twenty feet on either side of them.

      “Don’t attack unless they come for us,” said Ishū.

      Karugo didn’t complain.  There were so many animals, far more snakes and wolves and buffalo than he could ever fight.  Ghost buffalo ran through the bamboo, wolves dodged in between stalks much as the humans had to, and the snakes used their triple tails to move expertly between trunks, never hitting the ground.

      “Left!” yelled Ishū.

      To the left, a rainbow wolf ran toward them, its red and orange snout taut in an anguished growl.  Karugo held his bamboo stick at the ready and caught it on fire.

      The wolf didn’t hesitate.  It lunged straight for Ishū.  Karugo swung his flaming stick down on its back, with force that set it to howling… but it didn’t stop.  It moved more slowly, but it didn’t stop.  Even at this slow pace it could keep up with their party’s jog and continue to close the distance. Karugo set himself on fire and moved in between Ishū and the wolf, but the wolf still approached.  It seemed to have no fear of the fire.  When it got close enough, it went for Karugo’s leg.  Karugo moved in time, but not before the wolf had set its own snout on fire.

      “What’s wrong with it?” yelled Karugo.

      “It’s being controlled,” said Ishū.  “Controlled by someone who doesn’t care about who or what he harms.  He just wants to — right!”

      The wolf stopped and suddenly started howling in pain.

      Hishano moved to their right, putting himself in between Ishū and a rogue buffalo.  The buffalo seemed to stumble, as if whoever controlled it wasn’t quite as skilled at handling this animal, and it started drifting back to its companions.

      “Ha,” said Ishū.  “Haven’t figured them out yet, have you?”

      “Who are you talking to?” asked Karugo.

      Ishū ignored him.  “Front!”

      It was a snake this time.  Always one at a time.  That was nice and convenient.  Much easier than fighting multiple animals at once.  Of course, the fact that they weren’t scared of his fire anymore did make things more difficult.

      Karugo readied his stick.

      “Never mind, defensive posture.”

      Karugo kept his stick ready, but didn’t strike at the rapidly approaching snake.  It was about eye height.

      Then a wolf sprang out in front of them, grabbed the snake in its jaws right behind the head, then sped off.

      They ran, fighting off animals and trying, because of Ishū’s orders, to hurt them as little as possible in the process.  Eventually soft earth turned to rock, the bamboo disappeared, and they found themselves looking up at a mountain.

      The snakes and wolves and buffalo all held back, their only follower being one charging snake that was clearly controlled by their enemy.  Ishū led it all the way to the entrance of the cave, let it crawl up the bamboo stick he held, then flung the entire thing back toward the forest.

      They approached the entrance of the cave.

      “No more animal enemies,” said Ishū.

      “He can’t control the animals in there?” asked Hishano.

      “There are no dangerous animals smart enough for him to control… but there are also no dangerous animals smart enough for me to talk to.  Otherwise, I would have set them against him already.”

      “So it’s just us and him.”

      “And whatever he sends down after us, but I’ve told all the animals to run away.  It’ll be longer and longer between each attack.”

      “Why didn’t we do that in the first place?” asked Karugo.

      “Because I didn’t think of it,” sighed Ishū.  “We’ll just have to remember this for next time we face an enemy that can mind-control animals.”

      “I hope there aren’t many,” said Hishano.  “I feel bad hurting animals that were our allies just a second ago.  Especially when I know they’re smart enough to think.”

      The part Karugo didn’t like was the fact that he was supposed to hold back.  To each his own.

      Dampness filled the cave.  The tunnel was shallow, and light peeked in through holes in the ceiling.  It still took a moment for their eyes to adjust.  As they did so, he started to notice the lichen on the walls and the pools of water on the floor.

      “Where is he?” asked Karugo.  He poked his bamboo stick in front of him, part shield and part probe.  He wasn’t sure how useful it would be, since it would catch on the ceiling if he held it in a normal sword stance, but it was nice to have.

      “I don’t know,” responded Ishū.  “My power doesn’t work on humans.  I can’t mind-talk with him without an animal intermediary, so we have to do this the hard way.”

      They moved quietly through the cave.  Hishano started moving hesitantly down a dark pathway, but Ishū stopped him.  “He wouldn’t want to risk getting lost.  If it’s too dark for us to see, it’s too dark for him to see.”

      “I can light up the place,” said Karugo.

      “No,” said Ishū, “that would just give away our location, and we’d lose the landmarks of light from above.  This way we won’t be surprised.”

      Which was why Hishano felt safe turning his back to one of those dark corridors, and why — despite Karugo yelling at him to move — he had such a shocked look on his face when a sword went through him.
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      Karugo dropped the bamboo stick and lit himself on fire, lighting up the low-ceilinged cave.

      If Hishano was surprised by the sword, the burly man holding it was even more surprised when Hishano ignored the stab, pulled his body off the sword, let the wound bleed, and punched his attacker in the face.  It wasn’t a hard punch and if it hadn’t been for the shock factor it would have done almost nothing, but it gave the others enough time to leap into action.

      Karugo ran toward their enemy, but Ishū was closer.  The older man tackled the unbalanced enemy, bringing them both to the ground and sending the sword clattering to the floor nearby.  They were both strong, but the enemy had clearly been in more fights.  He kicked Ishū off with ease, and — perhaps purposefully — sent him flying toward Karugo.  Karugo had to turn off his flames and absorb the hit.

      Colliding with Ishū hurt a little bit, but the real pain started when they hit the ground and he was crushed under the older and larger man’s weight.  The weight shifted, bringing a momentary increase in pain, then a great relief when Ishū got up and Karugo was free once again.

      Karugo sat up and saw Hishano shakily wielding the sword, his stance and grip clearly wrong even to someone who’d had only two days of training.  Their enemy, meanwhile, was in a practiced and well-balanced fighting crouch, one foot farther forward than the other, weight down, arms relaxed in front.

      This would not end well.

      In order to distract their enemy, Karugo lit himself up again.  The flames overwhelmed the natural light in the cavern, turning the enemy’s skin a deep red and making Hishano nearly blend into the cave.  Only his sword was visible, a bright and clear red with Karugo’s flames reflected in the polished blade.  Combined with the dancing, chaotic light it looked like a drawing of the horrific times before Tandoku Island was founded.

      The surprise was enough for Hishano to get in a swing, but it ended up slapping the ceiling and bouncing back.  He swung again, a hurried sideways stroke that actually hit the man, but only with the flat of the blade.  If they were going to keep on having adventures like this, Hishano desperately needed some combat training.

      “You guys are a joke,” said the man.  “You’ve got such useful powers and yet all you do is bumble around, barely getting by.”

      He grabbed Hishano’s sword-arm and twisted, causing a painful-sounding snap.  With his other hand he snatched away the sword before it could fall.

      “You can heal, clearly, but you can’t even swing a sword.  You can catch on fire, but you’ve relied on it so much that you can barely dodge.  And you talk to animals, but you don’t have the guts to take control.”

      Karugo tried to take advantage of the monologue and tackle the man, but the enemy was still aware of his surroundings and turned the blade to where it could protect him.  Karugo shied away.

      “You’ve made it this far based on the strength of your powers, but this is the port where you get off the boat called life.”

      “Why?” asked Ishū.

      “Because I’m better than you.”

      “I mean, why did you take over the animals?  You can live in a cave just fine without causing so much chaos.”

      The man laughed.  “You really are clueless, aren’t you?  I’m a distraction, a feint to busy the town’s defenses.  If it worked right, they’d even thank our captain when he landed and ‘chased away’ all those wild rampaging animals.  They’d give him anything he wanted without cause for violence.  But you’re here trying to ruin it.  If you win — which you won’t — then when the town goes up in flames, you can look at yourselves and think: I did this.”

      “That will never happen!” said Hishano, shaking out his newly healed arm to make sure it was ready to go.

      “You’re right,” said the man.  “It won’t happen because you’ll never beat me.  A bunch of amateurs against me, Animal Ezra?”

      Karugo’s blood was pumping.  He was scared, but not in a bad way.  They might be amateurs, but they were far better prepared for this than when they’d beaten Jack and Freddy.  They just needed a trick.

      Unfortunately, the cave wouldn’t burn, there were no friendly dolphins around, and Ezra seemed a bit stronger than Jack.

      Ezra swung toward Ishū, who jumped back to avoid the blow.

      “No,” said Karugo. “It’s because we’re going to beat you here, and then we’re going to beat your captain.”

      Ezra laughed.  “You’re going to beat Sink 'em Sam?”

      “I don’t know who he is,” said Hishano, “but he’s no match for someone who’s doing the right thing.”

      Hishano was attempting a sneak attack, but his voice gave him away and Ezra swung around and made a deep cut across his chest.  Ezra’s other hand pressed against the boy’s bleeding chest and pushed him away.

      Ezra sighed.  “I don’t know what rock you’ve been hiding under, where you think morals can save you from a sword, but you’re annoying. I’ll be glad when you’re gone.”

      This was getting Karugo really mad now.  He couldn’t approach that sword, even with the flames, but surely there was another way.  The four of them, the sword, the lichen and puddles, the bamboo stick, and the bag with the flowers.  That was all they had.  Surely they wouldn’t die here, in a cave.  Not after all they’d worked for.

      The flames got brighter as his rage increased.  Ezra shielded his eyes with one hand while he swung his sword with the other to fend off Ishū.

      There.  That was the ticket.  Blind his enemy.  Another idea came into his head, one that would work together with his first idea.  A surprise.

      Karugo turned off his foot and tapped on the ground, found the bamboo stick, and moved it into position.

      “There’s something you don’t know!” he shouted, bringing Ezra’s attention toward himself.

      “Ooooh, let me guess.  You’re going to tell me now!”

      Karugo pulsed his power, making the flames burn even brighter.  He felt his hair lift, pressing up into sharp spiky points.  Ezra’s eyes got big.

      “You’re dangerous,” said Ezra.  “You’ll die first.”

      Karugo shut off his flames, plunging the cave into darkness.  The natural light still crept in, but it was so faint compared with the flames that no one could see.  They had to go by sound.

      “Our secret,” whispered Karugo, “is that we can see in the dark.”  It was a lie, but it should distract their opponent from his actual plan.

      Ezra laughed.  “My secret,” he said, his mocking voice getting closer as he spoke, “is that I can hear in the dark.  And unlike you, I’m not an idiot.”

      Karugo had to rely on the footsteps, on how close the voice sounded.  He would only have a half second for effective action before he got hurt.  Closer.  Closer…

      Now.

      He lit up his foot, extended the flame along the bamboo stick, pushed those flames as high as he could get them.  The flames hit Ezra, catching his pants on fire and setting him to screaming.

      The pirate dropped his sword as he hit the floor, rolling desperately to put out the flames.  Karugo lit himself up, picked up the sword, and kicked the screaming man in the head.

      “Don’t kill him,” said Hishano.

      “Maybe keeping him alive is the kind thing to do; I could certainly learn a lot from him,” said Ishū, “but we definitely don’t want him conscious.”

      “Sink 'em Sam will get you!” yelled Ezra, voice desperate and crazed.  “He’s probably already pillaging the town!”

      “We may have to kill him,” said Karugo.

      “I think I have another solution,” said Ishū.  They waited for explanation, which was provided when eight snakes slithered into view.  “We’ll talk to you after we defeat your captain.  There’s much I want to learn.  But if you try to mind-control any animal, if you even look like you’re thinking about it, these snakes will bite you, and you will die a more painful death than you can ever imagine.”

      Hishano nodded along.  “It does hurt a lot.”

      Ezra sighed in defeat.  The flames had finally gone out and he was nursing burned skin.  “Fine.”

      “That settles it, then,” said Karugo.  He could feel the excitement growing.  They’d just defeated their strongest opponent yet!  “We have a town to save…” The townspeople would be so grateful to him for doing this; they would love him so much!  “…and we have a captain to kill.”

      He could hardly wait.
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      Sink 'em Sam kills one hundred civilians for every injured member of his crew, so from the first swing of the sword it’s a desperate battle to the death.

      

      Every single person on Havlam Island is under threat, and every single person must fight.  Hishano and Karugo will do everything they can to protect their new friends... but at what cost?

      

      Available April 16, 2019.

      

      Buy or Preorder Now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Free Novella!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Sink’em: A Pirates and Powers Story (FREE Novella)

      

        

      

      Sink'em Sam steals from the rich, gives to the industrious, and kills anyone who gets in his way.
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      Karugo: A strong-willed boy of sixteen who didn’t fit in with the perfect Tandoku Island life.  Exploded in a literal fireball of anger.  He loves being outside the Tandoku Island bubble, and was pleasantly surprised to find out that Hishano and Ishū both cared for him.  Almost got enticed into becoming a pirate as Jack’s apprentice.

      Grandpa Toraburu: Karugo’s grandfather.  Bred Karugo to be a hero.  Kicked off the Elder Council for this “sabotage”.

      Hishano: Overly empathetic boy of fifteen.  Bred to constantly watch over Karugo to make sure he didn’t get in trouble.  Insanely friendly to everyone he meets and loyal to everyone he considers friends (which is a lot of people).  His power is healing really fast.

      Ishū:  Stoic loner who can talk to animals.  Never caused trouble like Karugo, but also never really fit in.  Sent on the mission as the adult supervision (he’s thirty-four).

      

      Sink 'em Sam leads a motley crew of “government agents” (pirates released from prison so they could take on this mission) who recently failed in their mission of capturing Evyleen the Uncatchable. They lost Jack and Freddy in the attempt, and spent several days searching for them, with no luck.  Finding and catching Evyleen without them is hopeless.  Now, to keep the crew from getting mutinous, Sam is leading them to Havlam Island to “collect taxes”.

      

      Sink 'em Sam: Strong, stoic captain whose power is turning into tin.  His super is turning inanimate objects around him to tin.  Not a good guy, but he cares for his crew in his own pirate-y way. His old crew is being held by the Mezazi Empire, and if he wants them to live he has to do what they say.

      Syldris: Vicious woman with a grudge against the world.  Her power is growing spikes that she can pull out and throw at her enemies.

      Animal Ezra:  Prickly misanthrope who can take over the mind of animals.

      Gum-Gum Guffy:  Cheerful idiot who thinks the other pirates are his friends and that they’re all going to be heroes.  His arms can extend to fifty times their normal length.  The only power-user on Sam’s crew who was a free man when he volunteered for this mission.

      Navigator: Unfortunate man whose power is his fingers randomly turning ghost-like and slipping through whatever they’re holding.  This guy was a cook’s assistant and was promoted to navigator (through the cook’s pleading) after Far-eye Freddy was flung from the ship.

      

      Jack and Freddy, former members of Sink 'em Sam’s crew, plan on selling out the location of Tandoku Island to the Mezazi Empire. However, after Hishano overheard their plan, Karugo burnt down the ship they were all sailing on.  Currently lost at sea.

      

      Stylin’ Jack: Calm if he’s dry, irritable if he’s damp.  Briefly took Karugo under his wing and showed a tiny (but terrifying to Jack) amount of affection toward him.  Ended up trying to stab his protege two days later.  His power is repelling water, which is very convenient for reducing friction on ship hulls and thus increasing travel speed.

      Far-eye Freddy: A very effective navigator.  His power is seeing through anything, which means support beams are almost translucent and he can see every terror lurking in the deep.  Understandably, he spends most of his time as a nervous wreck.

      

      Evyleen the Uncatchable is running from the Mezazi Empire.  The most recent attempt to capture her was led by Sink 'em Sam.

      

      Evyleen: Mezazi woman forced into banditry.  She’s wanted because her power (causing winds to blow at will) would greatly increase the speed and reach of the Mezazi Navy.  She travels the world, avoiding capture and picking up crew members among the dissatisfied youth of the towns she visits.  Mezazi newspapers call this “kidnapping”.

      Glyffin: Evyleen’s first mate.  A tall and muscular Husky.  Hard-working and loyal.  Very proud of his heritage and prefers to be called a Baltese.
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