
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​The Prince Malock World Omnibus

Contains all four books of the Prince Malock World series

by Timothy L. Cerepaka

[image: ]




Published by Annulus Publishing

Copyright © Timothy L. Cerepaka 2014. All rights reserved.

“The Mad Voyage of Prince Malock” Copyright © Timothy L. Cerepaka 2014. All rights reserved. Originally published by Annulus Publishing June 2014.

“The Return of Prince Malock” Copyright © Timothy L. Cerepaka 2014. All rights reserved. Originally published by Annulus Publishing September 2014

“The New Era of Prince Malock” Copyright © Timothy L. Cerepaka 2014. All rights reserved. Originally published by Annulus Publishing October 2014

“The Coronation of Prince Malock” Copyright © Timothy L. Cerepaka 2014. All rights reserved. Originally published by Annulus Publishing November 2014

Contact: timothy@timothylcerepaka.com

Cover design by Elaina Lee of For the Muse Designs

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, send an email to the above contact.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Subscribe to my mailing list to get two FREE novels: The Mage’s Grave and Reunification

[image: ]




[image: image][image: image]

Subscribe to my mailing list HERE to have your free copies of The Mage’s Grave and Reunification emailed directly to your inbox.

I will only use your email address to send you announcements about my new releases, will never sell your information to anyone, and you are free to unsubscribe any time you like.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​The Mad Voyage of Prince Malock

First book in the Prince Malock World





[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter One
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Every winter, for about two or three months, the island of Destan—a small island located south of the much larger Northern Isles, home to a few hundred people, mostly human, with a tiny minority of amphibious aquarians who lived just off the island's shore—was beset by the wrath of Kano. The waves of the Crystal Sea would rise to a height of at least 200 feet (in some cases even larger) and the incessant rain would be enough to drown even an aquarian.

During this time, travel by sea was nigh impossible. Fishermen from the Northern Isles didn't come down to fish and even pirates refused to come down this way during 'murder season,' as it was called, mostly because it seemed like the ocean was trying to murder everyone who dared sail upon its waves.

Most Destanians knew what to do during this time of year. They lashed their boats to their docks or brought them further inland so they wouldn't be swept off into the depths of the ocean, never to be seen again; brought in or tied down any other physical possessions they usually kept outside, and stayed inside their homes almost all day every day. Worship services at the Temple of Kano were often put on hold during this time, which Kinker Dolan, an old fisherman who had spent his entire life on Destan, found rather amusing.

No sane person would ever go out onto the Crystal Sea at this point, especially in a tiny little fishing boat that could be capsized easily. Even large ships rarely strayed into the area at this point. Once, five or six years ago, Kinker remembered seeing an entire fleet of massive battleships from the island of Nikos sink, their entire crews drowning in the terrible ocean. It was a chilling sight, especially the next day, when some of their corpses washed up on shore half-naked and covered in seaweed.

It was an image that stood out in his mind as he rowed his tiny fishing boat, creaking and groaning, out into the darkness of the night. His old bones ached and moaned every time he was splashed with the cold water of the ocean, which was to say they ached and moaned all the time.

Kinker ignored his bones. This was the only chance he had of getting off Destan without the Priestly Guard noticing. It was not ideal weather, to be sure (his beard was soaked through and the rowboat's bottom was already filling with water, which he couldn't scoop out right now), but that was exactly why he had chosen this night to make his great escape. Not even the Priestly Guard, with their magic, would dare set sail on these deadly waters at this time of night, not even to capture someone who knew all their darkest secrets.

The only problem was that Kinker had no idea where he was going. He had forgotten his compass back home and the endless rain, the gigantic waves, and the blackness of the night made it impossible to tell where he was or where he was going. He could not even be certain how far he was from Destan, because the sound of the ocean waves crashing against the island's shores was obscured by the rain and lightning that shook the sky.

In addition, Kinker's stomach kept doing back flips every time the ocean waves raised his tiny boat and tossed it. His boat was tossed around so much that Kinker felt like he was a tiny ball being thrown around by a bunch of young, easily-distracted children who were not careful with their toys. He had faith he would survive, however; because before he left Destan he had made a sacrifice to Kano, the Goddess of the Sea, asking her to protect him and get him to where he needed to go.

Not that he had much time to think or remember what he'd done before he left. He was thrown about once more, this time so violently that both of the oars on his rowboat snapped off and disappeared into the rain and waves. That meant Kinker was totally at the mercy of the sea now.

He gripped the bulwarks of his boat as it rocked back and forth, somehow managing to stay upright despite the weather. His fingers grasped the sides of the boat with a steel grip, but he was all too aware that his capsizing was a when, not an if, and that it would not be long before he found himself sleeping on the bottom of the ocean.

A flash of light disturbed these thoughts, causing Kinker to look up in surprise. He at first thought that his old eyes—which were getting worse every day—were playing tricks on him, but through the wind, rain, and darkness, he spotted what looked like a line of lights not too far from where he was. His first thought was that the lights belonged to the spirits of those who had died at sea, said to travel the Crystal Sea's surface, only appearing to sailors, fishermen, and others when death was at hand.

Then a flash of lightning briefly illuminated the entire area, revealing that the row of lights were not spirits at all but rather lights shining from the side of a large ship.

That wasn't the only thing the lightning revealed, however. It also revealed a gigantic wave—much larger than any that Kinker had ever seen in his entire life—on his port.

Kinker had only a few seconds to register that fact before the wave crashed down on him with the force of thousands of pounds of water, smashing his rowboat into splinters and knocking him out instantly.

-
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Dying at sea was not as painful a death as one might think. Kinker had spent his whole life on or near the Crystal Sea. He had become a fisherman, following in the footsteps of his father and grandfather before him, and had always been aware that the sea was not your friend. Even though he had devoutly worshiped Kano his whole life, Kinker knew better than to let his guard down around the sea. It was an entity, unforgiving and impartial, that would kill you as soon as it would help you.

But now that he thought about it, he wondered if he was really dead at all. Every bone in his body felt like it had been smashed into pieces and he was shivering and cold, which was strange because he had always been taught that death would be feeling-less. As a child, he remembered asking his mother what death would be like and she told him that when he died, he would simply stop feeling because the dead could feel nothing.

In the midst of the pain and coldness, Kinker concluded that he was not yet dead. Somehow, he had survived, but how, he had no idea.

That was when he felt a sharp jolt of pain near his midriff. His eyes flew open as he gasped for air. While he coughed out what felt like the entire Crystal Sea, a chair nearby skitted across the wood floor. Someone with a thick Northern accent said, “He's awake. Quick, get the captain.”

Through his waterlogged ears, Kinker heard the sound of another set of feet running, then a door opening and slamming shut. He felt someone put a wet rag on his forehead (that smelled of mold for some reason) and heard the earlier voice say, “How are you, my man? You all right? Feel okay? Can you breathe?”

Kinker blinked several times before his vision became clear enough for him to tell what he was seeing. A man was standing above him, his eyes twinkling. The man had something hanging off his neck, a necklace, which had a set of multicolored beads on it. The man was probably from the North, because his skin was a darker shade of brown than Kinker's.

“Did you hear me?” said the man. “I asked, can you breathe?”

Kinker nodded slowly. His neck felt like it had been ripped off his shoulders and reattached by someone who didn't know what they were doing. He realized he was lying on a bed; furthermore, he was utterly nude, with only a coarse blanket to cover him.

“Good,” said the man. “When Vashnas pulled you up from the sea, we were certain you were dead. But thank the gods, you're alive.”

Then the man frowned. “Or perhaps not. Our resources are already stretched thin, and I can't imagine the Captain would be very happy if he found out you are still alive.”

Kinker moved his lips, trying to speak, but he only managed a few words because his throat felt like someone had cut it with a long, sharp knife. “Why ... call him ...”

“Hmm?” said the man, leaning down closer. “What'd you say, my friend?”

Kinker didn't think of himself as this man's 'friend,' but he did say, “The Captain ... why call him ... if he doesn't ...”

“Oh, I understand,” said the man, nodding as he stood back up. “Well, the Captain gave us orders to summon him if you woke up. Don't worry, though. I doubt he'll toss you overboard, unless you happen to be a murderer or something.”

Kinker gulped, which was like swallowing a prickly thorn bush. “Who ... are you?”

“Name's Telka Agos,” said the man. “I'm the doctor of this ship. Been keeping you alive, which admittedly has been rather difficult because the medical supplies on this ship are, how should I put it, very bare bones.”

“Clothes,” said Kinker with a cough, “where ... are ... my clothes?”

“Your clothes?” said Telka with a chuckle. “The sea ripped them off your body. You were brought on board the ship completely naked, my friend. Once you're better, though, I have an extra set of clothes you can borrow.”

Despite the pain, Kinker felt extremely embarrassed by the thought that some people had seen him naked. He changed the subject. “Big ship?”

Before Telka could answer, the door slammed open, causing Kinker to look up from the bed he was lying upon.

Another man entered the room, a tall, strapping young man with dirty hair that looked like it was normally well-kept. His skin was as dark as Telka's. Besides that, the two looked radically different. The man who entered wore a long boat cloak that covered his whole body, except for his head, which made it impossible to tell what else he was wearing underneath.

The man strode into the room with an air of authority and command. At his side was an aquarian, perhaps female based on her figure (although Kinker had never been good at guessing aquarian genders). She had to be an aquarian. Her skin looked like fish skin and her head resembled that of a black fish, narrow and with a row of spines running lengthwise. She had webbed hands and wore a jacket that was completely buttoned up. She looked tired, like she had run a mile.

“Captain Malock,” said Telka, saluting the younger man when he saw him, “I see Vashnas told you about the old man awaking.”

“Indeed she did, Telka,” said Captain Malock, stopping at the foot of Kinker's bed as he adjusted his boat cloak. “I was in the middle of lunch, but I wasted no time in getting here when I heard the news.”

“He's breathing,” Telka said. “And even starting to talk a little, but it's pretty obvious that he's still in pain. He may not be able to say much.”

Malock looked at Kinker and said, “Old man, how does your throat feel?”

Kinker put one hand against his throat and said, “Like it was ripped off and nailed back on.”

“But can you still speak?” Malock said.

Kinker swallowed and winced. “A little.”

“A little will do,” said Malock as he walked over to the left side of Kinker's bed.

The Captain pulled up a nearby chair and sat on it. As Malock did so, Telka took a step back, perhaps to give Malock room. The young female aquarian stood by Malock's side, still not saying anything. Kinker wondered if that was because she was silent or simply couldn't speak Northern Common. Either way, he found himself staring at her a bit too long, mostly because he'd never seen an aquarian up close like this before.

Then Malock snapped his fingers. Kinker looked at the Captain. He leaned forward in his chair, his intense eyes borrowing into Kinker's, like he was trying to read Kinker's mind.

“All right, old man,” said Malock. “Let's start with your name. What is it?”

“Why should I tell you?”

“Because if you don't, I won't hesitate to throw you off this ship and into the ocean,” Malock said. “I'm a humane captain, but I also do whatever is necessary to keep this ship afloat. And if you don't tell me anything about yourself, then I'm afraid we won't have any room for you here.”

Based on the looks that Telka and the female aquarian were giving him, Kinker knew that Malock wasn't joking. Despite his youth, it was clear that the Captain already held the kind of authority over his crew that only the most experienced of captains did. Why, Kinker didn't know, but because he was in no mood for a swim, he decided to talk.

“My name is Kinker Dolan,” said Kinker. He spoke slowly because he realized it hurt his throat less to do that. “I am from the island of Destan.”

Malock quirked an eyebrow and looked at the female aquarian. “Ever head of it?”

The female aquarian nodded. “Yes. It's a small island, the southernmost of the Northern Isles. Its seas are home to a variety of rare fish, but otherwise is an an insignificant spit of land in the middle of nowhere.”

Kinker didn't like hearing his home insulted like that, but he noticed how protective Malock seemed to be of the female aquarian, so he decided not to argue.

Instead, he said, “I've told you my name. Now tell me yours.”

Malock brushed some of his dark hair out of his eyes and said, “Fair enough. But I'm surprised you don't already recognize me. My handsome features are renown throughout the Northern Isles, and I am admired by many fine women, even though I have room in my heart for one alone.”

“Well, I am not a fine woman,” Kinker said, “so forgive me if I fail to recognize you on sight.”

Malock sat up straight, puffed out his chest, and said, “My name is Prince Tojas Malock, son of Queen Markinia and King Halock, Crown Prince of the House of Carnag, Captain of the Iron Wind, and the Chosen One of Kano.”

He recited all of those titles with the kind of enthusiasm Kinker commonly associated with Priestess Deber, back home, informing the masses of a new message she had received from Kano. Yet none of those titles meant a thing to the old fisherman. Only the last one interested him, but even then, he wasn't sure he wanted to ask because he didn't want to hear Malock drone on about it.

“Well?” said Malock. “Don't you have anything to say?”

Kinker shook his head. “Not really. Most of those titles don't mean a whole lot to me.”

Malock looked so shocked that he almost fell off his chair, but he immediately righted himself and said, “Well, if Destan is as obscure an island as Vashnas says it is, then I suppose it makes sense you wouldn't know about me or Carnag. But you've heard of Carnagian boots, haven't you?”

Kinker thought about that for a moment. “My grandfather owned a pair, but he lost them at sea when he was fishing one time. They're supposed to be high quality, aren't they?”

“Indeed they are,” said Malock. “My people produce the best boots in all of the Northern Isles. I am wearing a pair right now, in fact. Behold.”

Malock raised his right foot high enough for Kinker to see. A large boot made of fine leather covered it, but the boot didn't look nearly as fancy as Kinker expected it to. It looked like it had been exposed to the weather, with water damage obvious at the toe. It was even ripped on one side and had obviously been hastily repaired by someone with no knowledge, training, or skill in boot repair.

Malock rested the boot back on the floor and said, “We produce enough boots to supply the entire Northern Isles. We have buyers from Kiskasa to Nikos and everywhere in between.”

“Okay,” said Kinker, though he wasn't sure what was so impressive about being the prince of a giant boot factory. “Say, you mentioned something about being the Chosen One of Kano earlier; what does that mean?”

“That is not important at the moment,” said Malock in a tone that told Kinker it was actually very important. “What is important is finding out why you were on the sea at that time of night.”

Kinker blinked. “That time of night? Don't you mean this time of night?”

“Oh, that's right,” said Malock. “You don't know. Well, you were out for, what, three days?”

“Three and a half, actually,” said Telka, nodding. “That's why we weren't sure you were alive, Kinker. You were out for so long, why, it's a miracle you woke up at all. Younger men than you have died from the same injuries.”

“Three days ...” Kinker repeated, looking at the blanket covering his legs. He couldn't imagine being out cold for three days, yet he had no reason to believe that any of them were lying to him about this.

“So if you were hoping we'd take you back to your home, you are sadly mistaken,” said Malock. “We are already well beyond the Northern Isles. There's no going back, no matter how much you beg and plead.”

Good, Kinker thought. I don't want to go back, not after what happened there. Not after what I did.

“Again, I must ask,” said Malock, “what were you doing on the sea in that weather? Our ship was nearly capsized and it's much larger than yours. You must either be very stupid or have a very good reason for risking your life. Were you trying to save someone else?”

Kinker hesitated for a moment. He couldn't tell them the truth. They might kick him off the ship if he told them. He had to come up with a lie quickly.

So he said, “Yes, I was. My granddaughter was out making sure the boats had not been swept away by the sea, but then the ocean waves dragged her out. I suppose she's dead now.”

Kinker actually didn't have a granddaughter. He'd never married, never had any children ever. This was mostly because he had been devoted to his work, but also because he had never been interested in women very much. He much preferred men, but even then, marriage had never been a concern of his.

But Malock, Vashnas, and Telka didn't know that. They looked sad at hearing the 'news,' which meant they bought the lie—hook, line, and sinker.

“I am sorry to hear that,” said Malock, sounding like he meant it. “Losing a family member is always difficult. I lost my own grandfather to the sea a few years ago, actually. One minute he was there and the next ...”

Malock looked down, breathed in and out rapidly, and then looked back up at Kinker. His face had regained its authoritative, detached look, but Kinker didn't think he'd ever look at it again without seeing the pain in Malock's eyes that was now far too obvious for him to ignore.

“But that has nothing to do with this,” said Malock. “The point is, I appreciate you telling us who you are and what you were doing out in the sea on that night. Love makes us do crazy things, whether it's familial, platonic, or romantic, so I won't fault you for doing something so stupid and dangerous.”

Vashnas smiled at that, like Malock had just made an in-joke that only she and the Captain understood. A glance at Telka told Kinker that it was indeed an in-joke because the ship doctor didn't react. He simply stood there looking concerned, as if he thought Kinker was going to drop dead if he kept talking like this.

“Now that I've told you my story, it's your turn,” said Kinker, pointing at Malock. “What is the Crown Prince of Carnag doing so far from his palace?”

Malock sat up straight and rubbed his hands together, like he couldn't wait to tell Kinker. “Oh, that's a long tale. I'm not sure I can relay the entire thing to you here, right now, but—”

“I have nothing better to do,” Kinker said, gesturing at the blanket covering his legs. “Shoot.”

“All right, then,” said Malock. “You see, Kinker, about two months ago, I was asleep in my royal bedchambers, after a hard day of practicing my fencing techniques and negotiating boot prices with the Shikan military. I was quite exhausted, so when my servants finished dressing me—”

“Your servants dressed you?” Kinker said. “Can't you dress yourself?”

Malock huffed and folded his arms across his chest. “As Crown Prince of Carnag, I don't have the time to dress myself. It is beneath me; hence why I have servants especially devoted to the task.”

Kinker had a hard time imagining that. What was so difficult about slapping on a shirt, a jacket, and pants that you had to hire people to do it for you? It seemed like something that any grown adult could do in less than a minute if necessary. Even a young child could accomplish the task in a short amount of time. When Kinker had been a very young kid, he'd compete with his brother to see who could get dressed for work in the shortest amount of time.

Perhaps royal clothes are more difficult to put on or something, Kinker thought. Or maybe Malock is just a spoiled brat.

That last thought seemed likely to Kinker, though of course he did not say it aloud.

“Now as I was saying,” Malock said, his tone more than a little miffed now. “When my servants finished dressing me, I fell asleep the minute my head hit the pillow. But I did not get a restful, dreamless sleep. Instead, I was visited in my vision by a beautiful woman, a woman whose beauty exceeds that of nearly every mortal woman I've ever seen in my life.”

Vashnas made a face at that, like she was annoyed. At least, Kinker thought she was annoyed. He was not good at deciphering aquarian facial expressions, primarily because he had spent most of his life around humans. The few aquarians that had lived on Destan rarely mingled with the humans, so Kinker had never gotten to know them very well.

Malock didn't seem to notice because he was still talking. “The woman wore robes the color of the sea on a bright summer day, shining beautifully. Looking into her eyes was like staring into the deepest sea; mysterious, dark, yet inviting. And she carried with her a fishing net made entirely of water.”

Kinker sat up a little straighter at the description, which had sparked a memory in his head. “Fishing net ... did she have long hair that resembled the ocean waves?”

Malock looked stunned at Kinker's question. “Yes, yes she did. You sound like you've seen her before.”

“I think I have,” said Kinker. “But go on. I'm still listening.”

Malock scratched his chin and said, “Well, as you can probably guess, I was taken aback by her appearance. I was certain she was just a figment of my imagination, but she was far too ... real for that to be a possibility, if you understand what I mean.”

Malock looked at Kinker like the old fisherman should, but for the life of him Kinker could not understand. Glancing at Vashnas and Telka didn't help because Vashnas still looked annoyed and Telka looked embarrassed.

“Anyway,” Malock continued, “whether you get it or not is unimportant. She then spoke to me.”

Kinker tilted his head to the side. “What did she say?”

“I do not remember it all,” Malock admitted. “She spoke in an unfamiliar language. Nonetheless, I understood the gist of it: She was summoning me to the edge of the world, to the very last island in creation, an island known as World's End.”

“World's End?” said Kinker. “Isn't that just a legend?”

“It's real,” Malock said. “I saw it—saw it in my dreams. The woman showed me the most beautiful city imaginable, built on the edge of the world. The Throne of the Gods, as it is also known in the old stories. It was a brief glimpse, true, but somehow I know it was real.”

“How can you trust what the woman said, though?” said Kinker. “Maybe it was just a dream.”

Malock shook his head rapidly. “No, no, no. I know it was more than just a dream because of the woman's identity.”

“And who was the woman, exactly?”

Malock placed his hands on his lap and said, “Kano. Goddess of the Sea, Sand, and Art.”

Another memory sparked in Kinker's mind, of when he was a child, seeing the face of a beautiful woman in the ocean surf before it dissipated in the waves. “Kano? I didn't think anyone else worshiped her outside of Destan.”

“I do not actually worship her,” Malock said. “The Carnagian Royal Family is devoted almost entirely to Grinf, God of Justice, Metal, and Fire, due to the blessings he has bestowed upon us over the years. As a matter of fact, the last member of the Royal Family who tried to worship another god ... well, let's just say that it didn't work out and leave it at that.”

The tone in which he spoke made it clear that, if Kinker even asked about it, the old man would find himself back in the Crystal Sea again.

“Anyway,” said Malock, his tone brightening, “I didn't even know about Kano until she showed up in my dreams. I actually had to have some of my servants research her in the royal library. We have tons of books on the various gods. Turns out Kano has quite a following among the aquarians but for some reason has never been particularly popular among humans. Wonder why that is.”

“Not much of a mystery, if you ask me,” Vashnas said. “She controls the whole sea and we live in it. Would be kind of dumb if we didn't honor her.”

“Ah,” said Malock, “I see. So when I learned that she was an actual goddess, my next choice was not at all difficult to make. I decided I was going to round up a fleet of ships, find the best crew money can buy, and head on down to World's End, which, according to the dream, is at the very end of the southern seas. Simple, yes?”

Kinker scratched the back of his ears. “You mean your parents didn't try to stop you?”

“Oh, at first my parents were against it,” said Malock with a snort. “They were convinced I was acting on nothing more than a delusional fantasy. In particular, my mother seemed to treat the suggestion of me going on a voyage to the end of the world as though I had just suggested that I wanted to jump off the tip of Carnag Hall. My father simply thought it was irresponsible, argued that I had to stay here in order to learn more about my future kingly duties and that I couldn't be sure Kano had summoned me at all. Frankly, my parents can be a tad overprotective at times, if I do say so myself.”

To Kinker, they didn't sound overprotective at all. They sounded reasonable. But he did not share this opinion, as he was still listening.

“But despite all their faults, my parents are highly respectful of the gods and their wishes,” Malock said. “I summoned a dream reader, who confirmed that my dream had indeed been from Kano. When the dream reader confirmed it, my parents dropped all their protests and immediately began helping me put together a fleet and crew that would get me to World's End in one piece. That took about a month total.”

“Wow,” said Kinker. “So you have an entire fleet of sailing ships, each manned with a complete crew? Just to escort you to World's End?”

Kinker immediately knew that he had said something wrong because Telka shuffled his feet and looked away, Vashnas become interested in her jacket's right sleeve, and Malock's arms dropped to his sides and he suddenly looked as old as Kinker.

“Ah,” said Malock, a slight tremble in his voice, “wrong tense, Kinker. We had an entire fleet of sailing ships, all manned with a complete crew. Five ships, in fact. Now ... well we only have one. This one, actually.”

Kinker could hardly believe his ears. “How did you lose almost an entire fleet of ships?”

“A string of bizarre coincidences and disasters that I doubt even Tinkar, the God of Fate, could have seen coming,” Malock said, shaking his head. “I'll tell you about them later. All you need to know is that the current situation is very grim for everyone involved, including you.”

Those words seemed to resonate with Kinker in a way he couldn't at first explain. Then it hit him.

He looked around the quarters he was lying in and realized what it was about the place that had bothered him. The room smelled of fish and blood, the walls and floor were stained with bodily fluids he didn't care to identify, and there was a hole in the ceiling that looked to have been created by someone stabbing the ceiling with a sword.

When he looked more closely at Malock, Vashnas, and Telka, he noticed more signs of weariness and damage. Telka's hair was matted and encrusted with dirt, Vashnas stood with all of her weight on her right leg, like her left leg couldn't support her, and Malock himself had several small scratches across his face that messed up his otherwise handsome complexion. All of them shared the same weary, tired look that Kinker had always associated with retired soldiers. He had seen a lot of retired soldiers back on Destan during fishing season, when retirees from the various Northern armies came down south to fish.

Whatever had happened on this voyage, Kinker understood that it was far more serious than he had first thought. And to be honest, he wasn't really eager to find out exactly what had sunk four large sailing ships and killed their entire crews.

Malock shook his head and said, “But enough of that. We have enough sorrow on this ship as is. Let's try to think happy thoughts.”

“Happy thoughts?” Kinker said, looking at the Captain in disbelief. “Why haven't you headed back home to Carnag? I mean, you lost four ships and from what you've said this one isn't doing too well, either. Seems irresponsible to risk the lives of everyone on this ship like this.”

“I cannot ignore the summons of a goddess,” said Malock, as if the very suggestion was insane. “As a Kanonite yourself, surely you have heard stories of what Kano has done to people who ignore or disobey her direct summons?”

Kinker nodded. “Yes, but I'm sure she would understand if you had to go back to get another fleet. She is not an unreasonable goddess.”

“I can't risk that,” said Malock. “Angering gods is never a wise move, Kinker. Besides, you don't understand. I can't just go back. My very soul is drawn to World's End, like a magnet. I couldn't go back even if I wanted to.”

Kinker had to admit that Malock seemed to be genuinely driven. He didn't look away from Kinker as he said that, nor did he tremble or stumble over his words. The Captain of the Iron Wind seemed to believe in what he had just said and he wasn't going to apologize for it no matter what. Maybe he was less spoiled than Kinker had thought.

“Fine,” said Kinker. “I guess it is too later now to turn this ship around; although I find it strange that Kano didn't protect your fleet from destruction.”

“You should direct that inquiry to the other gods,” said Malock. “Most of the crews of my fleet were not Kanonites. Perhaps Kano didn't see any reason to protect them or perhaps they just weren't especially pious; either way, that is no reason for me to give up and go home.”

“I didn't say you should,” said Kinker. “In fact, I said the opposite. By the way, where are we now?”

Malock looked at Vashnas, who said, “We just entered the southern seas a day ago.”

Kinker shivered. “The southern seas? Please tell me you're joking.”

“Hardly,” said Malock. “In order to reach World's End, we have to go through the southern seas.”

“But the southern seas are full of danger,” Kinker said. “All the old legends say so. Gigantic sea monsters, unpredictable weather, and all kinds of other things are said to exist there. There's a reason Destan is the farthest known southern island, you know.”

“So what?” said Malock. “Those are just stories and legends, Kinker. We have so little precious fact to rely upon that I find it silly to be afraid. I mean, so far, the southern seas have been very kind to us, with favorable winds and bright sunshine. You're just worrying for no reason.”

“No,” Kinker said, shaking his head. “A friend of mine once told me about the giant sea snakes that live in these seas. They have mouths big enough to swallow entire islands whole.”

Vashnas laughed. “Giant sea snakes with mouths big enough to swallow whole islands? That's so ridiculous that I can't believe you even thought that was true.”

Being laughed at—by an aquarian, of all beings—made Kinker angry, but before he could answer, Malock said, “Fear not, elder. We have the best guide to the southern seas that anyone could ask for. We'll be prepared for whatever these seas have to throw at us, and then some.”

“And who is that guide?” said Kinker, looking at Malock.

“Me,” said Vashnas, pointing at herself.

Now Kinker shifted his attention to her. “What do you know about the southern seas, young lady? No one who has ever tried to explore them has ever returned alive.”

“Except for Vash here,” said Malock, reaching over and patting her right arm. “She's been to the southern seas, traveled all the way to World's End, in fact, and can tell us everything there is to know about it.”

“Really?” said Kinker. “How do you know that for sure? I would like some proof.”

This seemed like a reasonable request to Kinker, so he was shocked when Malock stood up, knocking over his chair, and grabbed Kinker by his beard. The Captain didn't raise his other hand or anything, but he was staring at Kinker with such intense loathing that Kinker felt like he was being held above a fire.

“Don't ... you ... dare ...” Malock said, every word emphasized for impact, “... imply ... that Vashnas is a liar ... or I'll ...”

“Captain, please,” said Telka, reaching out and grabbing Malock's arm. “Let go of Kinker right this instant. He's still weak, and any undue shock might harm his still-recovering system.”

Malock just shot Telka an even angrier look, but the doctor didn't let go or shift his gaze. That made Kinker respect Telka immensely because his chin was starting to hurt from Malock pulling on his beard.

“Didn't you hear what he said?” Malock said through gritted teeth. “He implied Vashnas is a liar. You think I'm going to stand here and let him get away with it?”

“I understand your anger, Captain, but it's the wrong response,” said Telka, his tone even and firm. “He didn't have any malicious intentions. He's understandably skeptical because he obviously believes no one has ever gone to the southern seas and come back alive. Now let go of him or I will be treating your injuries in a moment.”

For a moment, Malock didn't let go. If anything, his grip seemed to tighten because his knuckles turned whiter and his normally handsome face became contorted with anger.

Then, to Kinker's relief, Malock let go and stood back. Kinker let out his breath, which he hadn't even realized he'd been holding in, and moved as far away from Malock as he could on his bed. Vashnas put an arm around Malock's shoulders and began speaking to him in low, soothing tones, but that didn't seem to do much to make Malock calm down.

“I'm sorry for implying that Vashnas is a liar,” said Kinker. “I wasn't meaning to. You heard Telka. He got it right.”

Malock didn't respond. He just kept glaring at Kinker like he was hoping to kill him with his nasty looks alone.

Vashnas looked at Kinker and said, “It's okay. Most people are skeptical when I tell them I've been to the southern seas and survived. Honestly, I don't believe it myself at times, but it's true.”

“Could you tell me how?” said Kinker. “Just for curiosity's sake. That's all.”

“I received a dream from Kano proving it,” said Malock. He seemed calmer now, but Kinker keep up his guard up just the same. “The night before I met Vashnas, Kano sent me a dream in which I saw Vashnas swimming through the southern seas. She explicitly told me that I needed Vashnas if I was going to make it to World's End alive. And the very next day, as I was inspecting the crew of my fleet, I saw Vashnas and immediately summoned her to my court, where I told her about my dream.”

“Is that true?” said Kinker, looking at Vashnas.

Vashnas nodded, looking a little embarrassed. “When I first entered his court, Malock showed me a picture he'd drawn of me, a picture he'd drawn when he woke up. And I know for a fact that he has never seen me before, so there was no way he could have drawn it from memory. There is no other explanation for it. Kano must want me here.”

“I see,” said Kinker. “I guess that makes sense. The gods surely do work in mysterious ways, do they not?”

“Indeed they do,” said Malock, perhaps more harshly than was necessary. “Now if you'll excuse me, I must return to my stateroom. Vashnas and I have to discuss what awaits us in the seas ahead. For now, Telka will take care of you until he deems you fit enough to work on the ship.”

Kinker raised a hand. “Hold on. When did I volunteer to join your crew?”

“I suppose you'd like to swim back to Destan naked?” said Malock. “I won't stop you if that's what you want to do, of course, but I doubt you'd make it very far, even if you're a good swimmer.”

Kinker cursed under his breath. “You're right. I guess I don't have much of a choice but to work on this ship, do I?”

“No, you do not,” said Malock. “When you're better, I'll give you a tour of the ship, introduce you to the crew, and assign you a job. Do you have any useful or productive skills?”

He asked that last question almost too fast for Kinker to catch, but the old man said, “Yes. I'm a fisherman by trade. Been fishing off the coast of Destan for fifty years now.”

Malock's scowl disappeared like a cloud on a summer's day, replaced with a giddy smile that took Kinker by surprise. “That's excellent. I hope you recover soon because I already know exactly where I want to put you. Telka, make sure to tell me the minute you think he's ready to start working. I wish to put him to work right away.”

“Yes, sir, Captain,” said Telka, saluting. “I'll make sure you know as soon as possible.”

“I'll pray to Atikos for you, Kinker,” said Malock as he and Vashnas left the room, “so that your healing may come quickly.”

As soon as Malock and Vashnas left, Telka thrust a bowl of some kind of greenish soup under Kinker's nose and said, “Eat up. You look hungry.”

It hadn't even occurred to Kinker to eat, but when he thought about it, his stomach rumbled. He immediately took the bowl and slurped down the greenish soup, even though Telka was about to hand him a spoon. The soup was hot and burned his throat, but he was so hungry that he didn't care.

When the last of the soup entered his mouth, he lowered the bowl and handed it back to Telka. “Thanks, doctor. What was in that soup, anyway?”

Telka took the bowl back, but didn't look at the bowl. He was staring at Kinker in amazement, like he'd never seen him before.

“That was lime fish soup,” said Telka. “It's nasty stuff. Fit for human consumption, of course, but still nasty.”

“Why are you looking at me like that?” said Kinker. “It was good.”

“You're not supposed to slurp it all down like that,” said Telka. “It's hard on the stomach, so you have to eat it in small helpings to avoid throwing it all up.”

Kinker put his hand on his stomach and said, “My stomach doesn't feel that bad. Are you sure that's what it's supposed to do?”

“Normally,” said Telka. “But I guess you're different. What do you Destanians normally eat?”

“Fried fish, zapper stew, and other stuff like that,” said Kinker. “Why?”

Telka put the bowl down on a nearby desk and said, “I just find it intriguing that you ate it all so quickly and without any adverse medical—”

The only warning Kinker received was a slight rumble in his stomach. He heaved and managed to avoid hurling all over his bed. Unfortunately for Telka, however, his barf landed on the doctor's trousers and boots, dousing them in lime-green stuff that Kinker didn't try to identify.

Kinker lay back in his bed, shivering and coughing, while Telka looked down at his pants and boots in dismay.

“Well,” said Telka, “I guess you Destanians don't have stomachs of steel after all. Let me clean this up. I'll get you some water and after that you should take a nap. You need it.”
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​​Chapter Two
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Over the next few days, Kinker spent all of his time in bed, being tended to by Telka. He saw no other visitors. None of the other sailors came down to visit or see him, although he often heard them bustling by in the hall outside, going to and fro, perhaps doing chores. He figured Malock had ordered the crew to leave him alone until he was better, but that just made him feel a little depressed because he had no one to talk to except Telka. And Telka was not a very interesting conversationalist.

It wasn't that Telka was an uninteresting man. The doctor had apparently worked on ships his whole life, having been the son of two famous ship's doctors from the island of Shika. He claimed to have been a student of the great doctor Ashef and had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of medicine, magical healing methods, and how the body worked.

That sounded fine and dandy to Kinker, but for whatever reason, Telka refused to answer any of Kinker's questions about the ship, its crew, or anything else relating to the voyage. Every time the conversation turned toward those questions, Telka would immediately shut up and check Kinker's pulse or give him another bowl of that lime fish soup (which Kinker now knew to take in small servings).

Another thing Kinker noticed was how unprepared Telka appeared, despite supposedly being a good doctor. His medical cabinets were either bare or full of bottles and equipment that didn't look like any medical supplies Kinker had ever seen. Once, looking over Telka's shoulder as the doctor searched for some medicine to soothe Kinker's sore throat, he spotted a bottle of red juice with the label 'MEDICINE' on it and its cap missing. Red juice wasn't a medicine, as far as Kinker knew, so he had no idea what it was doing inside a doctor's medical cabinet.

That was when he remembered that the ship had already been through so much on this voyage. Though he had not seen any other patients, Kinker figured that sickness and injuries must be pretty common on board this ship. Maybe Telka had used up most of his medical supplies taking care of them. There was still so much Kinker didn't know and so much Telka refused to tell him that Kinker found himself growing increasingly restless.

That restlessness wasn't the only reason he found it difficult to sleep. The mattress was uncomfortable and rough. The sheets were surprisingly clean, but they still smelled faintly of dried blood, puke, and other bodily fluids, like everything else in the medical room. At night, Kinker didn't get much sleep. Often he'd stay awake, the horrible scents filling his nostrils, listening to the wind and waves that beat against the lee of the ship. He was used to sleeping on ships, but for whatever reason, he just couldn't sleep on this one.

Finally, on the third day after Kinker awoke, Telka declared him ready to work. Kinker knew that already. He had recovered quite speedily the day after speaking with Malock, but until today the doctor had argued for caution and so held him back for two days. That was annoying, but when Kinker remembered that he wasn't looking forward to whatever work Malock had planned for him, it was easier to take.

Telka left to find Malock, returning about five minutes later. The prince looked much the same as he always did, except more frazzled and annoyed, like he hadn't got much sleep himself. He stood near the door, arms folded across his chest, impatiently waiting while Kinker got out of bed and got dressed.

Because Kinker had no clothes of his own, Telka gave Kinker a ratty pea coat, thin white shirt, and rough pants to compensate, as well as some leather boots to cover his feet. The outfit was a tight fit, but as they didn't have anything else for him to wear, Kinker didn't complain.

When Kinker finished buttoning his pea coat, he walked over to Malock, who sighed with relief and said, “Finally. Come along, now. I don't have a lot of time to give you a tour, so I want to make this quick.”

When they stepped into the hallway, the first thing Kinker noticed was a middle-aged woman leaning against the opposite wall. She was human and had curly blonde hair that reminded Kinker of his mother's hair, although there was something about this woman that made him tense. She didn't introduce herself when he and Malock appeared. She just pushed herself off the wall and stood there standing as straight as a board.

“This is Banika Koiro,” said Malock, gesturing at the silent woman. “She's the ship's boatswain and my right-hand woman. She is the single most trustworthy sailor on this entire ship. Banika, meet Kinker Dolan, our new fisherman.”

Banika said nothing. She merely nodded at him and took up the rear when Malock and Kinker began making their way top deck. Kinker glanced over his shoulder at her as they walked, mostly to be sure that she was still following. It had less to do with his memory and more to do with the way the woman silently moved across the creaking floorboards.

“This is the middle deck,” said Malock, waving his arms to indicate the hallway they were in. “Most of the sailors come down here to sleep at night. It's also where we keep a lot of our supplies and equipment that we need but don't want to store in the hold. Like the cannons, for example.”

Kinker looked at Malock in surprise. “You have cannons on this ship? I thought this was a sailing ship, not a ship of war.”

Malock shrugged. “The southern seas are dangerous. Anyway, so far we haven't had to use them. And I can assure you that the gunpowder is kept under lock and key and is not in any danger of exploding and sinking the ship to the bottom of the sea.”

“We learned that lesson the hard way,” Banika said behind them, her voice so soft that it was almost lost in the sound of their footsteps. “Lost Our Beloved Lady because someone didn't handle the gunpowder correctly.”

“Our Beloved Lady was one of the other ships,” Malock said to Kinker offhandedly. “First to sink, actually. But I'll tell you about that later.”

Kinker wasn't sure he wanted to hear more about it. He was already starting to feel sick again from the combined odor of seawater, sickness, mildew, and other equally unpleasant scents in the air. He found it difficult to breathe down here, but Malock and Banika showed no problems with breathing at all. Maybe they were used to it.

The smell got worse when they passed by the cracked door of another room. A strong odor that smelled like rotting, burnt fish wafted through the crack in the door and into Kinker's nose, causing him to choke on it. Malock and Banika just stopped and looked at him like he was crazy.

“What's the matter, Kinker?” Malock asked. “Are you not feeling well?”

Between coughs and fits, Kinker pointed at the cracked door and said, “No. It's that smell. It's like a rotting corpse.”

“Oh, that means dinner is almost ready,” said Malock, like he couldn't wait to eat. “That's the galley, by the way. Head cook is Arisha Frag, but I'll introduce you to her later. She hates to be disturbed when she's cooking, even if it's to meet a new member of the crew.”

“What do you eat on this ship?” Kinker asked, moving away from the galley door as far as he could in the cramped hall. “Poison fish stew or something?”

“Fish,” Malock said. “We used to have a bigger variety of food, such as ikadori peaches, Frianan cream, and the finest silk tea you can imagine. Alas, the voyage has mostly depleted our stores, but I can assure you that Arisha is an excellent cook nonetheless, very good at making do with what little we have.”

If the smell of her cooking was anything to go by, Kinker highly doubted that, but he said nothing more about the matter as he continued following Malock down the hall. He held his hand over his nose the entire time, however, until they climbed the stairs up to the top deck.

As they emerged from the hatch, Malock spread his arms as wide as possible and said, “Welcome to the top deck of the Iron Wind, Kinker. Be amazed by its size and magnificence.”

The top deck of the Iron Wind was indeed large and wide open, much more open than the middle deck was. The awful smells were still present, but they were mixed with the fresh, salty air of the sea. For once, Kinker felt like he could breathe freely on this ship.

But it wasn't quite as magnificent as Malock thought it was; for example, the foremast, the mainmast, and the mizzenmast were in various states of disrepair. In particular, their sails looked like they'd been patched together by someone who didn't know how to sew. The ratlines appeared mostly intact, but he spotted a few snapped ropes here and there that no one had bothered to repair.

And then there were the sailors. This was the first time Kinker had seen the crew of the Iron Wind. From what he could see, most were human, but there was definitely a large minority of aquarians present. Having never spent much time around aquarians, Kinker watched in fascination as one aquarian, who had tentacles in place of legs and a head that closely resembled that of a squid's, squashed by, swabbing the deck alongside two humans.

The crew looked like most sailors: tough, rough, and hardworking. There were at least fifty or so present; steering the ship, adjusting the sails, cleaning the deck (although that looked like a losing battle to Kinker), and doing various other things that the crew of a sailing ship generally needed to do. Few of them took notice of Kinker, and those few that did only glanced at him briefly before returning to their work.

Another thing Kinker noticed about the crew was how beaten up many of them looked. Back on Destan, it wasn't uncommon to see sailors who had stitches, scars, and other things to indicate injury, but many of the sailors on board the Iron Wind looked like they had been through a war. One human sailor, for example, was missing his entire left arm, while an aquarian sailor who was scrubbing the mainmast had only one foot, the other having been replaced by a block of wood that vaguely resembled a peg leg. Many of them had gaunt faces, like they hadn't had a good meal in a long time.

The ship in general had an air of disrepair about it. True, the crew appeared to have done their best to keep the ship in shape, but if Kinker hadn't seen the crew, he would have thought that the Iron Wind was a ghost ship.

Just then, someone behind him said, in a refined voice that took Kinker by surprise, “Could you please move so I can go down the hatch?”

Kinker turned around and was shocked to see a giant of a man standing before him. A long, thick scar ran from his crown down the side of his face to his chin, but besides that he appeared to lack the major wounds that most of his fellow sailors did.

He looked down on the three with the intelligent eyes of a scholar, which contrasted sharply with his massive physical body. In his right hand he carried a short wooden staff, more like a wand really, which he held like a sword.

“There you are, Bifor,” said Malock with a smile, patting Kinker on the shoulder. “Bifor, meet Kinker Dolan, our newest fisherman. Kinker, meet Bifor Kamon, our ship's resident—and only—mage.”

Bifor nodded at Kinker. “Pleased to meet you, Kinker. I assume you are the man that Vashnas rescued from the sea about a week ago?”

“Yes,” said Kinker. He looked at Malock and said, “Wait—it was Vashnas who saved me?”

“Yes, of course she did,” said Malock. “Didn't we mention that earlier? She somehow spotted your boat through the storm and wanted to rescue you. Tried to convince her it was too dangerous, but she didn't listen. I almost thought she was going to die with you, but thankfully you both survived.”

“I'll have to thank her personally sometime,” said Kinker. “Now did you say Bifor is the ship's mage? I've never met a mage before.”

Bifor's mouth twitched slightly. “Never?”

“Never,” Kinker said, nodding. “On Destan, we don't have any mages. Some of our priests know a little magic, but in comparison to what I've heard mages can do, it's practically nothing.”

“Hmph,” said Bifor. “Destan must be a very out-of-the-way, obscure little island if it doesn't have even one mage on it.”

His tone was disapproving, like Destan's lack of a mage disappointed him greatly.

Defensively, Kinker said, “It's not like it's a choice. It's just that no one wants to live there.”

“Oh, I didn't mean to insinuate anything negative about your home,” said Bifor. “I was simply observing the unfortunate fact that most mages care more about fame and prestige than in doing good work in places where it is needed—sad, but true.”

As if to stave off further conflict, Malock said, “Bifor is a Xocionian. That means he worships Xocion, the God of Ice.”

“Yes,” said Bifor, nodding. “I studied magic at North Academy, the largest mage school in the Northern Isles.”

“Wow,” said Kinker, genuinely impressed. “Guess that makes you very well-educated, doesn't it?”

“Yes, it does,” said Bifor. “Now if you'll excuse me, I have some work to do below deck. Please let me pass.”

Malock, Kinker, and Banika stepped aside, allowing Bifor to pass them and disappear into the hatch that led to the lower decks. Somehow the large mage managed to fit his bulk through the hatch, which Kinker had to assume was magic because he couldn't otherwise see how Bifor managed that.

When Bifor was gone, Kinker immediately turned to Malock and said, “If you have a mage on board, why does the Iron Wind look so terrible? Why have you had any troubles at all? Can't magic solve all your problems?”

Malock's reaction was unexpected. He laughed, laughed so hard and so loud that some nearby sailors stopped their work to look for the source of the noise. Even Banika smiled slightly, like she wanted to laugh, but didn't either because she was too polite or Kinker's question had been so silly that she didn't even want to laugh at it.

“What is the problem?” said Kinker, looking between Banika and the still-laughing Malock. “What did I say? What did I do wrong?”

In between gasps for breath, Malock said, “Oh, it's nothing personal, Kinker. It's just ... man, I haven't had a good laugh in a long time, not like that. Haven't had much to laugh about on this voyage.”

Still confused, Kinker scratched the back of his head and said, “What's so funny? I wasn't joking.”

“You weren't?” said Malock, his laughter quickly replaced with surprise. “Oh. You were serious.”

“Yes, I was,” said Kinker. “Though if laughter is all I can expect for asking honest questions, maybe I shouldn't speak at all anymore.”

Malock chuckled. “Sorry. It's just that magic can't solve all our problems. It is amazing, to be sure, but you gotta understand that there are different kinds of magic and not all of them work the same.”

“What does that mean?”

“Take Bifor,” said Malock. “He's a pagomancer, which means he's good at ice magic. You know, freezing things, making it snow, stuff like that—very useful in cold weather, you know, when you need someone to break the ice off the ship and keep the sails from becoming frozen solid.”

Kinker looked up. The sun was shining and it was quite warm.

“But as you can see,” said Malock, gesturing at the ship, “we are not in cold weather; in fact, it's the middle of summer. While all mages, Bifor included, know general magic in addition to whatever they specialize in, most mages are generally useful in their specialties. Therefore, Bifor, for example, could heal someone with a healing spell, but he couldn't cure someone of a deadly disease or heal a fatally-wounded person because he's not a panamancer.”

“Then what's he even doing on this ship at all?” Kinker asked. “And why is he the only mage? Surely, as the prince of Carnag, you could have hired more?”

“I did,” said Malock. “Before we lost the rest of the fleet, each ship had a dozen or so mages, each one specializing in a particular field of magic that are helpful in sailing, such as aquamancy and aeromancy, for example. I personally handpicked every mage to make sure we got the best mages we could.”

“What happened to them?” Kinker asked.

Malock sighed. “Weren't you listening? We lost the rest of the fleet, including the mages. A variety of disasters took them all out. It's a miracle Bifor survived because he was on Our Beloved Lady, the ship that exploded due to the mishandled gunpowder in its hold. He was, sadly enough, the only survivor of that ship.”

“Oh,” said Kinker. “Must be hard for him.”

“It's hard to tell,” said Malock. “He doesn't confide much in other people. Personally I think he was traumatized by it and his ceaseless work ethic is how he deals with it. He's been trying to make himself useful, doing whatever he can do, even if it wipes him out.”

“Hmm,” said Kinker. “Well, why don't we continue the tour? I want to see the rest of the ship and meet the rest of the crew.”

“All right, then,” said Malock. “Since you're going to be a fisherman, I should introduce you to the fishing crew. They're at the stern and are in charge of the trawl.”

A few minutes later, they reached the stern of the ship, where they found the oddest group of fishermen that Kinker had ever seen.

For one, the only one who looked anything at all like a fisherman was the young man who introduced himself as Deddio Mannon. Even then, Kinker didn't see the usual signs of a fisherman, such as scars from the mishandling of fishing hooks, on him. Malock informed Kinker that Deddio was currently the head of the fishing crew.

The next one was a young woman named Jenur Takren. And by 'young,' Kinker didn't mean early twenties or something. She looked closer to 18, possibly even younger than that. He could tell her age because of her hair, which she had short and dark. Her grip was strong, however, when they shook hands, even stronger than Deddio's, much to his surprise.

Then he was introduced to Gino and Magnisa, an aquarian couple. They both resembled goldfish, with orange skin and large eyes, and were much rounder around the waist than their fellow fishermen. They were friendly, though Kinker felt rather timid around them due to his lack of experience with aquarians.

And finally, there was Daro Loman, an unusually thin man whose eyes always seemed to be somewhere in the distance. At least, that was the most charitable interpretation Kinker chose to give of him because Daro did not look him in the eyes when they were introduced and only barely managed to remember his own name when asked for it.

“All right,” said Malock to Deddio, “you show Kinker the ropes. I'll be back in an hour to finish our tour of the ship.”

Kinker looked at Malock in surprise. “Where are you going?”

“Back to my stateroom, of course,” said Malock. “I have some things I need to attend to, some very important things, and I cannot put them off any longer. Besides, this is an excellent opportunity for you to get to know your fellow fishermen, as well as the kind of job you are going to be doing from now until we reach World's End. Sounds fun, doesn't it?”

Kinker glanced at the assembled fishermen, feeling uneasy about them for some reason, and said, “Sure. Fun.”

After that, Malock departed, leaving Kinker alone with the fishing crew, none of whom had said a word since being introduced.

It was Deddio who broke the silence by stepping forward and saying, “Well, Mr. Dolan, we were told you are a fisherman. Have you ever used a trawl before?”

Kinker scratched the back of his head. “I'm more used to a rod and line, to be frank, though I've worked with trawls before.”

“Well, I'm sure you'll catch on,” said Deddio. “The rest of us did.”

“What do you mean, 'the rest of us did'?”

Deddio's smile never wavered on his sunburned face. “None of us are trained fishermen. Well, I think Daro's father took him fishing for a few summers when he was a kid, but that was years ago; right, Daro?”

Daro, whose eyes were on the sky, nodded. “Yep. Didn't catch a thing, not even once.”

“And this is Jenur's first time as a sailor on a ship,” said Deddio, gesturing at the young woman. “Gino and Magnisa used to hunt fish underwater, but—”

“But we never enjoyed it,” Gino said. His voice, like that of most aquarians Kinker had heard, gurgled, as though he always had water in it. “Always bought our food from the market. We never even learned how to use a fishing rod, much less a trawl.”

Kinker ran his hand through his white hair, feeling a little exasperated. “Then why are you five on the fishing crew at all?”

Deddio shrugged. “I don't know if you've been told, but we lost nearly the entire fleet over the last month and with them plenty of experienced fishermen and women. Frankly, Kinker, there are very few people on this ship who are in jobs they are actually trained or qualified for. Probably why the Captain was so eager to dump you here with us.”

“How many pounds of fish do you bring in daily?” Kinker said.

“About forty, sometimes fifty if we're lucky,” said Jenur, who was leaning against the bulwarks. “Why?”

“How many sailors are on this ship?” Kinker said. “Including aquarians.”

“A hundred and twenty,” said Jenur, just as promptly as before. “Again, why?”

Kinker did the math in his head and didn't like the answer he got. “Fifty pounds of fish can't possibly be enough to feed one-hundred and twenty hardworking, full-grown sailors, human and aquarian. How have you survived this long with so little food?”

Deddio crossed his arms over his chest and looked out into the sea. “We used to have half a year's worth of food in the hold. Ran out of it pretty quickly, though, which is why we made this trawl.”

“How did you run out of so much food so fast?” said Kinker in disbelief. “And what do you mean, you made the trawl? Didn't you have one on board already?”

“We didn't store the food correctly, so we had to toss it all out,” Deddio said. “As for the trawl, we didn't need one at first. Therefore, we had to make do with what we had.”

“And what did you have?” said Kinker.

Deddio glanced over his shoulder at the ropes tied to the railing on the edge of the stern. “You know, we were just about to haul in the noon catch, so we'll just show you. You can watch us and see how we do it.”

Kinker did just that, retreating about a dozen feet while the five fishermen grabbed the ropes and began hauling in the trawl with their combined strength. It took them at least half an hour to haul the entire thing onto the poop deck, which did little to improve Kinker's mood. It actually did the opposite; the more he saw of the trawl, the more depressed he became.

When they finally laid the entire trawl on the deck, Kinker got a good look at it. It was at least twice as long as Daro, but instead of being made of fiber web (the best kind of material for trawls), it was made almost entirely of rope, with some netting for good measure. Rather than being cone-shaped, however, it more closely resembled a fishing net, being much wider and open at the mouth than a normal trawl.

Not only that, but it was missing a codend. And he thought that Jenur's estimate of fifty pounds of fish to be very liberal. This catch, at least, was probably only forty pounds, some of which the fishing crew had to throw back into the sea because they were not fit for consumption by anyone, human or aquarian, thus making the actual weight probably closer to thirty-five or maybe even thirty pounds.

“Let me get this straight,” said Kinker, watching the others gut and clean the fish. “That is your trawl?”

Deddio, who was expertly cleaning the fish he handled, nodded without looking up at Kinker. “Yep. We had to put it to together ourselves when it became clear we needed a way to get a lot of fish fast.”

“Had Bifor cast a spell on it to attract fish to it,” said Gino, who cleaned his fish with slightly more difficulty than Deddio. “Don't think it really helped, though, because as smart as that man is, he's not much of a fisherman, you know?”

Kinker ran a hand through his hair again. “Is it a bottom trawl or mid-water trawl?”

“Mid-water,” Deddio said. “Not long enough to reach the bottom, sadly.”

“Okay,” said Kinker. “I'm honestly shocked that you've managed to catch anything at all. No wonder the rest of the crew looks so sour. They aren't getting enough to eat.”

Jenur stopped gutting a fish and looked at him in annoyance. “Well, Mr. Master Fisherman, if you know how to make a better trawl that will catch us tons of fish, we're all ears.”

Her sharp tone surprised Kinker, prompting him to say, “Didn't your parents teach you to show some respect to your elders, young woman?”

“Whatever,” said Jenur, as she turned her attention back to the fish in her hand. “Are you just going to stand there and watch or are you going to help us clean these fish? They're going to be lunch.”

Kinker wanted to smack her upside the head for her disrespect, but as he doubted that would endear him to the rest of the crew, he simply came over and began helping them clean what little fish they had caught.

This is going to be a very long voyage, Kinker thought as Deddio handed him an extra gutting knife from his pocket. A very long voyage.

-
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Malock sat at the desk in his stateroom, looking over a rough map of the southern seas that Vashnas had drawn for him not long after he had hired her. On the opposite side of his desk, Vashnas sat in a rickety old chair that was probably going to fall apart one of these days, scratching the back of her head and yawning every now and then.

“So, assuming we stay our course, the first island we'll run into is this one,” said Malock, pointing at a small circle on the map.

Vashnas nodded. “Yes. It doesn't have a name and no one lives on it. I call it Ikadori Island, though, because it has a ton of ikadori peaches along the shore.”

“Excellent,” said Malock, scribbling a quick note over it. “We'll stop there for a few days and gather as much of those peaches as we can. I'm getting sick of having fish every day for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, to be honest.”

“We probably shouldn't stay very long,” Vashnas said. “I mean, while there aren't any people on that island, there are animals that live there. Big, ape-like beasts. Pretty protective of their territory.”

“So what?” said Malock. “We have a lot of skilled fighters and hunters on board this ship. Besides, we're not going very deep into the island. You yourself just said the ikadori trees were along the shore, after all.”

“True” said Vashnas. “There are so many ikadori peach trees that you could probably get enough to feed the entire crew for the next three months just from the ones lining the shore.”

“Then we won't have to fight the beasts that live there,” said Malock. “Vash, I just wanted to thank you again for being so helpful. I would be far less confident about our chances of survival if it wasn't for you.”

Vashnas looked a bit embarrassed, which made her look really cute to Malock. “Oh, it's nothing, Mal. I'm just happy I can be of service.”

“No, I'm serious,” said Malock. He reached across the desk and grabbed her hand. “This voyage has been extremely stressful for me and we've only been in the southern seas for a little less than a week. You've proved even more faithful to me than Banika. Without you, I would be lost.”

Their eyes met. She had such beautiful eyes, dark and round as they were. They did not break eye contact until Vashnas slipped her hand out of his, stood up, and walked around the desk. Malock turned in his chair, skidding it across the floorboards of his stateroom, and held out his arms, which Vashnas gently lowered herself into.

For a moment, the two just stared into each other's eyes. Then she kissed him on the lips; a deep, firm kiss. Her mouth tasted like fish, but rather than being an off-putting sensation, it was delicious. He pulled her in closer, as close as he could, almost causing his chair to fall over, but he righted it before they fell.

After several seconds of kissing, Vashnas pulled away, but only a few inches. The taste of her mouth lingered on Malock's lips, a taste he hoped he would never forget.

“What's the matter?” Malock muttered, stroking her back. “There's no one watching. No one to judge.”

Vashnas didn't break eye contact with him. “It's not that. It's just ... I'm not sure.”

Malock kissed her briefly. “Didn't we already talk about this? I love you, Vash, and you know that. There's no need to hesitate.”

Vashnas pushed herself a little away from him, but she was still in his arms. “I know. It's just that we've spent a lot of time doing this together and I'm wondering if maybe I'm distracting you from your actual duties.”

“You're hardly a distraction, Vash,” said Malock, once again looking into her eyes. “Do you regret that we can't really tell the rest of the crew about our relationship?”

“No,” said Vashnas, shaking her head. “They already know, anyway. They gossip about us behind our backs all the time.”

“And?” said Malock. “If anyone gives you any trouble about it, the Captain will punish that person severely.”

“That's not what I mean,” said Vashnas. “And you don't have to refer to yourself in third person, you know.”

“Then what do you mean?” said Malock. “Just come out and say it. I can handle it.”

Vashnas actually pushed herself entirely out of his arms now and stood up.

“It's just this entire voyage has put a strain on all of us,” said Vashnas. “There are times where I've wondered if we should just go back.”

Malock stood up, pushing his chair back as he did so. “Just go back? But we've just reached the southern seas. We can't go back.”

“I know,” said Vashnas. “What I'm really trying to say is ... well, I guess I'm just scared. Scared of what awaits us further on.”

“Oh, I doubt there's anything we can't handle,” said Malock. “Kano wouldn't have summoned me if she didn't think I could make it. And with your firsthand knowledge of the southern seas, I'd say we're going to be just fine.”

“Just because I know about the southern seas doesn't make them any less dangerous,” said Vashnas. “And I don't know everything about them. Last time I was here, I took a pretty straight line from the north to the south. I stopped for a rest every now and then, but otherwise I didn't do much exploring.”

“We're taking the same route as you, so I don't understand what your problem is,” said Malock. “I mean, when did you do that? Five years ago, was it? I doubt the southern seas have changed drastically in that time.”

“Maybe not,” said Vashnas. “But often, it's not the major things that sink ships. It's the small things, like the tiny holes in the hull that no one notices until the entire ship is halfway underwater. It's the small things I'm afraid of.”

Malock pulled Vashnas into a hug again. “Don't worry, Vash. I will do everything in my power to keep you safe. I swear this on Kano's name.”

Vashnas looked at him in surprise. “That's a pretty serious thing to swear by, Mal. You know what that means, don't you?”

“Yes,” said Malock. “Which is why I did it. I love you more than anyone else in the world, regardless of what any narrow-minded fool thinks about our relationship, and I will defend you no matter what.”

Vashnas smiled, which made her look even more beautiful. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

Malock returned the smile, but it disappeared when he felt her grab his behind. He looked at her in surprise and saw that she was smiling seductively.

“Now why don't we ... play a little?” said Vashnas. “I'm in the mood now, if you know what I mean.”

“I would love to,” said Malock. “But unfortunately, I must leave very soon because I have not yet finished showing Kinker around the ship.”

“Aw,” said Vashnas. “Well, all right. But maybe later you and I can play, when you don't have anything else to do, of course.”

Malock smiled. “Of course.”
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​​Chapter Three
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Kinker had been so busy teaching the other fishermen about the inadequacy of their trawl that he hadn't realized that an hour had passed until Malock came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. Kinker turned to face the Captain, who looked slightly bemused for some reason.

“I see you are getting along with your fellow fishermen,” said Malock. “But what are you doing with the trawl?”

Kinker looked down at his hands. He had been showing the others how to make a codend (he didn't have the right materials to make an entirely new trawl), but that had been difficult because the ship's trawl had been designed without a codend in mind. So far he had only managed to make a tiny codend, not big enough to catch anything but the smallest of fish, and it didn't look very good.

“He's 'improving' the trawl,” said Jenur, making air quotes with her fingers.

“I tried to stop him, sir,” said Deddio, scratching the back of his head. “But he insisted that the trawl needed a codend right away if we were to catch anything.”

“Is that right?” said Malock, looking with more interest at Kinker's work. “You know, we threw that trawl together without knowing a thing about making trawls.”

Kinker glanced at the mangled mess of slimy wet ropes in his hands and grimaced. “Yes, I can tell.”

“But I must ask you to leave it here,” said Malock. “Our tour of the ship is not yet complete, after all. When it is, then you can come back here and play with the trawl to your heart's content.”

Kinker reluctantly dropped the trawl to his feet and followed Malock across the stern back to the center of the ship. He couldn't help but glance over his shoulder, however, at the fishing crew, who were now lugging the trawl back into the sea. None of them looked happy about it, making Kinker wonder if he had left a bad first impression.

Considering I am going to be working with them for the next several weeks or months or however long it will take for us to reach World's End, that's not good, Kinker thought. At least they don't know about what I did on Destan. Then they really wouldn't like me.

Malock led Kinker across the deck of the Iron Wind, occasionally pointing out something or introducing him to another member of the crew. Kinker tried his best to pay attention, to learn as much as he could, but it was difficult because his mind kept returning to that bundle of ropes and netting that they called, with sincerity, a trawl.

When they reached the bow, Malock pointed at the bowsprit and said, “That's the bowsprit, which I'm sure you already know. Take a good look at it.”

Kinker walked as close to it as he could get. He at first thought that the bowsprit was a simple one, a long wood pole sticking out in the front of the ship, but the more he looked, the more he noticed that it actually was in the shape of a woman. From his current position it was impossible to see the woman's front, but he could tell that she had long, cascading hair, holding her arms above her head in a point.

“Our figurehead is a statue of Kano, naturally enough,” said Malock, though he didn't sound very proud of it. “Or at least, an artist's representation of Kano and it's a very inaccurate one at that. It makes her look like a mermaid when I know for a fact that she resembles a woman made of water. All I can figure is that the artist must have never seen Kano before.”

Kinker was about to say that most people probably hadn't seen Kano before when two loud, arguing voices floated on the wind from the center of the ship.

“Watch where you're going,” one of the voices, which sounded human, snapped.

“You first, sinker,” said another, colored with the distinctive gurgle of an aquarian. “Besides, I was just cleaning the deck, as I am supposed to. Are you lazing off again?”

“I was just heading below deck to grab some extra rope,” said the human. “If anything, I think you're the lazy one around here. Look at how slowly you're scrubbing the deck. It's ridiculous. A human could do it faster.”

“Then why don't you do it?” said the aquarian.

Malock immediately wheeled around and made his way back to the deck without saying anything. Kinker hurried after him, trying to keep up with the younger man's long, quick strides.

The source of the commotion soon became obvious. Two sailors were arguing with each other, one human and one aquarian, as Kinker had suspected. The human was a burly man with pale skin, his fists as big as rocks, who wore only a jacket without a shirt. The aquarian had an octopus-like head and was holding a scrubber in his hand, although it took Kinker a moment to realize that the aquarian was holding the scrubber using the suction cups on its fingers and palm without actually gripping it like a human would.

Both of the sailors looked close to blows. The human sailor was red in the face and was holding his fists up in a way that suggested he knew how to use them, while the aquarian sailor held his scrubber like a knife. A handful of other sailors had stopped to watch the argument, but immediately went back to work as soon as Malock approached.

Kinker didn't blame them. Malock walked with heavy feet, his every step echoing loudly off the floorboards of the deck. He stood straight and tall and somehow seemed larger than he was. He gave off such an aura of anger and authority that Kinker felt compelled to trail a few feet behind him, rather than walk beside him, even though he knew that the Captain was not angry with him.

The two arguing sailors either didn't see their Captain approaching or didn't care. The human was now cussing so hard that even Kinker, who was not above swearing himself, felt embarrassed. The aquarian kept switching between a language he didn't understand (perhaps the aquarian tongue) and Divina, the language of the gods used by humans and aquarians to communicate. Nonetheless, the aquarian's meaning was clear even to Kinker.

Malock didn't wait for them to stop. He just walked up between them, saying, “All right, break it up, break it up you two,” and shoved them apart. He almost slipped, however, because the deck beneath his feet was wet from the aquarian's scrubbing, but he caught himself quickly and looked at the two sailors with anger.

“All right,” said Malock, folding his arms. “What happened?”

“This ...” the aquarian seemed to struggle to come up with a less-than-nasty word to describe his fellow sailor. “This human almost tripped over me while I was scrubbing the deck. I'm almost certain he did it on purpose.”

“Captain, that's a damned lie from the mouth of a damned fish,” said the human, folding his arms across his chest. “He tried to trip me up. I was minding my own business, making my way to the hold, when he got in my way and tripped me. Fell flat on my face and almost broke my nose.”

“I didn't do that,” said the aquarian. “As I said, you should have seen where you were walking, you ...” he glanced at Malock as he spoke, “... uh, you human.”

He said that as if that was the worst insult he could think of, although Kinker knew there were worse.

“All I see is an aquarian playing the victim card,” said the human sailor. “For the one hundredth time. Sometimes I wonder if you aquarians ever take responsibility for your actions.”

The aquarian made an odd shrill sound that Kinker realized was a laugh. “How rich. The human is asking the aquarian to take responsibility for his actions. The irony is so thick that I'm surprised you can still see me.”

Before the human could respond, Malock held up a hand and said, “Enough arguing. I don't know or care who started it. There shall be no fighting among the crew on this ship while I am Captain. Banika?”

Almost as if by magic, Banika appeared at Malock's side. Her sudden appearance made Kinker jumped. She didn't comment on that. Instead, she stood at attention as usual, her arms at her sides and her face blank.

“I want you to take these two below deck and lash them,” said Malock. “Ten times each. That should be enough to teach them not to fight, but not enough to cripple them or make them unable to work.”

The two sailors' expressions changed from anger to fear in one instant.

“Sir, Captain, please,” said the human, putting his hands together as if in prayer. “I just realized that I actually did trip over him. It was an honest mistake on my part and I don't care if he tried to do it. Honest.”

“No, no, I'm the one who should be apologizing here,” said the aquarian, his words becoming harder to understand through the fear clouding his accent. “I really should have paid more attention to where I was scrubbing. I've learned my lesson.”

Malock shook his head. “As Captain, I have every right to discipline you for your failure to get along. Follow Banika down into the hold. Now.”

Banika was already on her way to the hatch and the two sailors followed her without question. It was clear that they didn't want to, but they evidently did not dare question their Captain's orders.

Malock watched them disappear under the hatch and then he turned to Kinker and said, “Kinker, I'm sorry you had to see that. Occasionally fights break out and I have to break them up and punish the two fighters.”

“But they weren't even exchanging blows,” said Kinker. “Ten lashes each seems like a harsh punishment to me.”

“I see you don't understand, despite your age,” said Malock. “Very well. I suppose, since you've never been the captain of a ship before, you don't understand the necessity of swift and painful punishment.”

“Perhaps I do not,” said Kinker, “but still—”

Malock took a step closer to Kinker and leaned in closer. “You may not have noticed yet, having only been on the ship for less than a week and having spent much of that time in one room, but everyone here is on edge. Losing the rest of the fleet, plus hundreds of sailors, has harmed my crew in myriad ways, physically, mentally, and emotionally. I've been doing everything in my power to prevent a mutiny and maintain order, but it's been very difficult, mostly due to the distrust that the human sailors and aquarian sailors have for each other.”

“Ah,” said Kinker. “I was wondering about that. Why do you have a mixed race ship? Seems to me like that's asking for trouble. Why not just humans?”

Malock looked offended. “Because aquarians are some of the best sailors around. They have an instinctive understanding of currents and weather conditions at sea. And I know that you came from a small backwards island in the middle of nowhere and you probably have never actually met any real aquarians, but come on, Kinker. That's just offensive.”

Kinker tilted his head. “How often do fights break out between the human sailors and aquarian sailors?”

“Ever since we lost the fleet, about once a week,” said Malock. “Even though I make sure to punish both participants, someone always says or does something that angers or offends someone of another species, and they get into a fight. The rest of the crew hasn't been much help because they like to stand by and watch, sometimes even goading the fighters into being more violent.”

“How many of the fights are started by humans and how many by aquarians?” asked Kinker.

“That's none of your business,” said Malock. “Why does it matter?”

Kinker shrugged. “I just know that aquarians are by nature much more aggressive than humans. Maybe what you need to do is minimize the contact between sailors of different species.”

“Aquarians aren't any more aggressive than humans,” Malock said. “And anyway, there is no way to minimize contact. The Iron Wind may be a large ship, but she isn't that big. What I am trying to do is promote unity among the sailors, not separate them by species.”

“Then perhaps you shouldn't have hired both human and aquarian sailors,” Kinker said. “I have heard that the aquarians are less respectful of the gods than we humans are. Perhaps that's another source of conflict.”

Malock looked like he was about to explode with anger and when he next spoke, it was in a forced calm voice. “Kinker, because you're new here, I'm not going to punish you for your extremely bigoted, wrongheaded opinions. I'm just going to give you a warning, if I catch you fighting an aquarian or saying something intentionally offensive I will punish you same as anyone else. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly,” said Kinker. “I don't see why you're so offended, by the way. You're not an aquarian.”

“And you don't know anything about actual aquarians,” Malock said. “So why don't you keep your mouth shut on this issue until you've actually interacted with real aquarians? Maybe have your preconceived biases challenged?”

Kinker sighed. “All right, I'm sorry for being offensive. Can we continue the tour now?”

Malock turned away from him and said, “No. You're going back to the stern. I'll have someone else show you the rest of the ship later. Right now, I've got better things to do than listen to your ignorant opinions.”

With that, Malock stomped off, leaving Kinker standing alone and slightly confused, near the mainmast. He didn't call Malock back, however, because frankly he was starting to dislike the Captain, primarily for his attitude toward his elders.

Then again, Kinker thought, as he began making his way back to the stern, having nowhere else to go, he probably thinks that his status as royalty gives him the right to treat me however he wants. Very much like how Priestess Deber treated me back home, actually.

Then he stopped dead and tried not to think about Deber, but just remembering her like that cause a memory to flash in his head. A young boy lying at the altar, as cold as stone ... Deber standing over him, holding a knife in hand, smiling like a madwoman ... the blood, so much blood ...

Kinker shook his head. He did not want to remember that. He had escaped Destan specifically so he could forget.

But though he managed to shove that memory out of his head, as he resumed walking back to the stern, it was all he could do to blink back the tears that the memory had invoked.
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​​Chapter Four
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The next five days were surprisingly uneventful, despite the southern seas' reputations for sinking any ships that sailed them. After hearing about the dangers of the southern seas for his entire life, Kinker thought they would be attacked by sea monsters daily, yet all they ever saw were the fish they caught in the trawl (which Kinker had failed to improve on in any significant way).

The weather was beautiful as well; clear skies, a warm sun, and water so blue it looked like paint on a canvas. Legend said that Kano had painted the ocean blue because she wanted it to look like the sky; but true or not, it was a wonderful sight to behold nonetheless.

A routine became apparent to Kinker. Every day, he and the fishing crew would get up at the crack of dawn and haul in the trawl. They would then spend about an hour going through the morning's catch, tossing out the fish unfit for human and aquarian consumption, keeping those that were, and then tossing the trawl back into the sea.

After that, they spent another hour or two cleaning the fish. This was probably the easiest part of the job because Kinker had had a lot of experience cleaning fish, but it sometimes took longer than expected because he kept trying to correct the others' methods, which were often clumsy and ineffective. This did not endear him to the others.

When they'd cleaned all the fish, they would haul the bits of fish to the galley, where the ship's cook, Arisha Frag—an older woman who was probably a few years younger than Kinker—would begin making breakfast. Often Kinker and the other fishermen would help, as Arisha could not make enough meals for a hundred and twenty sailors by herself.

By this time, the rest of the crew would be up, doing their daily chores and checking on the things they had left the night before. While Malock never came to breakfast, Kinker often saw Banika going around making sure that everyone was doing what they were supposed to do. He never asked her about the punishment she had inflicted on the two fighting sailors from the day before, mostly because when he saw those two sailors himself at breakfast the day after they were punished, they looked as docile as puppies.

Breakfast was always a noisy, messy affair. Due to the low food supply, each sailor, whether human or aquarian, was only allowed one fish. This was very clearly not enough for the fully-grown men and women who made up the crew, but they all seemed resigned to it, probably because it was the only way to make sure that every sailor got at least something to eat.

After breakfast, the crew would return to their normal duties. The fishing crew usually took this time to sit around and rest after a long morning of hard work. Often the fishermen began talking about various things, such as how awful the food was (even though they helped prepare it), what the weather was going to be like that day, and whether Malock and Vashnas actually were sleeping together, among other topics. Kinker rarely participated in this conversations, partly because they did not interest him but primarily because the rest of the fishing crew didn't really like him that much.

The routine was repeated at lunch and dinner time. The fishing crew would haul the trawl out of the water, pick out the good fish and toss away the bad, clean the fish, deliver them to the kitchen, help prepare the food, and then eat with the rest of the crew.

Then after dinner they'd toss the trawl back into the sea one last time, make sure it was firmly attached to the bulwarks, and then go to sleep below deck. Kinker always slept well, despite the cramped conditions and lack of proper bedding, because by the end of each day he was always drop-dead exhausted. It was usually a good exhausted, the kind you get after a good day of hard work, which was probably the only reason he managed to sleep through the combined unwashed body odor of four humans and two aquarians sharing a cramped room together in an even smellier ship.

Because Kinker had direct access to the food supply, he noticed that Malock often got more food—not a whole lot more, but enough that Kinker noticed—than the rest of the crew. Not only that, but the Captain's face was fuller than the faces of his sailors, which were mostly due to a lack of food. Of course, Kinker didn't see Malock very often due to his busy schedule, but every time he saw the young Captain, he was always struck by how well-fed he seemed to be.

On the fifth day, shortly after lunch, Kinker shared this observation with Jenur Takren, as they and the rest of the fishing crew rested at the stern, near the trawl. Despite her earlier attitude toward him, she was the only member of the fishing crew who didn't actively avoid or exclude Kinker from their conversations; if anything, she seemed to like him (despite her wisecracks) which Kinker was thankful for because he felt very alone on this ship. Having someone who he could talk to, even if that someone was old enough to be his granddaughter, made him feel a lot better.

“Yeah, I noticed,” said Jenur as she tossed the remains of her fish overside, which was the usual disposal method for the sailors. “He's got his own supply of food in his stateroom. It's been that way for a while.”

She sounded more than a little bitter, prompting Kinker to say, “So he's keeping a lot of food for himself? Why?”

Jenur rolled her eyes. “Isn't it obvious? He's the Captain and he's a Prince. He thinks he's the most important, special person ever. Thinks he's chosen by Kano, remember?”

Kinker looked around uneasily, but the other fishermen were having a spirited conversation about when the next fight would break out and there was no one else nearby who might eavesdrop on them. “I don't know if I'd talk that way about our Captain, Jenur.”

Jenur stared at Kinker. “Why do you think I care about what Malock hears? He knows what we think about him. He just doesn't care.”

“He doesn't?”

“Of course,” said Jenur. “The boatswain, Banika, she doesn't just make sure the ship doesn't fall apart. She spies on us and reports everything she hears directly to the Captain. There are no such things as secrets on this ship, at least to Malock.”

Kinker disagreed with that (after all, he had plenty of his own secrets that he was determined to take to the grave), but he kept his disagreement to himself.

“As long as we don't try to mutiny, Malock doesn't care what we think about him,” said Jenur. “All he cares about is getting to World's End.”

“That's not exactly true,” said Kinker. “There was a fight five days ago between a human sailor and an aquarian sailor. He broke that up and punished both of them.”

“Oh, right,” said Jenur, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, human-aquarian relations are a big pet issue of his. That's why he's sleeping with Vashnas, you know.”

Kinker could not help but shudder at the thought. “But that's so ... disgusting. Why would any human do that?”

“Who knows?” said Jenur, who Kinker was pleased to see was equally disgusted by it. “All I know is that he's royalty and so he thinks he can do whatever the hell he likes.”

Kinker leaned against the bulwarks and nodded. “That is true. It still boggles my mind, though, and probably always will.”

Jenur looked like she had a lot more to say about that, but at that moment, a loud voice roared from the crow's nest: “Land ho!”

-
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Those two simple words acted like a spark to dried wood on the ship. Sailors dropped what they were doing and ran to port, starboard, and bow, leaning over the bulwarks, trying their best to see the land that the lookout had announced. Kinker didn't try, mostly because his eyes were not that good, but he nonetheless walked over to the starboard side, where the rest of the fishing crew had gathered in order to see the island.

It seemed like the entire crew had gathered on the top deck, straining to see the first island of the southern seas. There was a lot of pushing and shoving to get the best spots, but no fights broke out. A few of the smarter sailors climbed the ratlines, putting themselves well above the others, and put their hands over their eyes in order to catch a glimpse of the island.

“Where is it? I don't see it.”

“Vinji! Did you really see an island or did you make another false call?”

A head poked over the side of the crow's nest above, too far up for Kinker to make out any details, and shouted, “I sure as hell see an island. Just because I made a false call once—”

A loud whistle suddenly blew, its sound so loud that it drowned out almost every other noise on the deck. All of the sailors immediately turned to see Malock and Banika standing near the mainmast, Banika holding a boatswain's call in her hand, the obvious source of the whistle.

Malock himself stood on a box, as though trying to make sure that everyone could see him. He waited until all of the sailors were paying attention to him before saying, “I am glad to see that you are all excited to see the first island of the southern seas. It has been many weeks since we last set foot on solid ground and I can confirm that we will definitely be anchoring off the shore of this new island, which Vashnas informs me is called Ikadori Island.”

Excited murmurs swept through the assembled sailors. Jenur had her arms crossed across her chest, but even she looked a bit happy at the thought they were going to be back on land again. Kinker didn't care, as he had only been on the ship for a week or two, but it was hard not to feel the same excitement as everyone else.

Malock raised a hand and all of the sailors fell silent. “We will land on Ikadori Island to pick ikadori peaches from its trees. According to Vashnas, the island has hundreds of ikadori peach trees, all fit for human and aquarian consumption. We will spend three days picking and packing the fruit into the hold and then we'll continue this voyage.”

“You mean we'll finally have something else to eat other than fish and crap?” one sailor yelled from the crew.

Malock nodded, looking as pleased as the yelling sailor. “Yes. We'll pick so many peaches that we'll never have to worry about food again, maybe not even have to use the trawl anymore.”

“Uh oh,” Jenur said in a low voice that only Kinker could hear. “Guess we'll be out of a job if that happens.”

Kinker wasn't sure if she was joking or not, so he simply continued listening to Malock, who said, “For this first expedition, which will begin as soon as the ship is anchored off the island's coast, I am only going to take ten sailors with me onto the shore.”

“Only ten?” another sailor shouted, sounding angry. “But we've been on this ship for so long—”

“We will be a scouting party,” said Malock, not even bothering to apologize for interrupting. “Though Vashnas assures us that we will be safe as long as we do not go beyond the ikadori treeline, we must scout it out anyway just to be sure there haven't been any changes since Vashnas last set foot on the island herself. Therefore I will only take along those who I believe are good hunters, trackers, or fighters.”

There was even more grumbling about that, though a handful of the sailors looked hopeful, as if they thought they had a better chance of being picked than the others.

“I know everyone here really wants to get onto dry land again, but the southern seas are still dangerous,” said Malock. “We've been lucky that we've had sunny skies and calm seas so far, but I don't want any of us letting our guard down around here, not when we've made it this far. So I don't want to hear even one word of complaint from any of you because all of you will get a chance to go on land at some point during the next three days. Got it?”

He said that last sentence with such authority that the sailors stopped grumbling immediately. Even Jenur stopped rolling her eyes.

“Now,” said Malock, looking down on them all like children. “All of you, get back to your stations. Tomorrow morning, I will have Banika put up the list of the members of the first expedition on the mainmast, where everyone can read it. Until then, the wind is still blowing and the sea is still flowing, so get back to work.”

The crowd of sailors dispersed immediately, every sailor going back to his or her station. Kinker did not hear even one word of complaint from any of the sailors, which meant they took Malock's orders very seriously.

What he heard instead, for the rest of the day, was constant speculation about who would be on the first expedition. Gino, for example, seemed convinced that he was going to be picked because he had earned a reputation as a skilled hunter back in his home, while Jenur seemed equally convinced that Malock wasn't going to choose one of the fishermen because they still were the main providers of food and he wasn't stupid enough to risk one of his fishermen until they had a more stable food supply.

The speculations went on for the rest of the day. Kinker did not partake in them much, mostly because they seemed pointless to him. He had no control over Malock's choices and he didn't see how speculating about who would be part of the first expedition would help anything. He just listened to the fishing crew as they worked and to the rest of the sailors at mealtimes endlessly speculate over who would and who wouldn't be picked.

The next morning, at the crack of dawn, Kinker was surprised to see so many sailors already up and about. Usually only the fishing crew was up this early, but as he and the other fishermen emerged from the hatch, the reason became obvious: There was a piece of paper nailed to the mainmast at eye height, which was undoubtedly the list of Malock's picks for the first expedition. That explained why some sailors were walking away with their heads down while others were high-fiving their friends as they returned to work.

“Want to see who's on the list, Kinks?” said Jenur.

“I suppose it wouldn't hurt,” said Kinker with a shrug.

The entire fishing crew came along with them, even though they were supposed to be hauling in the trawl at this time. They quickly reached the mainmast, but due to the large amount of sailors still standing around it, it was impossible for them all to get close enough to read the list.

So Jenur slipped through the crowd and returned a few seconds later. “None of us are on the list.”

“What?” said Gino. “You must be mistaken. Surely there's at least one of us on the list?”

“None,” said Jenur. “Not you, not me, not Kinks, not any of us. Guess I was right when I said that Malock wasn't dumb enough to risk one of us. We're just too special.”

“Besides, Gino, the Captain did say that everyone would get a chance to go onto the island eventually,” Deddio said, slapping the aquarian on the back in his usual upbeat manner. “So maybe you won't get to go there on the first expedition, but perhaps on the next ones you will.”

Gino didn't look at all happy about it, but he nodded and said, “Eh, well, maybe you're right, Ded. Still, that means another couple of days, at the most, on this god-forsaken wreck of a ship. I'm gonna go crazy if I have to stay on here any longer than that.”

Kinker shrugged. “Perhaps we should get back to work, now that we know who isn't going to be on the expedition. The trawl isn't going to pull itself out of the water, after all.”

So the rest of the day went by as normal, although the sailors who were part of the expedition seemed to take great pride in being chosen. In particular, a woman named Kocas Iknor bragged about how she had obviously been chosen for her great skills as a hunter, skills that she had developed back on her home island in the Friana Archipelago. She seemed to think this endeared the others to her, but whenever she wasn't around, the other sailors cracked a lot of inappropriate jokes about her. Kinker should know because he cracked a few himself.

As the Iron Wind continued to sail south, Ikadori Island gradually came into view until eventually everyone could see it. By the time they could, however, it was early evening and getting colder, forcing Kinker to pull his pea coat more tightly around his body. He didn't actually get to see the island, not even when they anchored, because by the time they reached it, the sun had set and night came on like a thief (or so it seemed to him). He wondered if the God of the Sun had decided to end the day early for some reason.

It was only in the morning that Kinker saw Ikadori Island for the first time. After breakfast, he and Jenur joined another group of sailors to the port, which was the side facing the island. Jenur leaned against, almost over, the bulwarks, while Kinker stood by her, trying not to get in the way of the other sailors who were also trying to see the island.

From what Kinker could see of it, Ikadori Island was large. The shore stretched around the island like a ring, while a thick, dark jungle covered almost every inch of available space. The only space on the island that had not been conquered by the jungle was the white, sandy beach. Big, hand-shaped fruit hung off the trees near the shore, which Kinker instantly recognized as ikadori peaches.

No sounds came from the island. Nor was there any movement among the trees. Ikadori Island looked totally uninhabited. There was no sign of civilization, nor any sign of animals either. Of course, if there were any animals, most of them were probably deep inside the jungle. Still, the island seemed unnaturally silent to Kinker, making him grateful that he was not part of the initial expedition.

Malock soon emerged from his stateroom, now wearing a hunting jacket instead of his boat cloak, and gathered the ten sailors he was taking with him to the shore. They stood near the davit, but they weren't the only ones there. Malock had summoned the rest of the crew, too, in order to give some last orders before the expedition departed.

“All right,” said Malock, once the rest of the crew had assembled before him. “While I and my expedition pick fruit and explore Ikadori Island, Banika Koiro will act as captain of the ship. Obey her every word as if it were my own. And if something happens and the expedition is killed, you must weight anchor and depart right away. There is no reason for you to go any further south if I am dead.”

That was a surprisingly humane thing for Malock to say. Kinker supposed he shouldn't be too surprised. Malock did have a human side to him, despite being stern to his crew. Kinker had seen it a few times, but he still thought this was awfully generous of Malock.

After that, it took only a few minutes for the members of the expedition to hop into the rowboats, which were then lowered into the sea. Kinker stood at the port with the rest of the crew that was staying behind, watching as the expedition rowed to the shore of the island and hoping they would be all right.

-
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When the expedition got within a couple dozen yards of Ikadori Island's shore, the rowboats got stuck in the shallow waters, forcing the members of the expedition to get out of their boats and haul them the rest of the way. The water was warm, thankfully, but Malock still didn't like getting water in his boots.

As soon as they hauled their boats safely up the shoreline, Malock was glad he had chosen to wear his hunting jacket, rather than his boat cloak. Sand clung to his boots and pants and the dark jungle ahead of them looked like it would snag and tear the clothes of anyone who tried to enter. It was not an inviting-looking place.

Nonetheless, actually setting foot on the sand was wonderful. He had not realized how used he was to the constant motion of the Iron Wind until he found himself unable to stand straight for more than a few seconds on the sand. The other sailors also had a hard time adjusting to the stability, one of them even falling flat on his bum, like he was dizzy.

Despite that, Malock felt far more at home on the sandy beach of the island than he did on the deck of the Iron Wind. Unlike the rest of his crew, Malock wasn't a sea dog. He had never been much interested in the sea until he received his vision from Kano. A part of him wondered if that was why he had lost the entire fleet besides the Iron Wind, but he ignored that and put it down to bad luck instead.

Malock unsheathed his sword and said to his men, “All right, men, we're going to mostly skim the treeline and shore. Don't let your guard down and if anything attacks you, shoot or stab it.”

The sailors all checked their guns and swords. Malock wasn't sure how well the guns would work, as this was the first time they had ever needed to use them on the voyage, but he had taken special care to make sure that the gunpowder and the guns themselves stayed dry. So he figured they would at least shoot, which was all he needed them to be able to do.

Of course, Malock didn't have a gun himself. Guns were the common man's weapon, after all, and Malock was certainly no common man. Instead, he had brought along a Carnagian sword, a special one of a kind blade designed by the best Grinfian blacksmiths in all of the Northern Isles. Having received extensive sword training as part of his education back home, Malock knew he could defend himself if necessary.

To conquer the beach more quickly, Malock split the party into two groups of five (not counting himself). One would go to the left end of the beach, the other to the right. They would then meet back in the middle, right where the rowboats were landed, and report what they found there. Malock stressed to the left party (he was in charge of the right) not to go beyond the treeline, even if they saw something, because they knew very little about what lurked within the jungle.

In case of emergencies, Malock gave the leader of the left party, an aquarian named Danaf, a loud whistle he could blow. The whistle was rather ordinary, aside from the fact that it had been enchanted by a mage to increase its sound, which would ensure that even the sailors aboard the Iron Wind would hear it. So the expedition split up, agreeing to regroup in the center of the beach in half an hour.

Malock was at the head of the right party, his sword unsheathed. He sensed the eyes of the men behind him, searching the trees, the sand, the waves, the ikadori peaches; anything that could possibly hide a threat. It was all so quiet and so still that not even the wind was blowing, which only made Malock and his party ever more anxious.

The sun continued its slow, lazy ascent in the sky behind them, its rays reflecting off the white sand. One ray caused something in the sand to glint, causing Malock to raise his sword, signaling to his men to halt.

Without saying a word, Malock approached the glinting object and knelt over it. The object in question was a diamond, similar to the kind that decorated the Temple of Grinf back on Carnag, except much smaller and duller, like it had been there for a while. Malock was surprised that a treasure crab or some other animal attracted to shiny objects had not yet taken it; after all, it was right there for the taking.

“What is it, sir?” said one of Malock's men, a human named Forl Mas. “Is it dangerous?”

Malock reached down and wrapped his fingers around the tiny rock. “It's just a diamond. Possibly Grinfian, by the look—”

He stopped talking when he noticed how the diamond refused to budge, even when he pulled, as if it were attached to something deep beneath the sand. That didn't stop Malock, though. He put his sword aside and, using both hands, tugged at the diamond with all of his might.

A loud pop preceded Malock staggering backwards. Forl caught him before he could fall and said, “Sir, what ... happened ...”

Forl's words trailed off when he spotted the very bony, very human remains of a hand sticking out of the sand, its middle finger now missing.

When Malock saw it, he looked at the diamond in his hand. It was actually a diamond ring that he had pulled out of the sand, a ring with the skeletal hand's missing middle finger still stuck through it. This caused Malock to gasp and, without thinking, hurl the detached finger into the bay. The finger landed in the water with a small splash and sank out of sight.

“You desecrated a grave, captain,” said another sailor, a female aquarian whose name Malock could not recall at the moment. “Do you know what that means, sir?”

Malock shook his head, trying not to look afraid, even though the sight of the skeletal hand still sent shivers down his spine. “I don't care what that means, sailor. Dig the rest of it up. I want to see if there's a whole skeleton under there.”

The female aquarian stepped back. Her face resembled that of a guppy, thus making the fear in her eyes evident. “No way, captain sir. I'm a follower of Diog, God of the Grave, and we Diogians aren't supposed to desecrate the graves of any dead being, human, aquarian, or whatever. Part of the Diogian Creed, you see.”

Malock sighed. “Fine. Does anyone else here have objections to 'desecrating' the grave of a dead person?”

The other four did not look thrilled at the idea of digging up a grave, but they nonetheless complied while the female aquarian stood back, looking even more disgusted than they did. Malock was annoyed at her refusal to dig, but he respected her commitment to her god nonetheless.

The party lacked shovels, so they mostly used their hands to dig. Forl showed some creativity by stripping off a large layer of bark from a nearby ikadori tree and using it as a shovel, but it still took them ten minutes to dig the entire skeleton up.

Or, rather, skeletons. As they cleared each layer of sand, they found more and more scattered body parts. Some were obviously human, such as a complete lower torso, while others, like the bony fins, were just as obviously from aquarians. Some of the bones were mixed together so thoroughly it was impossible to tell where the human began and aquarian ended or vice versa. Some of the bones had bits of clothing attached to them or some sort of jewelry, but the vast majority were bare.

Malock became so interested in this mystery that he actually got down on his hands and knees and started helping his men. He immediately wished he hadn't, however, because he immediately came upon a dreadful skeleton: That of a human baby, missing the upper half of its head, its tiny arms and legs with teeth marks in them.

It was so horrible that he stood up and, being careful not to look at the skeletons, ordered his men to stop and take a step back so they could see what they'd dug up.

When they did, it became clear what it was they had found: A mass grave made up of dozens of beings, humans and aquarians alike. It had obviously been there for a while, but how long, Malock couldn't say for sure.

“This is bad,” said Forl, wiping the sweat off his forehead. “Bad, bad, bad. There's gotta be at least three dozen skeletons, maybe more, and I wouldn't be surprised if this was just the top layer.”

“But what killed them all?” said the female aquarian, whose name Malock now remembered was Crina. “Maybe there's a tribe of cannibals on this island. I've heard tales of cannibals living on the southern islands.”

“Doubt its anything human,” said another sailor. “Look at the teeth marks on all the bones. Maybe a shark aquarian ate 'em or something.”

“Those aren't shark teeth marks,” Crina said. “These almost look like human teeth.”

“Impossible,” said Malock, shaking his head. “Human teeth aren't strong enough to bite through bone or even leave a mark.”

But he had to admit that her description wasn't entirely inaccurate. When he glanced at the baby again, he noticed that the upper half of its skull appeared to have been bitten straight off, the way a person might bite off a large chunk of steak. The thought was so horrible that he immediately rejected it from his mind and vowed never to think it again.

“Whatever it is, we need to return to the center,” said Malock. “It's been nearly twenty minutes and I'm sure that the others will want to—”

A loud, shrill sound struck their ears, a sound that Malock recognized immediately:

The whistle was being blown.
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​​Chapter Five
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Malock and his party didn't waste any time abandoning the mass grave. Soon they returned to the center of the beach, where they found the left party gathered near the boats. As soon as Malock's party came within shouting distance, Danaf looked up and immediately ran to meet them.

The aquarian looked terrible. His face was bloody and cut in several places. His jacket sleeves were torn off completely, revealing a long, bloody wound that made Malock's stomach churn. His webbed hands were torn in a few places. He looked so terrible that Malock was surprised he could walk at all, much less run to them.

“Captain!” said Danaf, skidding to a halt in the sand as they stopped. “My brother ... taken into the jungle ... couldn't save him ... please, help ...”

Before anyone could respond, Danaf collapsed face first onto the sand, the blood from his wounds staining the white beach.

Alarmed, Malock bent over and held Danaf in his arms, trying to wake the wounded aquarian. By the time Danaf regained consciousness, the rest of the left party had joined them, but when Malock did a quick head count, he realized that one of the sailors was missing.

“Danaf,” said Malock. “Where is Sumsa? Your brother?”

Danaf's face was partially crusted with sand, but he managed to say, “Took him ... the jungle took him ...”

Malock looked up at the rest of Danaf's party and said, “What's he talking about? What does he mean, 'the jungle took him'?”

“It is exactly as he said, sir,” said one of the other sailors, a human. “We was searching the left side of the shore, like you ordered us to, when Sumsa saw something moving in the trees. Sumsa's an impulsive lad, I reckon, because he went to investigate it even when we told him to stay back. When he got close to the treeline, a bunch of vines snatched him right in front of our eyes.”

“Vines?” Malock repeated. “That's impossible.”

“'Tis true, though,” said the sailor. “The others can confirm my story. Right, guys?”

The other two members of the left party nodded fervently. They looked a little better than Danaf, though not by much.

“What happened to Danaf, then?” said Malock.

“Ran after the lad, he did,” said the sailor. “A good big brother he is. Almost got killed, though, because it's as dark as night in that jungle. We went in after him and just barely managed to drag him out.”

“You couldn't find Sumsa?” said Malock as he gently lowered Danaf (who had fallen unconscious again) back onto the sand.

“Nope,” said the sailor. “Far as we can tell, the jungle took Sumsa and isn't going to give him back anytime soon.”

Malock cursed and looked at the treeline. The jungle had always looked dark to him, but now it looked downright sinister. “All right, men. Half of you, go back to the Iron Wind and tell everyone what happened.”

“Sorry to burst your bubble, sir, but I think they already saw,” said the sailor. “We were in plain sight of the ship the entire time. Bet the whole crew saw it happened. Wouldn't be surprised if they were already assembling a team to come here.”

Malock stood up and unsheathed his sword. “I still want half of you to go back. Take Danaf with you and get him to Telka immediately. The rest of us will go into the jungle and try to find Sumsa.”

“Sir?” said Forl, glancing into the jungle. “Are you sure that's a wise move? I mean, you saw what happened to the left party. Maybe we should all go back.”

Malock whirled and pointed the tip of his sword under Forl's chin. Forl shrank back, looking quite timid despite his buff arms.

“Are you questioning my orders, Forl?” said Malock, in his most authoritative voice. “Or do you just not care about your fellow sailors all that much?”

“I'm not questioning you at all, Captain, sir,” said Forl, holding his hands up in a submissive position. “It's just ... well, I didn't think you'd risk your own life like this. Th-that's all.”

Malock lowered his sword and looked at the jungle. “As Captain of the Iron Wind, I will not unnecessarily sacrifice the lives of any of my sailors. Besides, as Kano's chosen, I will probably be okay.”

It didn't take Malock long to divide the expedition into two teams. To avoid losing his best men, Malock sent Danaf, Kocas, Forl, and the other two injured sailors back to the Iron Wind on one of the rowboats. The other half, consisting of Crina, the human sailor, and the other two who weren't badly injured, were going with him into the jungle.

Right before the second party left, Malock took Forl aside and said, “When you get back to the ship, tell Banika to refrain from sending a rescue party for the next six hours.”

“Six hours, sir?” said Forl. “Do you think your party will find Sumsa in six hours?”

“Possibly,” said Malock, though privately he doubted that. “I just don't want to risk the lives of anyone else on the crew.” Especially Vashnas, he thought.

Forl saluted and said, “And if you don't return in six hours, what do we do then?”

Malock looked at the Iron Wind anchored just off the shore and said, “Turn the ship back north and head home. Because if we don't return by then ... then we will probably be dead.”

-
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The jungle of Ikadori Island was as silent as the beach. There were no insects buzzing, no birds chirping in the trees, not even the screeching of monkeys to break the stillness. It was like walking into an audimancer's study, except far muggier and much less friendly.

Every member of Malock's party had their weapons drawn. Though Malock didn't think that anything was following them, he had ordered his men to keep quiet at all times so they could hear anything coming up behind them. They consented readily, perhaps because the stillness of the jungle made talking seem inappropriate.

It seemed like the ikadori trees were mostly found along the shore because the farther in they went, the fewer ikadori peaches they found on the ground. Eventually, the ikadori trees disappeared entirely, replaced by odd-looking trees with black bark, wrapped in red and green vines, with great white leaves that shrouded them in darkness.

Not even the wind blew in the jungle; the leaves on the trees were perfectly still. Vines hung from the branches, reminding Malock of the hanger snakes from Carnag, a species of snake that hang from tree branches like a vine and killed whatever grabbed them. These vines were clearly not snakes, but every time Malock's arm brushed against one, he jumped and his men would aim their guns at it only to discover that it was nothing more than a mere vine.

And it was dark, almost like night time, as the sailor from the left party had said earlier. The leaves and branches above their heads crisscrossed so tightly that little light shone through, despite the bright mid-morning sun. Malock wished he'd brought along a lamp because he was certain that, if there was something stalking them right now, it would have no trouble picking them off one by one, if it wanted to.

Because the sun was obscured, it was impossible to tell how many hours had passed. Malock supposed it had probably only been one hour, maybe two, but his sense of time was off and he didn't want to ask the others how much time they thought had passed because he didn't want to create any unnecessary sound.

Then Crina's voice whispered through the darkness suddenly. “Hey ... did you guys hear that?”

The rescue party stopped and listened. At first, Malock heard nothing, but then he heard something swishing through the air and the next moment something hard slammed into his face. Seeing stars in his eyes, Malock fell over backward amid the noises of gun shots, shouts, and what sounded like slapping ropes twirling through the air.

Confused and scared, Malock rolled away from the scene, got to his feet, and ran. Something hot whizzed by his ear, almost taking it clean off, and he felt a vine try to snag his foot but he slapped it away with his sword and kept running, never looking back, never slowing down even slightly.

He had no idea how many hours he ran. He crashed through the bushes, cut down vines and branches that got in his way, and didn't even try to be quiet. There was no point in being silent now, not when his location was known and the thing—whatever it was—could get him if he wasn't careful.

Then his foot met empty air and he went falling. He landed flat on his back in the bottom of a pit, causing pain to shoot up his spine like he'd never felt before. This time he bit back his scream, even biting his own tongue to keep silent. He had no idea what was chasing him, no idea what had attacked (and probably killed) his men, but he was betting that the thing relied on sound more than sight, so if he kept quiet then it might not find him.

'Might' was the operative word because above him he could hear movement. It sounded like a hundred snakes were slithering across the ground at once, like the branches of trees were creaking, like the entire jungle was coming alive. A loud, long scream pierced the air, making his heart skip a beat, and then the scream abruptly ceased and the entire jungle went silent once again.

For the next several hours, Malock didn't move a muscle. He just silently prayed to Kano, to Grinf, and to every other deity he had ever paid homage to in his short life (which, he realized, wasn't very much). It was all he could do.

-
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“I'm going after him and there's no way any of you are going to stop me.”

Vashnas stood near the davit on the port, her fingers clenched tightly around a gun in her hands that she obviously didn't know how to hold correctly. Before her, Banika guarded the rowboat, leaning against it with her arms folded across her chest. Though Banika's face was as inscrutable as ever, she was clearly ready to tumble if necessary.

Kinker observed this scene from a safe distance, several dozen yards down from them. Normally, at this time of day, he and the other fishermen would have been hauling in the trawl for lunch, but because the Iron Wind had been stationary all day, the fishing crew pretty much had nothing to do until Malock returned. Kinker had decided to spend his time looking at Ikadori Island, as he had never seen a jungle before.

Frankly, he was surprised Vashnas had waited so long to try this. When Forl and the other sailors returned with the news of Malock's decision to rescue Sumsa from the jungle five hours ago, Kinker had been certain that Vashnas would immediately go after him. Instead, she had disappeared below deck, missed out on lunch, and only emerged a few minutes ago, armed to the teeth with knives, guns, and hunting gear that Kinker hadn't even known were in the hold.

In spite of Vashnas's impressive array of weapons, Banika hardly looked terrified. The boatswain was always a difficult read, but if Kinker had to describe her attitude right now, it was confidence. It was an amused kind of confidence, as if Banika was thinking, Oh, so you think you can get past me with all of those toys of yours? Think again.

“You heard what Forl said the Captain told him,” said Banika, her tone even and calm. “If he doesn't return in six hours—and it's only been five so far—then we're supposed to turn this ship back north and return home. We're not supposed to send anyone after him.”

“I'm not asking for your permission,” Vashnas said. “I want to go, and I'll fight you if I have to.”

Banika didn't even move. “That would be an unwise move on your part, Vashnas. Very unwise.”

Vashnas flashed a confident smile. “Says the middle-aged woman. As much as I respect Malock, I've often wondered why he chose someone so ... old to be his first mate. You might still have some moves, but I doubt that aging body of yours is as fast as it was when you were younger.”

Now Kinker didn't have the best eyes in the world, but he was pretty sure that his vision didn't mess up when Vashnas dropped her gun and grabbed her right wrist while Banika actually smirked ever-so-slightly. It took Kinker a moment to spot the knife Banika held in her hand. Where she had gotten it from, he wasn't sure. Nor was he sure that he wanted to know.

“True, I may not be as young as I used to be,” said Banika, “but you forget that with age comes experience. And I have plenty of that.”

“When Malock returns, I'll tell him you hurt me,” Vashnas grumbled. “He won't like that.”

“And I'll tell him that I was keeping you from getting yourself killed,” said Banika. “Which do you think he'll respond to better?”

Kinker thought Vashnas was going to give up, but much to his surprised, she ripped off a portion of her right sleeve and tied it around her bleeding wrist as a makeshift bandage. Then she looked Banika straight in the eye.

“I think he'd respond better to me making a rescue attempt, personally,” said Vashnas. “And that was a neat trick you pulled back there, with that knife. Too bad it's not enough to make me give up.”

Banika opened her mouth to say something, but then her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she fell face forward. She would have hit the deck face first if Vashnas had not caught her instead.

“What did you do?” said Kinker, abandoning his spot by the bulwarks and walking over to her. “Did you hit her?”

“No,” said Vashnas as she gently lowered the boatswain onto the deck. “I—”

“I thought Banika needed a nap,” said a deep voice behind them.

Kinker and Vashnas turned around to see Bifor standing not far behind them. He held his short wand up, pointing it directly at Banika, his expression cool and unreadable.

“You didn't put her in a coma or anything, did you?” said Vashnas, glancing over her shoulder at the unconscious Banika.

Bifor shook his head. “Just cast a basic sleep spell on her, that's all. She'll wake up refreshed in a few hours, so I'd say this actually benefits her quite well.”

“But why did you do that?” said Kinker, looking up at the large mage. “She didn't do anything to you.”

“Because I wish to save the Captain, too, of course,” said Bifor. “Mostly because I am convinced that he is the only thing keeping this crew together. If he died, do you think we would be organized enough to mount a return voyage home, even under Banika's leadership? I doubt it, myself.”

Vashnas smiled. “Then come along, Bifor, because I'm going to Ikadori Island right now and I need all the help I can get. Kinker, do you want to come, too?”

Kinker felt torn. On one hand, he didn't want to face whatever was lurking in the jungle, especially after seeing what happened to Danaf. Even with Bifor and Vashnas, he wasn't sure they would survive.

On the other hand, he realized Bifor was right. Without Malock's strong leadership, the racial tensions bubbling just beneath the surface would burst out and the entire crew would likely fall into chaos. True, they would still have Banika to lead them, but as strong as she was, he wasn't so sure she would make for the best replacement Captain.

So he said, “All right. But we should get a few others first. Three people might not be enough to rescue Malock.”

Vashnas sighed, but said, “All right. Grab three others. Quickly. Doesn't matter who. We've got to go before it's too late.”

-
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Malock didn't realize it, but he must have dozed off sometime in the last hour because he jerked awake when he felt something crawl over his legs. He raised head high enough just in time to see the tail of a snake slither somewhere into the darkness.

The sight of the snake made him start. The sudden movement sent a jolt of pain up his spine, forcing him to groan louder than he would have liked. When nothing attacked him, he allowed himself to sit up, but slowly because his back still ached from the fall. He looked around the bottom of the pit to observe his surroundings, hoping to distract his mind from his aching back.

It was still dark, but not quite as dark as before. A gap in the trees above allowed a little sunlight to shine through, showing him that he had landed in a bed of old vines, fallen leaves, and bushes. The pit smelled much like the rest of the jungle, although a whiff of blood told him that he was bleeding and a quick check of his body showed that a small cut in the back of his head was the source of the bleeding (though it was thankfully not very much).

Standing up, Malock looked at the walls of the pit. They were tall and covered in vines, so he figured he could climb out of the pit if he tried. His back and head still ached and there was still the possibility of a monster above, but he didn't want to stay down in this pit forever, so he decided he would take his chances. He sheathed his sword and walked over to the nearest wall.

The first vine he grabbed snapped straight off, but the second vine held his weight and he began climbing it. It was hard work. The walls were much taller than he had first supposed and his aching back and head made him feel like he was lugging a hundred swords lodged into his spine. Nonetheless, he had to get out of there, find the shore, and try to return to the Iron Wind. Nothing else mattered.

It wasn't until after he reached the top of the pit and pulled himself over, his body and clothes drenched with sweat and his back almost literally screaming with pain, that he realized six hours must have already passed. If they did, then that meant that the crew of the Iron Wind were probably already on their way home, abandoning him on this strange island, just as he had ordered them to.

It seemed like such a noble idea at the time, Malock thought, lying flat on his stomach near the lip of the pit. The selfless Captain, putting the interest of his crew first by giving them the opportunity to leave even if he is not dead. Now I can't help but think it was the stupidest decision I've made yet on this voyage.

There was the small chance that maybe they disobeyed or perhaps ran into some kind of trouble that prevented them from leaving. That seemed unlikely to Malock until he remembered the jungle attacking and probably killing his team. Maybe the waters around the island were as violent and unpredictable as the jungle.

After a few minutes of resting, Malock sat up. His back didn't hurt quite so bad anymore, but it was still bad enough that he had to sit still for several minutes, practicing a form of meditation that a Grinfian monk had taught him in his teenage years. It was a simple technique in which Malock tried to focus on something else to distract his mind from the pain. Supposedly, masters of this technique could wipe away even chronic pain, but Malock had never bothered to master it because it seemed unnecessary.

Now Malock wished he'd been a better student as a teenager because he found it almost impossible to focus on anything but the pain. He decided to give up and just start walking to the shore. He wasn't sure what direction the shore was, but he reasoned that he would reach it no matter what direction he walked in; after all, Ikadori Island was not a continent. So long as he kept walking, he would eventually reach the beach.

Carefully, Malock rose to his feet, leaning against a tree for support. This simple movement made his back ache, but he bit his lower lip to keep from crying out, remembering that the monster in the jungle was probably still out there, perhaps searching for him even now.

Just as Malock decided to test walking, a loud voice, like the rustling of leaves, came from above, saying, “How was your nap, mortal?”

The unexpected voice caused Malock to jump, almost causing him to fall back into the pit. But he caught himself and stumbled back away from the pit. His sudden movement caused his back to flare in pain again, making him curse the Powers and the world they created.

“Back pain?” said the voice above, sounding amused. “You might want to think about going to a doctor for that ... if there were any doctors on this island, of course.”

Rubbing his back gingerly, Malock looked up and spotted a tiny, overweight man sitting on the branch of a nearby tree. He almost missed him at first because the man's skin was a green as the trees' leaves and he had vines wrapped around his arms and legs like muscle bands.

Malock had never seen a man quite like him before. He was completely naked, his genitals being covered only by a small leaf that left little to the imagination. His hair was long and flat, like grass, and his eyes resembled that of a cat's, glowing red through the strands of hair that covered his face. He swung his feet back and forth, feet that looked less like real feet and more like wooden replicas, like the work of a master carpenter.

“Who are you?” said Malock, reaching for his sword. “Are you a native of this island?”

The man chuckled. “I am the ruler of this island, actually. And you and your friends have trespassed upon my domain.”

Malock's eyes widened. “Are you the one responsible for the vines that attacked me and my men earlier?”

The man snapped his fingers and a vine immediately shot out of the the trees and wrapped tightly around Malock's waist. Before the prince could react, the vine zoomed back up, taking him with it, and then jerked to a stop, making him level with the green man. The sudden stop made his back burn with pain, but he forgot about it quickly when the green man's smell—a mixture of leaves and mud—entered his nostrils and made him gag.

Up close, the green man was even less pretty. His chest was splattered with mud, his teeth looked like crude wooden replicas of the actual things, and his lips were stained with what looked like blood. The green man also held a femur in his hand, a femur with teeth marks in it, but that was perhaps the least strange thing about his appearance.

The green man smiled and said, “Of course I did. I control all the plants on this island. I don't really like visitors, which is why I live all alone here and why I ate every one of your men.”

Malock ceased struggling against the thick vine upon hearing that. “Eat? By the gods, Crina was right. There are cannibals on this island and you're one of them.”

The green man looked offended. “Me? A cannibal? Hardly. I am neither human nor aquarian and I eat both. That makes me a predator and you the prey. Not a cannibal.”

“But ...” Malock realized what the red stains on the green man's lips were. “If you're not human, why do you look kind of like a human?”

“Because I like this form,” said the green man, patting his big, round belly. “Besides, it's easier to speak in your filthy language with this body. I'd rather not do it at all, but I've been getting bored of quick kills recently and so want to draw this one out as long as I can.”

“If you're not human or aquarian, then what are you?” said Malock. “A katabans? Perhaps some kind of demonic spirit attached to the jungle of this island so you can't spread your evil ways elsewhere?”

The green man laughed at that. “Demons are the things of nightmares and ghost stories, mortal. I am one hundred percent real. I can even offer objective, verifiable proof, if you want.”

Without warning, the green man slapped Malock in the face. He slapped Malock so hard that the prince briefly lost consciousness before he came to. The green man still stood there, looking quite pleased with himself.

“I like to beat up my lunch a bit before I eat it,” the green man said, licking his lips, smearing the blood that stained them. “I've always been criticized for my methods, even by my siblings, but I say you can't have a good mortal meal unless the meal in question has been thoroughly beaten. Wouldn't you agree?”

Malock wanted to say, No, I wouldn't, but realized it was a rhetorical question.

Instead, he said, “Who are you? I've never heard of you. Not even Vashnas mentioned you to me.”

“I like to keep to myself,” said the green man. “After all, I am the Loner God, God of Solitude, the Jungle, and Animals.”

Malock frowned. “You can't be Kitos, the God of Loners. He looks nothing like you.”

“I didn't say I was that mortal-loving idiot,” said the green man. “Your mortal tongue is incapable of pronouncing my real name. Therefore, I had to use the closest translation I could find, which unfortunately makes me sound like my less-than-intelligent younger brother. It is inconvenient, but I blame that on you mortals and your stupid language.”

Malock tried to recall the entire Northern Isles pantheon, which was difficult because there were so many deities in it. “I don't remember there being a god like you. Are you a minor god?”

The Loner God slapped Malock again and said, “I'm not minor. Gods aren't minor. You're lucky I didn't rip your head off for that remark.”

His head spinning, Malock decided to be more careful about what he said to this deity. “I still don't remember you in any of the pantheon lists, though.”

“That's because I shun the worship and attention of mortals,” said the Loner God. “Unlike my northern siblings, whose fragile egos require that they receive constant praise and adoration from you cattle nearly every day. Frankly, it astounds me that they haven't started farming you for food. Your mortals are so delicious, despite being as dull as rocks and far less useful.”

“But all gods have cults and religions,” Malock said. “Sure, some cults are small and obscure, but all gods are worshiped by mortals and all gods want to be worshiped. My parents always taught me that the gods needed our praise, love, and respect.”

“Your parents sound like a couple of pathetic little mortals who are trying not to invoke the wrath of my northern siblings,” said the Loner God with a snort. “Hearing that just makes me all the more grateful for my decision to stay in the south with my other brothers and sisters.”

“You mean ... there are more of you southern gods?” said Malock with a gulp.

The Loner God flashed his wooden teeth and said, “Yep. At least as many as our northern siblings. And, like me, they all see mortals as useful only for a good meal.”

Until now, Malock hadn't realized just how much he had not feared the southern seas. Before, he had supposed that he and his crew would only have to fight bad weather and perhaps a few hungry sea monsters. But if the Loner God was telling the truth, then there was an entire pantheon of deities that had no problem with killing and eating mortals, human and aquarian alike.

The Loner God must have sensed his fear because he said, “Until today, you didn't really think you and your crew on that pathetic raft you call a ship were in any real danger. The arrogance and ignorance of mortals astounds me, almost as much as my northern siblings demanding your praise and worship. Almost.”

Malock quickly realized he had little time before the Loner God decided to dig in, so to stall, he asked, “I don't understand. Up north, we know nothing about you southern gods. Until today, I had no idea you or your siblings even existed. Why have we not known about you?”

The Loner God took a bite out of the femur, crunched on it thoughtfully for a second, and then swallowed and said, “I imagine my northern siblings wanted to keep your mortals safe. I imagine they believed that you mortals would live in perpetual fear if you knew that we southern gods existed. Or perhaps they are afraid you mortals would demand that they fight us for your own safety. Of course, it is equally possible they may see we southern gods as a threat to their worship and so keep you mortals in ignorance so you think they are the only deities in this world. There are myriad reasons why they may have kept you ignorant and I don't care about any of them.”

“I see,” said Malock. “But when did this happen? Why do some of you gods stay in the north and some in the south? I bet it's a fascinating story, no doubt spellbinding, especially coming from the mouth of a god as powerful and respectable as you.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere among us southern gods, mortal,” said the Loner God. “But I suppose I could tell you. I'm still digesting your men, so I imagine that, by the time I end the tale, I will be hungry enough to eat you.”

Malock nodded. He thought about reaching for his sword while the Loner God talked, but he realized the could not do that without the hungry god noticing. He would have to think of another way to free himself, and quickly, because he didn't know how long this tale was going to be.

“It started in the beginning,” said the Loner God. “Literally. When the Powers first crafted this world, they made us gods first of all. Our job was to maintain the various domains and realms of this world, both the concrete and the abstract. We were the first of all creation, older than the stars, older than the earth, even older than the sea. The sun was young in those days and there was not an imperfection to be found anywhere.”

A hint of longing colored every word that came from the Loner God's mouth. The story utterly contradicted the creation story that Malock had been told, however, which said humans were created first and gods second, but somehow he didn't think the Loner God would appreciate hearing that version very much.

“Then the Powers created you mortals,” said the Loner God, his tone turning to annoyance. “Humans and aquarians. Smarter than animals, but not quite as powerful as we gods. We were told you mortals served a special purpose in the world, but to be frank, the Powers never told us what that purpose was. I imagine they thought that would be enough to keep us from actively trying to kill you all.”

Malock, too, wondered what that 'special purpose' might be. He gave it little thought, though, because he was too busy trying to come up with a way to get out of this situation alive.

“So the Powers left the world, putting us in charge of it,” the Loner God said. “We gods quickly became divided over the matter of you mortals. Half of us wanted you to worship us, to shower us with adoration and respect, to build temples in our honor and to sing hymns in our name. The other half saw you as little more than cattle and rather tasty cattle at that. Guess which group I was a part of.”

Malock knew, but did not say.

“Those of us who saw you mortals as food came up with the sport of mortal-hunting,” said the Loner God. “Several of us gods would get together and hunt down mortals. They were not much of a challenge, mostly because you mortals are weak and slow, but my, oh, my, were they fun. The dumb mortals were especially fun to hunt because they tried to fight us and always failed spectacularly.”

He spoke of the sport the way Malock's father had always spoken of drafna-hunting, like humans and aquarians were mere animals or something.

“But you see, the mortal-lovers didn't like that,” said the Loner God. “Didn't like that one bit. They argued and debated with us about the ethics of it, often sabotaged our hunts, took certain tribes or races of mortals under their protection, and occasionally even traded blows with us over it. But nothing serious came of it until dearest sister Mica, then the Goddess of Earth, slew the Ink God when he tried to hunt some of her followers.”

Malock had to interrupt here. “But gods can't be killed. That's impossible.”

“Impossible for you mortals, maybe, but we gods are certainly capable of taking each other's lives,” said the Loner God. “Anyway, that was the last straw for both sides. The mortal-lovers were angry that the Ink God had tried to kill mortals under their protection, while we mortal-hunters were angry that Mica had killed one of our own and taken his domain under hers. This started a terrible war between us, the first and only war between the gods.”

“War?” said Malock. “It couldn't have been that bad, could it?”

“Oh, it was terrible,” said the Loner God. “Think of the absolute worst war you mortals have ever fought among yourselves. Then imagine the sea at war with the sky, the clouds at war with the trees, love at war with hate, countless mortal and godly lives dying wherever battles are fought, and you will get a dim idea of what the Godly War was like.”

The Loner God spoke of the War as if it had happened yesterday. And he didn't sound happy about it, either, as if he regretted partaking in it. Or maybe he was sad about not winning.

“I imagine the War would have destroyed the entire world if the Powers had not stepped in and forced us all to stand down,” said the Loner God. “They were quite angry ... or at least, as angry as they can ever be. It is hard to tell with them sometimes.”

Malock breathed in sharply. “You mean ... you've met the Powers?”

“Of course I have,” said the Loner God. “But that's not important. When they stopped us, they forced us to clean up the mess we'd made. Couldn't get us to reconcile, though, because the wounds were just too deep. So they came up with the Treaty.”

“The Treaty?”

“Yes, the Treaty,” said the Loner God. “The Treaty forbid any and all warfare among the gods. Doesn't mean we gods always get along. It's just that we can't declare war on each other anymore, even if we wanted to. That was the very first clause on the Treaty, which I think is a bit extreme, but I suppose the Powers had their reasons for doing what they did.”

Forbidding war between gods didn't seem 'a bit extreme' to Malock, though he said aloud, “Is that all the Treaty said?”

“Oh, the Treaty says a lot more than that,” said the Loner God. “It divides us gods into northern and southern. My northern siblings—who you know as Kano, Tinkar, Grinf, and all the others—got the northern half of Martir, while we got the southern half. You mortals are not restricted to any one area of the planet; however, there is a reason why you mortals mostly live up north and why the southern seas have so many dangerous myths surrounding them.”

“So how many of those myths are true and how many are false?” Malock asked.

The Loner God either didn't hear him or, more likely, simply ignored him because he continued speaking. “We southern gods are not allowed to hunt mortals in the north. Any mortals that come south are fair game, but we are not allowed to hunt you mortals beyond the Dividing Line, the area that denotes where the north ends and where the south begins. I wish it were different, as this clause has severely limited mortal-hunting, but alas, it was written in stone by the Powers and therefore cannot be disobeyed.”

That must be why the southern gods haven't killed us all, Malock thought, more than a little bit relieved.

“There is a lot more to the Treaty, but I believe that that is all that is relevant to you and all that your puny mortal mind can understand anyway,” said the Loner God. “That is how things have stood for thousands of years. Very boring, wouldn't you say?”

Malock could sense the Loner God was almost finished telling his tale, so the prince said, “If you say so. But may I ask why you southern gods like to hunt mortals? That doesn't seem right to me.”

“Why do you mortals hunt animals less intelligent than you?” said the Loner God. “It's fun. And it is the way of nature. The powerful have the right to slaughter the weak. We are the powerful and you are the weak. Even an idiotic mortal like yourself should be able to grasp that simple concept. Plus, you mortals are just so tasty.”

Malock gulped. “But the northern gods don't hunt us. Clearly, it is not necessarily the way of nature.”

The Loner God laughed. “They still dominate you, don't they? My northern siblings love to pontificate about their greatness, but I know that they get as much of a thrill punishing you fools for disobeying or disrespecting them as we southern gods get whenever we're hunting you. You are nothing more than animals in our eyes.”

“I ...” Malock struggled to think of a response but could think of nothing. “Well, are you going to let me down now?”

“Why would I ever do that?” said the Loner God. “Weren't you listening? I know your language is awkward and clumsy, but I thought I made it clear that I am going to eat you. Telling you that story made me hungry again, so—”

“Wait!” said Malock, holding up a hand. “If you kill me, my men will come into the jungle after me and take you down. They're a group of professional god-killers who will do anything to save me, up to and including killing a god like yourself.”

The Loner God shook his head. “That's a nice lie, but very unconvincing. No such thing as a god-killer and your crew especially is so pathetic that I doubt they could even so much as scratch me. Besides, some of your men are already in the jungle searching for you even as we speak.”

Malock perked up at that. “They are?”

“Yes,” said the Loner God. “I've left them alone because they're not much of a threat, but I think, once I'm done with you, I'll eat them, too. It's been a long time since I last feasted on so many mortals. By the time I am done, I'll be the fullest I've been in five centuries. Who knows? Maybe I'll even feast on the rest of your crew, if I'm feeling up to it.”

The Loner God was licking his lips and the more he licked his lips the faster Malock's mind raced for a solution—any solution—to this predicament.

Then an idea came to mind and Malock said, “Oh, I wouldn't touch me if I were you, God of Solitude.”

“Oh, and why wouldn't I do that?” said the Loner God.

Malock cross his arms, trying to look as authoritative as possible, and said, “Because I am Prince Tojas Malock, son of King Halock and Queen Markinia, Crown Prince to the Throne of Carnag, Captain of the Iron Wind, and Chosen One of Kano.”

The Loner God's expression went from amused, if a bit hungry, to pale in less than a second. “What was that last one?”

“Chosen One of Kano,” said Malock. “Kano summoned me to World's End. I am under her complete and total protection, you know.”

The Loner God looked down at his feet, muttering quickly, “Can't believe I almost broke the Treaty ... came this close ... must be lying ... no, he's telling the truth all right ...”

“Excuse me,” said Malock, “but what are you muttering about?”

The Loner God looked up. For the first time, Malock saw fear in the god's eyes. “I can't kill you. Part of the Treaty, you understand.”

“No, I don't,” said Malock. “I mean, I don't want you to kill me, of course, but I don't understand what you mean about the Treaty.”

“It's my least favorite clause,” said the Loner God with a grunt. “See, we gods can place individual mortals under our protection. So long as you are under Kano's protection, then I can't kill you and neither can any other god, whether northern or southern. Even if you stumble into the domain of a southern god, we still can't touch you.”

“Oh,” said Malock. “Well, that sounds pretty good to me.”

“It does work out rather well for you mortals, doesn't it?” said the Loner God. “You smell like Kano. Thought at first it was just the sea, but I can smell her all over you like a blanket. You got lucky, mortal.”

Malock smirked. “So the high and mighty Loner God is stopped by a mere Treaty. Being a southern god must not be all its cracked up to be, eh?”

“Shut up,” the Loner God snapped. Then he paused, as if thinking, and said, “Interesting,” in a tone that Malock didn't like.

“What's interesting?” said Malock. “Me?”

“Not you,” the Loner God said. “I just did a quick sweep of the island and the seas around it and discovered that you aren't the only one under the protection of another god. Some members of your crew have that same protection.”

“What?” said Malock in surprise. “Who? Which gods? Why?”

“That's what I'm trying to figure out,” said the Loner God. “Why would my brothers and sisters place their agents on your ship without you knowing unless ... oh, I see. Politics as usual.”

“What does that mean?” said Malock.

The Loner God chuckled, like he was sharing a private in-joke. “Unlike we southern gods, the northern gods are prone to infighting and politics. I imagine they must have learned it from you mortals. Personally I tend to stay out of these conflicts, which is why I am going to spare you and the members of the rescue party that are currently in the jungle.”

“Wow,” said Malock. “But will you please tell me who is chosen and what gods chose them?”

“No,” said the Loner God. “That would help you and frankly I don't like helping mortals. I may not be able to kill you myself, but I can make your voyage that much more difficult for you. Besides, if I outed your fellow chosen ones, then my siblings would get angry at me and I'd get drawn into it. Already cutting it close by killing your men and attacking you, so I'm gonna give up while I'm ahead and let you go.”

The Loner God snapped his fingers and the vine began lowering itself. When Malock was a few feet above the ground, the vine let go of him and he landed on his feet, jolting his spine and making him curse the Powers again.

When Malock looked up, he saw that he stood in front of a pathway that he was sure hadn't been there before. And when he looked up at the trees, he could no longer see the Loner God.

“Take this path, Chosen One of Kano,” said the Loner God's voice, which seemed to come from everywhere at once. “If you follow it, you will eventually reunite with your party and find the beach. Then you may continue your quest, but if I were you, mortal, I would get onto your ship, head back north, and never look back. Mortals rarely prosper from the politics of the gods.”

Malock didn't respond. He simply began walking down the path, feeling more lost and confused than he had wandering around in the dark.

-
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“Mal!” Vashnas called out, slashing through the thick underbrush of the jungle. “Tojas! Where are you?”

As Kinker ducked underneath the remains of a vine that Vashnas had chopped down, he wondered why she had allowed him, Bifor, and three other sailors (among them Magnisa, Gino, and Forl) to tag along at all. She could probably have stormed the island all by herself, found Malock, and returned to the ship just in time for dinner. Did she honestly think she needed backup or did she just let them tag along because she didn't want to waste time forcing them to stay on the ship?

Whatever the reason, Kinker was beginning to regret agreeing to go along. The underbrush was thick and his pants constantly snagged on bushes. His beard had little twigs and leaves stuck in it, which he did not even try to remove, knowing as he did the fruitlessness of that task. The air was hot and muggy, too, and more than once he had to slap an insect off his exposed neck.

Bifor was in the back, waving his wand and muttering incantations under his breath all the while. Exactly what he was doing, Kinker didn't know. Bifor had been acting that way as soon as they landed on the island's shore and when Kinker asked him what he was doing, the mage made an incoherent comment about the 'magic levels' of the jungle being 'off the charts.' It made no sense to Kinker, though he supposed that was because he was not trained in the magic arts.

So far, the trio had not found any sign of Malock or any of the sailors that had gone with him into the jungle. Of course, the jungle was very dark, even though it was the afternoon and the sun was out, but Kinker thought that at some point they would have to find pieces of clothing or discarded weapons or even bodies. He didn't see any wild animals; in fact, there were so few animals that he wondered if there was any life on this island at all, aside from the insects that kept trying to bite his neck.

That was when a drop of some kind of liquid fell on Kinker's nose. He blinked and wiped the liquid off his nose with his finger and looked at it closely. In the dark, it was impossible to tell what it was, so he licked it. It tasted like blood.

“Guys,” said Kinker, not daring to look up, knowing what he would see. “I think I've found a clue.”

Vashnas immediately stopped calling out Malock's name and turned to face Kinker, her face alight with eagerness. “What did you find?”

“Blood,” said Kinker. “A drop of it fell on my nose.”

“Blood?” Bifor said. “Fell from where?”

Kinker pointed up. “From the trees, presumably. That's all that's above us.”

Bifor spun his wand around twice and it suddenly flared, illuminating the area they were in quite well. He then raised his wand above their heads, allowing them to see what was in the trees. When they did, Kinker wished he had kept his mouth shut.

Wrapped tightly among the vines and branches of the trees were the sailors who had gone with Malock to search for Sumsa. They were nothing but bones now; in fact, the only reason Kinker recognized them was due to the bits of cloth hanging off their bodies, which looked like the sailor uniforms that the crew of the Iron Wind commonly wore. Little droplets of blood dripped from the ribcage of one unfortunate sailor, an aquarian by the look of it.

“Oh my god,” said Vashnas. “Do you think any of those are—”

“Vash?” said a familiar voice nearby. “Is that you?”

Bifor turned his wand in the direction of the voice, revealing Malock, who stood on a path several dozen yards away from them, a path that Kinker hadn't even noticed until Bifor's light showed it. For some reason, Malock didn't look surprised to see them.

Vashnas shoved her sword into Kinker's hands and ran at Malock. She scooped him up in a big hug, causing Malock to gasp for air, saying as she did so, “Oh, Mal, I thought ... for a moment I thought you were ... oh, I'm just so glad you're alive and well.”

“I won't be if you keep hugging me like this,” Malock said, his voice strained. “I'm happy to see you and all, Vash, but if you could let up just a little, then I could breathe again.”

Vashnas let go, looking sheepish, as Kinker, Bifor, and the others approached.

“We are pleased to see you are alive, Captain,” said Bifor, inclining his head in Malock's direction. “Please don't be angry with us. We know you told us to go home if you didn't return in six hours, but Vashnas here simply couldn't stand the idea of abandoning you, at least not without knowing if you were alive or not.”

Malock rubbed his back as he said, “Oh, it's not a problem. Really, I'm actually glad you disobeyed my orders for once. This was the one time where I really needed you guys to do that.”

“What happened?” said Kinker, glancing back at the skeletons of the sailors in the trees. “We found the rest of your team in the trees and we thought you were dead. Were you attacked by some animal?”

Malock looked at Kinker with an odd look in his eyes for a moment, almost as if he didn't trust Kinker, and said, “It's a long story. Did you say you found the rest of my team's bodies?”

“Yes,” said Vashnas. “They're little more than skeletons, their skin stripped off by ... well, we don't know what. We thought you'd know.”

Even by the dim light of Bifor's wand, Kinker could tell, based solely on Malock's expression, that the Captain knew exactly what had happened to his crew and he didn't want to talk about it.

“I've had a long day,” said Malock, running a hand through his hair. “A long, long day. We're going back to the Iron Wind and when we do, we're continuing our quest south.”

“But sir,” said Bifor. “We haven't picked any ikadori peaches yet. Shouldn't we fill at least a few crates full before we leave?”

Malock shook his head so rapidly that Kinker thought it might go flying off his shoulders. “No. We will make do with fish. So long as we still have the trawl, we'll be fine.”

His voice trembled as he said that and he looked around, as if afraid someone might be eavesdropping, listening to make sure that Malock was doing exactly what he should be doing and nothing more. It was a silly thought, so Kinker dismissed it.

“This path will take us directly back to the beach,” said Malock. “I'll lead the way. As soon we are safely back on the ship, we're heading south again. Got it?”

The trio nodded, but that did little to stifle Kinker's curiosity. What did Malock run into that made him seem so frightened? Why did he insist on them leaving before they picked even one ikadori fruit?

All of these questions and more filled Kinker's mind as he followed Malock, Vashnas, Bifor, and the others down the surprisingly flat path that led to the beach. He doubted Malock would answer them, however, because the prince's jaw was closed so tightly that it seemed unlikely to open ever again.
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​​Chapter Six
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When they returned to the Iron Wind, Malock wasn't even angry that they'd knocked out Banika in their attempt to rescue him. He just woke her up, gave her orders to get the ship ready to depart, and went to his stateroom with Vashnas by his side, without speaking a word to anyone else except Bifor. He asked the mage to heal a small wound on the back of his head, which Bifor succeeded in doing despite his lack of training in healing magic.

When the crew heard the order to weigh anchor already, there was quite a commotion. Many of the sailors wanted to go on land and pick ikadori peaches. A few of them even began muttering about mutiny, but when the members of the rescue party told everyone about the skeletons they saw, the sailors immediately began to weigh anchor, prepare the sails, and check the compass to make sure they were headed in the right direction.

Because of their speed and work ethic, the entire ship was ready to set sail within an hour and soon they were heading south once more. Kinker watched the island slowly grow smaller the further they sailed away from it, he still wondering what had happened there and why Malock refused to talk about it.

Because Malock spent all of his time in his stateroom, the rest of the crew came to Kinker, Bifor, and the others for answers. Unfortunately, Kinker and the others were not able to provide much information, as Malock had said nothing to them about whatever had killed the others back on Ikadori Island. Kinker had no doubt that stories would soon begin circulating among the crew, though, because in his experience that was what sailors generally did when confronted with a lack of facts.

Though all of the sailors mourned the lack of ikadori peaches to some extent, the fishing crew seemed to complain about it more than anyone else. Perhaps that was because Kinker spent most of his time with the other fishermen, but he figured it was also because the fishing crew was in charge of providing food for the rest of the crew. Deddio expressed their collective disappointment by saying that they would have had to catch much less fish if they had gotten the peaches, like they had originally planned.

Nonetheless, things eventually returned to normal after a while. According to Vashnas, it would be quite sometime before they reached the next island, which made her unpopular with the rest of the crew for the next few days.

A day after they left Ikadori Island, the crew held a collective funeral for the sailors who died on the island. This surprised Kinker, as he had not thought the crew was close enough to do that. It was a highly informal funeral, however, in part because none of them were priests and in part because they did not have the bodies of the fallen sailors. That all of the dead sailors had all worshiped different deities made preparing funeral rites exceptionally difficult, so the funeral was kept short and generic. They tossed a few of the prized possessions of their fallen brethren, said a few prayers to help their spirits find solace in whatever afterlife they found themselves in, and then returned to work. Danaf almost broke down when he gave a eulogy for his brother, but aside from that, the rest of the crew seemed more concerned with their own wellbeing than in the deaths of five of their fellow sailors.

The next few days after the funeral were mostly quiet. The most exciting thing that happened was an illness that spread through the whole ship, making everyone sick and causing most of them to throw up. Kinker got so ill that he almost thought he was going to die, but luckily he recovered, thanks to the combined efforts of Telka and his medical expertise and Bifor and what little healing magic he knew. No one else died, either, thankfully.

Yet the sickness did nothing to halt their progress. Kinker even began to think it might be smooth sailing from here on out. That is, until about a week after leaving Ikadori Island, when the fishing crew hauled in something very different from the fish they usually caught.

It was right before dinner, when the fishing crew was hauling the trawl out of the ocean for the final time that day. It was heavier than usual, however, so heavy in fact that they had to call in help from a few other sailors to get it on the ship. Kinker assumed that meant they had caught more fish than usual, so he was more than a little surprised when he saw, lying among the usual thirty pounds or so fish they caught, a full-grown, adult male aquarian.

The aquarian looked like an eel, with a long, thin, smooth body and a head to match. His limbs were equally as thin and he had a tattoo on his chest that resembled a rose with an arrow sticking out of it. He didn't look like any of the aquarians aboard the crew and was so still that for a moment everyone thought he was dead.

Then his eyes opened, an odd gurgling noise came from his throat, and he leaped to his feet. The fishing crew and the other sailors who helped haul in dinner stepped back because the aquarian looked crazy. His eyes were crossed and his body was shaking and jittery, like he was high on sugar. Kinker believed they could defend themselves if they had to, but that didn't mean he wasn't afraid of the crazy aquarian.

And then, without warning, the eel-like aquarian turned, ran over to the railing, and launched himself back into the ocean. The sailors rushed to the railing and looked over the side, but he was no longer visible in the water and seemed to have disappeared entirely.

“What was that all about?” said Jenur, pushing away from the railing and looking at the others in confusion. “Seriously, the guy didn't even try to attack us.”

“I don't know,” said Kinker. “Gino? Magnisa? Do you know him?”

Gino shook his head. “Why would we? We've never seen anyone like him before; right, Maggy?”

“Right,” said Magnisa. “Maybe there was another ship around here that he fell off of. Doesn't explain why he jumped off when he saw us, though.”

“I bet he was scared,” said Deddio. “We don't look much better than pirates, after all. Sadly, I doubt he'll last very long out there on his own, considering how dangerous these seas are.”

“The southern seas aren't that dangerous,” said Jenur, folding her arms. “At least not so far. I'd say the northern seas are more dangerous, when you consider that we lost most of the fleet back there. So far, we've lost what, four or five sailors? Not much compared to what we lost up north.”

“It will get worse before this is all over,” Deddio insisted. “I don't know what awaits us ahead, but it will be even worse than mysterious jungles.”

“You're a bundle of joy, Ded,” said Jenur. “You know that?”

Before Deddio could respond, Kinker turned away from the stern and said, “Enough arguing, you two. Whoever that aquarian was, we still have to prepare dinner for the rest of the crew. I'm sure everyone is starving for the same old crap we serve day in and day out.”

-
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Back on Carnag, Malock never liked wine or beer or any sort of alcoholic drink. Yes, he often drank in accordance with the expectations of royalty, but even the best wine always left a bad taste in his mouth. He was not one to judge people who enjoyed it. He simply didn't like it, which was why he had refused to take even one sip of wine from any of his personal store during the entire voyage.

As to why he brought along alcohol in the first place, well, much of it was used for medical purposes. Doctor Telka often used the alcohol to treat wounds. Malock was careful to let Telka use only as much as the doctor needed, however, because he didn't want to run out of it. He wanted to keep a little on hand in case he ever needed it.

Despite Malock's dislike of wine, not for the first time since departing Ikadori Island, he poured himself a tall glass of wine from one of his wine bottles. He was not sure what brand the wine was, as the bottle's label had been ripped off at some point and he wasn't enough of a wine connoisseur to tell purely from taste. All he knew was that he needed it.

He wasn't sure how many glasses he had poured himself over the last week. He lost count every time he lost consciousness from drink, which was often, and so had decided not to keep track anymore. He suspected that the number, whatever it was, would depress him even more than he already was.

Not depressed, Malock thought. Confused.

His mind was still reeling from his encounter with the Loner God. Northern and southern gods, the Treaty, the Godly War ... thinking about all of this made his head hurt. It contradicted everything he had ever been taught about the gods, about the history of the world, and so it caused him conflict in his heart as well as his head.

That was why he had spent almost all week in his stateroom. He was still processing everything he had been told, trying to decide what was true and what wasn't. He had even told Vashnas to stay away. He knew he needed her more than ever, but at the same time he didn't want her anywhere near him at the moment.

In particular, Malock worried incessantly over the identity of the other chosen one among his group. Who was it? Why were they keeping their chosen status a secret? Which god had placed them on the ship? Why had the god done that? And what did the Loner God mean when he said, 'Politics as usual'? Were Malock and his crew simple pawns in a game played by the gods? Was there something deeper going on than any of them realized?

To drown out these unpleasant thoughts, Malock had taken to drinking, and drinking hard. He was aware of the dangers of drinking, especially aboard a ship like the Iron Wind. Nonetheless, he knew of no other way to calm his nerves and to clear away the doubts and questions in his mind. All he wanted now was bliss ... pure, ignorant bliss, like the kind enjoyed by the imbeciles that roamed the streets just outside of the Hall of Carnag, the ones Malock had often seen and pitied growing up.

A sharp knock at the door to his stateroom snapped him out of his stupor. Malock looked up and shouted, in a slurred voice, “Go away. I'm busy making plans to invade the Kingdom of ... of, um, somewhere.”

The door opened anyway and Vashnas entered, looking concerned. Malock pointed at her with his wineglass, accidentally sloshing some wine onto the map on his desk, and said, “This is a secret meeting. I'm the only one allowed. Go away.”

Vashnas shook her head. “No way, Mal. You've been in here by yourself for too long. I want to know what happened to you back on Ikadori Island. Whatever happened shook you up.”

Malock lay his head on the table because it hurt and he was tired. “You don't want to know what I learned, what I saw. Can't understand it.”

He heard her approach and then felt the cool touch of her hand on the side of his face.

“You can tell me,” said Vashnas. “I won't judge you, if you did something you regret. I won't even ask any questions. You can tell me the entire story from start to finish without any interruptions from me.”

Malock looked up at her through drunken eyes. It occurred to him that she was a member of the crew. And the Loner God did say that it had been one of Malock's crew who was a Chosen One as well ...

He rejected the implications immediately. No. Vashnas would never betray him or hold secrets from him. She was a true friend and lover, through and through. His skeptical side did ask why she forgot to mention the Loner God living on Ikadori Island, but he swiftly rejected that thought when he remembered Vashnas saying that she had not explored the island very much the last time she was there.

Malock sat up, slowly, and leaned back in his rickety chair. His head pounding, he told Vashnas everything that he had seen, heard, and experienced back on Ikadori Island— from the Loner God's appearance to the origin of the gods. Vashnas listened, as she promised, without word or interruption, which made it easier for Malock to tell her all about it. It was still difficult, however, because his drunken lips constantly slurred words, and more than once he lost his train of thought, only to find it again with Vashnas's help. The only fact he omitted was the Loner God mentioning that there were multiple Chosen Ones in the crew, mostly because a small part of him, for some reason, didn't trust Vashnas. He did, however, mention a spy among the crew, but only one and he didn't know the spy's identity.

When he finished, Vashnas looked thoughtful, but not surprised. Malock didn't know whether that meant she believed the story or not. All he knew was that his headache was starting to go away, albeit very slowly.

“How very strange,” said Vashnas. “A god living by himself on an island; moreover a god who eats mortals. I am surprised you got away alive at all.”

Malock remembered the Loner God's wooden teeth, his lips streaked with blood, and shuddered. “The only reason ... only reason he let me live is because he thought this whole voyage was doomed. Didn't see the point in killing us when he could let everything play out to its gruesome end.”

“That's not good,” said Vashnas. “That's not good at all. We'll have to remain vigilant. If there is a spy in the crew, then we need to find them and root them out right away.”

Malock rubbed the back of his head, which no longer bled, thanks to a healing spell by Bifor. “Only problem is, I don't know who the ... uh ... who the spy is.”

“Do you have any ideas at all?” said Vashnas, taking a seat in the chair on the opposite side of his desk. “Any?”

Malock's first impulse was to say, Yes. You, but he didn't want to scare her off and was horrifed at himself for thinking that.

He simply said, “Like I said, no. Could be anyone. Maybe even me.”

Vashnas gently tried to take away the wine bottle. “Mal, I think the drink is starting to affect your thinking. I'll put this away and you can take a nap until you feel better. We won't reach the next island for another few days, so you have plenty of time to recover.”

Malock didn't let go of the bottle. “I don't ... no. You don't understand.”

Now Vashnas's gentle expression faltered slightly. “What don't I understand?”

“All of it,” said Malock, waving his free hand. “The southern gods, politics as usual, the spy, the Treaty, the War ... all of it. Aren't you the least bit, uh, concerned? It's all so paradigm-shattering. I don't know how I can ... how I can go on knowing this.”

Vashnas began to undo his grip on the bottle, finger by finger. “It's okay, Mal. You're strong. You can do this. You've made it this far after facing countless tragedy. We still have a long way to go before we reach World's End. You don't need to get yourself drunk out of your mind to finish the voyage.”

Malock was completely unconvinced by that argument and was going to have another go at it when the door swung open and Banika entered. Her hands twitched when she spotted Vashnas, perhaps because she still remembered being knocked out, but that was the only sign of emotion in the otherwise unreadable boatswain.

“Banika?” said Malock, briefly forgetting his argument with Vashnas. “What are you doing? Is there a problem?”

Banika nodded. “Yes, sir. We have completely stopped.”

Malock blinked. “Say that again.”

“We have completely stopped,” said Banika, this time slightly slower. “We aren't moving forward, backward, or in any direction at all. I guess you haven't noticed the stillness of the ship.”

Now that Banika mentioned it, the floor was awfully still. The world still spun for Malock, but he figured that was the drink's fault more than anything else.

“Who dropped the anchor?” Malock demanded in his most authoritative voice, although the effect was ruined by his slurring of the word anchor at the end of the sentence.

Banika shook her head. “The anchor is still weighed. We were stopped by ... well, I think it would be better if you saw for yourself. It's hard to explain.”

Malock stood up, letting go of the wine bottle as he did so, causing Vashnas to snatch it and stash it in a drawer in the desk. “Take me to it, then.”

-
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Malock managed to make his way out of the stateroom without falling down too much, thanks to Banika's help. When he did, he noticed that the sails were no longer blowing in the wind and nearly the entire crew was assembled on both sides of the ship, looking down into the water and talking in an incoherent mess that Malock doubted he'd have understood even in his sober mind.

Banika led Malock over to starboard and pointed at the sea below. “There's the obstruction, Captain. That is why it was hard for me to explain.”

Malock leaned over the railing, remembering to grip them tightly so he wouldn't fall overside in his drunkenness, and peered into the water.

A thick, green moss covered the area around the Iron Wind for several feet in all directions. The moss ran up the body of the ship, so thick that it looked like solid ground. It was like two large, mossy hands had grown from the sea and grasped the ship, making Malock wonder if the Loner God's influence extended well beyond the borders of Ikadori Island.

“When did this happen?” said Malock, pulling back (with some difficulty) from the railing to look at Banika.

“Ten minutes ago,” said Banika. “It spontaneously grew out of nowhere. We're not sure where it came from.”

“Probably just a freak accident of nature or something,” said Malock. “Okay, send some of the aquarians to rip it off.”

“Already tried that, sir,” said Banika. “It just grew back.”

Malock swore loudly and said, “Then get Bifor on it. He's a freaking mage. He should be able to wave his wand and make the moss go poof.”

“It's not that easy,” said Bifor, appearing seemingly out of nowhere, twirling his wand in his hand. “Watch.”

Bifor pointed his wand at the moss scaling the side of the ship. The moss froze, but immediately was covered by another layer of moss, melting the ice.

“As best as I can tell, this is magic at work,” said Bifor. “That means someone is trying to stop us. Or rather, has succeeded in stopping us.”

“You mean like a ... like a ...” Malock struggled to think of the word. “Like a mage?”

Bifor nodded. “Yes. Though who it could be, I can't say.”

Malock was just about to tell Bifor to find out who it is when a loud shout made everyone jump. Another shout, followed by a loud thump, followed, and Malock realized it was coming from the center of the ship. He quickly made his way down the steps to the main deck, with Banika, Vashnas, and Bifor following, and stopped as soon as he spotted the source of the sound.

Lying face down on the deck, with a knife sticking out of his back, was Forl Mas, one of the sailors who had gone with Malock to Ikadori Island. His stillness, combined with the blood leaking out from the wound, told Malock all he needed to know about the sailor's fate.

Standing above Forl's corpse was someone Malock had never seen before but who he knew was not a member of the crew. She was an aquarian, clearly, her face resembling that of a crab's and she had two large crab claws in place of hands. A thick, cracked gray shell covered her body. A red bandanna was wrapped around her right arm, which was the only piece of clothing on her entire body.

By now nearly the entire crew was looking at her. Many of them looked ready to fight, although something about the confidence with which the crab aquarian stood in the midst of so many hostile faces kept Malock from ordering them to attack.

“Glad I got your attention,” said the aquarian. Her voice was very human-like, though the words were occasionally obscured by the odd chittering sound her teeth made. “Murder is always a good way to get attention from other people, though I will admit that it's not always good attention.”

Malock stepped forward, trying not to look drunk, and said, “Who are you and where did you come from?”

The aquarian looked offended. “You mean you don't recognize Garnal Gray, Captain of the Gray Pirates? I am wanted all over the Northern Isles for my daring exploits and thefts. My bounty is about a million coins right now, which is a paltry sum in comparison to all of the loot that I and my gang have stolen over the years.”

Malock could not, for the life of him, recognize the name, so he leaned toward Banika to his left and muttered, “Is she telling the truth?”

Banika nodded. “Garnal Gray is indeed the notorious pirate leader of the Gray Pirates, the most infamous and longest-lasting pirate group in the history of piracy. Practically every member of her crew is wanted for some crime or another. Their collective bounty is ten million coins, last I checked.”

“As it should be,” said Garnal. “My crew and I have worked hard to earn our place as the best pirates in the history of Martir. Not even the legendary Varew the Black evaded capture as long as I have.”

“Still didn't answer how you got here,” said Malock. “Getting onto our ship without any of us noticing is quite the accomplishment.”

Garnal chuckled. “'Twas easy, my precious prince. I am an initiate of the Thief's Way, one of the best in all the Northern Isles. Even your mage didn't notice me sneak aboard.”

“Okay, now what's the Thief's Way?” said Malock, looking at Banika.

It was Bifor who answered. “The Thief's Way is a magical path that followers of Hollech, the God of Deception, Thieves, and Horses, often pursue. Initiates of the Thief's Way learn how to use magic to increase their stealth and, while not all initiates of that path are thieves, it has always been popular among the members of that morally dubious profession. Hence why it is called the Thief's Way.”

“They teach that at magic school?” said Malock in disbelief.

“Sort of,” said Bifor with a shrug. “When I was in the Academy, there was only one teacher of the Thief's Way, and he was constantly on the verge of being fired because everyone kept accusing him of stealing their things. He only ever had a handful of students at any one time and many of them dropped out before they graduated from his program because they couldn't handle the hate from everyone else.”

Malock returned his attention to Garnal and said, “So you're a graduate of the Academy, too?”

The pirate snapped her claws open and shut, as if amused. “Of course not. I met a practitioner of the Thief's Way some twenty years back who agreed to teach me how to do it. I had to kill him, however, because he was planning to hand me over to the authorities the entire time so he could get my bounty and never have to work another day in his life. Quite the lazy thief, he was.”

“Wait,” said Malock, putting a hand on the back of his head. “If you're from the Northern Isles, then what the hell are you doing down here in the southern seas? Trying to expand your territory?”

“I was about to ask you the same question, actually,” said Garnal. “I know who you are, Prince Tojas Malock of Carnag, though I am surprised, because I always thought you royals were too delicate to go on a dangerous voyage into unknown waters.”

“My reasons for being here are none of your concern, pirate.”

“And my reasons for being here are mine, prince,” Garnal said. “But I can tell you why I am on this ship, specifically: I am going to take it.”

Malock laughed, which he immediately regretted because it made his head hurt. “Oh, really? You may be tough, Garnal, but there's over a hundred sailors on this ship, all of whom are even tougher than you. Maybe you ought to rethink your plan.”

“You assume I am alone,” said Garnal. “If that were so, I would not have been able to stop your ship cold.”

“So you summoned the moss,” said Bifor. “I had no idea you were a botamancer.”

“Not me specifically, mage,” said Garnal. “Rather, a certain member of my crew did that.”

Malock looked around and said, “Your crew? I don't see anyone but yourself. If you're trying to intimidate us, it's really not working.”

“You will be intimidated soon enough, gold blood,” said Garnal.

Without warning, the ship lurched to the port; this caused most of the crew to fall over. Malock just barely managed to retain his balance, while Garnal looked completely unaffected by it.

“What was that?” said Malock, looking around in surprise.

“My men making a point,” said Garnal. “If you refuse to stand down and let me have the ship, I will have my crew sink it to the bottom of the ocean and kill the whole lot of you. Seems like a reasonable deal to me.”

“Don't you have a ship of your own?” Malock said.

Garnal's expression turned to fury very quickly. “Don't change the subject. Give us the ship or you go down with it, like a real captain would.”

“Doesn't seem to be a way out of this, Captain,” said Bifor, who was one of the few sailors not to lose his balance when the ship lurched. “Even if we take out Garnal, her men will probably rip a hole in the ship's hull and we'll sink anyway.”

“Not helping,” Malock growled.

His mind raced, trying to think of a way out of this. This was far more difficult than it should have been because his mind was still heavy with drunkenness. His mind felt like mud and more than once he found himself distracted by something not immediately relevant to their current situation, like Vashnas's jacket or that odd discoloration halfway up the mainmast.

Garnal didn't look like she was in a hurry at all. She was whistling a tune he didn't recognize, rocking back and forth, and occasionally looking up at the sky as if concerned about the weather, even though the sky was clear. She almost looked harmless.

Malock looked at the rest of his crew. Banika and Vashnas had fallen when the ship lurched and had not yet gotten back to their feet. None of the other sailors seemed likely to do anything. The only thing Malock figured they needed to do (this thought came slowly) was figure out how to stop Garnal's crew that were under the ship. If they could just do that ... but they couldn't.

Malock's arms dropped to his sides. “All right, Garnal. You win. I'm not going to sacrifice the ship and the crew just to stop you.”

Garnal's feet skittered across the deck happily as she said, “Excellent, quite excellent. I expected your royal arrogance to get the better of you, my precious prince, but for once you listen to reason.”

Without warning, the ship lurched back into an upright position, knocking over the few sailors who had remained standing from before. Malock himself almost fell before being caught by Bifor, who helped him up.

“Men!” Garnal yelled at the top of her voice. “Climb aboard! The ship is ours!”

Malock wasn't sure how her men were supposed to hear her, but a moment later, he heard people climbing the sides of the ship and then a dozen pirates climbed over the bulwarks. A quick glance told Malock that all of the pirates were aquarians, just like Garnal, though not all of them were crab-like in appearance. They had rusty, sharp-edged swords tied to belts or their backs and they looked like they knew how to use them. Their hungry eyes and gaunt bodies added to their terrifying appearances.

“All right,” Garnal called out, her voice loud enough for the entire crew to hear her. “You heard your former Captain. I am now in charge of this vessel. You are all my slaves and will do whatever I or any of my men tell you to do.”

A large commotion started, but Garnal shouted, “Or would you rather sleep in the bottom of the ocean tonight? It's your choice.”

That silenced the entire crew quickly.

“Good,” said Garnal. “My first order, as Captain of this pathetic ship, is to turn this ship around. We are heading north, back home, where the Gray Pirates will rise again more powerful than before. Anyone who hesitates or tries to sabotage this voyage home will be immediately executed on the spot by whichever member of my crew is closest. Understood?”

Malock's hands balled into fists, but he knew he couldn't order his men to attack Garnal or her men. He sensed how betrayed and angry the rest of his crew felt, but there was nothing any of them could do without jeopardizing the entire voyage.

“Good,” said Garnal. “Then prepare the sails and turn the rudder. We are going home.”
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​​Chapter Seven
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The next three days were the worst Kinker had experienced on this voyage so far.

By all appearances, the basic schedule of the Iron Wind had not changed. The fishing crew still hauled in the trawl at breakfast, lunch, and dinner; the cleaning crew scrubbed the deck; Vinji remained in the crow's nest, and the rest of the crew continued their various duties around the ship.

But in reality, a thick atmosphere of fear and tension filled every nook of the ship. The Gray Pirates monitored every activity, which might not have been so bad if they were not drunk and violent all the time. The Pirates seemed to have discovered Malock's secret store of wine because they were constantly seen with the drink, gulping it down, carousing loudly, and partying well into the night.

This might not have seemed so bad, but the drink made the Pirates even more violent and volatile than usual. Often they beat sailors for no reason at all, except perhaps because they could. Kinker had so far avoided a beating, but poor Gino got beat upside the head by a lug of a pirate who got angry when Gino accidentally dropped a fish instead of giving it to him.

In addition, the Pirates often ate more than their fair share. At mealtimes, they'd gobble down the fish that Arisha prepared, leaving only bones and scraps for the rest of the crew. As a result, hunger, which was always a problem on the ship, became even worse than before. It was quite common for Kinker to have only a few pieces of fish a day, if even that, because the scraps they did get were not distributed evenly among the crew, turning every mealtime into an every-man-for-himself brawl, which Kinker refused to participate in, knowing that he could not beat the younger sailors even if he wanted to.

As for Malock, he was kept locked up in his stateroom. Banika, Vashnas, and Bifor had been taken to the hold, where they were kept under lock and key all day every day. As far as Kinker knew, none of them got even scraps, causing him to realize that the Pirates were slowly starving those three. He didn't know why the Pirates didn't kill those three right away, but as he never understood pirates in the first place, it perhaps wasn't as shocking as it could have been.

In particular, Daryh, Garnal's first mate, was bad. He was a botamancer, the one behind the moss from earlier, and had apparently at one point been a accomplished academic before being fired for reasons Kinker didn't know. The only reason Kinker knew any of that was because Daryh usually monitored the fishing crew and spent long periods of time ranting about the idiocy of the Academy and how he would love to slit the throat of every one of his former colleagues if given the chance.

Not only that, but Daryh showed a creepy interest in Jenur, despite he being aquarian and her being human. More than once he would try to run his slimy hands up her behind or grab her breasts, but to Kinker's relief Jenur would always glare at him and make him back down. Well, it didn't always work. The first time she slapped his hands away, he hit her and threatened to rape her right there before being summoned by Garnal to discuss something. He never followed up with that threat, but it did make Kinker worry for Jenur more than he already did.

The uncertainty of it all was the worst for Kinker. It was almost impossible to tell what pleased the Gray Pirates and what didn't. Kinker suspected, too, that once they returned north, the Gray Pirates would simply slaughter them all, as the crew of the Iron Wind would no doubt be more of a liability than help then. Perhaps they would keep Malock to use as a bargaining chip, but the rest of the crew had no worth in their eyes, which was why Kinker knew they had to overthrow the Pirates somehow.

Kinker was no hero, which was why he kept his head down. He doubted there was anything he could do to defeat these Pirates. He thought it best to let them have their way, at least for now. Without Bifor or Malock, Kinker didn't see how they could possibly beat the Pirates. Not to mention he could not plan a mutiny with the fishing crew while Daryh constantly watched them. He heard every conversation because once, when Deddio whispered to Kinker about doing something to defeat the Pirates, Daryh jumped to his feet and kicked Deddio in the crotch.

So the entire situation seemed unlikely to change, unless a miracle happened. Kinker went to bed every night praying fervently more than ever for Kano to intercede, to provide them with a miracle, but so far the goddess had yet to answer his prayers. At this point, he doubted she would.

On the third day, not long after lunch, Daryh was summoned by Garnal to the stateroom. At first Kinker thought this meant they would be free to plan in secret, but then Daryh called one of the other pirates to take his place, an octopus-like aquarian named Hino. Unlike Daryh, Hino seemed more attached to his drink because all he did was sit back against the mizzenmast, downing a bottle of wine while occasionally hurling drunken insults at the fishing crew, though because he spoke in the aquarian tongue, Kinker never understood them.

Having just tossed the trawl back into the water, the fishing crew were hard at work cleaning the fish. It was not difficult work, but due to Kinker's deep hunger he had a hard time concentrating. That was why it took him a moment to notice Jenur subtly tugging at his shirt sleeve in a way that Hino wouldn't notice (although considering how drunk the pirate seemed to be, Kinker doubted he would have noticed even if she'd been blatant).

“What?” said Kinker in a low voice. “What do you want?”

“Your permission for what I am about to do to you,” Jenur replied in an even lower voice. “It's going to be painful, but I think it will be just what we need to kick these pirates off our ship and save Malock and the others.”

Kinker looked over his shoulder at Hino. The pirate was still sitting against the stateroom's back wall, swinging his now-empty bottle of wine through the air like a bird.

“What do you mean, it's going to be painful?” Kinker said, looking back at Jenur. “How painful, exactly?”

“Not very painful,” said Jenur. “But painful enough that you might feel it for a few days.”

“A few days? Jenur, whatever you're planning to do—”

Kinker had always known Jenur was stronger than she looked, but until her fist smashed into the side of his face, he hadn't really understood it. The blow knocked him flat off his feet, causing him to crash to the deck and let out a sharp intake of breath. This was then followed by a kick to the gut from Jenur's booted foot, the blow hitting him so hard that he thought he saw stars in his eyes.

The rest of the crew gasped in response and Deddio even said, “Jenur, what the hell are you doing?” but no one tried to stop her, perhaps because they were afraid of her.

At the same time, Hino was perhaps not as drunk as he looked because he was there almost instantly, his tentacles flailing as he shouted, in a heavily accented voice, “Break it up, you two, break it up. What's the deal here? Daryh said no fighting!”

Through watering eyes, Kinker saw Jenur take on a completely innocent expression as she turned to Hino. “Oh, this old perv just tried to touch me in a way I didn't like. I was just defending myself, you see.”

Hino glanced at Kinker and said, “Doesn't change a thing. Daryh told me to keep the peace until we get to—”

Kinker wasn't sure what happened next. All he saw was a knife slip out of Jenur's sleeve into her hand, her arm jerk upward, and Hino fall to the deck silently. The pirate lay in a pool of ever-expanding blood, which Kinker moved away from to avoid getting stained with it.

Jenur held out a hand to Kinker, which Kinker reluctantly accepted. He glanced over his shoulder at Hino and noticed a cut in the pirate's throat from which blood was leaking. The rest of the fishing crew just stood there, looking on in disbelief and confusion, which was exactly how Kinker felt right now.

“Sorry about hitting you so hard,” said Jenur. “I needed to make it look real enough so the big lug would decide he needed to do something about it.”

“You killed him,” said Deddio, his eyes on the pirate's corpse. “And expertly so, too. How did you know that slitting his throat right there would kill him instantly?”

Jenur wiped the blood off her knife on Hino's jacket, not looking at any of them as she said, “Doesn't matter. What does matter is rallying the rest of the crew to get Hino's friends.”

“But how do we do that?” said Kinker, rubbing his face, which still hurt from Jenur's fist. “There's still a dozen or so murderous pirates who have Malock in their custody. Not to mention Bifor, Vashnas, and Banika are also in the hold, which is guarded.”

“I know,” said Jenur. “I already figured out how we're gonna save everyone. Kinker, you and I will make our way down to the hold, where we'll kill the guard and free the prisoners.”

“But they took Bifor's wand,” said Deddio. “Even if we freed him, I doubt he would be able to do much against them. Mages need wands to use their magic, don't they?”

Jenur shook her head. “Wands are helpful, but they only channel magic. A mage's real power lies in their devotion to their gods. But we probably do need to get Bifor's wand. He obviously needs it; otherwise, he would have escaped by now.”

“How do you know that?” said Kinker. “You're not a mage.”

Jenur, once again, ignored the question. “Last I saw, Garnal had taken it. She probably has it on her person, so if we want to get it back we'll need to steal it from her.”

“Steal it from her?” said Gino with a gulp. “Isn't that like trying to steal from an oversized crab that knows how to chop you into a million pieces?”

“That's why I've decided upon a change of plans,” said Jenur. “We don't have much time until Daryh returns, so we need to act as natural as possible. Attacking now would only give the pirates time to kill Malock or sink the ship. We need our attack to be so sudden that they don't have time to do either.”

“Then what's the plan?” said Gino. “I'm all ears.”

“Firstly, only one of us will be going below deck to free the prisoners,” said Jenur. “And that will be Kinker.”

“Hold on,” said Kinker, holding up a hand. “I'm not a fighter. What if the guard tries to attack me? I'd be toast.”

Jenur immediately held out another knife, similar to her own, and said, “Act as natural as possible. When he raises his neck, stab him directly in the throat. Do it right and he'll die without making a sound.”

Kinker took the knife uncertainly and turned it in his hands. “I'm not very fast.”

“You just need to be fast enough,” said Jenur. “Anyway, I'm going to sneak around and find Garnal. I'll try to snatch the wand from her; if I can't, I'll slit her throat and then take it from her. The rest of you should stay here and act like nothing is out of the ordinary until I or Kinker return.”

“What about the corpse?” said Gino, gesturing at Hino's body. “Do we—”

“Toss it overside,” said Jenur. “No one will notice and by the time any of the pirates do, they'll all be dead. Let's go.”

-
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Malock wasn't used to feeling hungry. Back on Carnag, he had always had three meals a day, and they were big meals, too; roasted black fish, fried calamari, strawberry pudding, Friana chocolate cookies, the freshest of Carnagian bread, and so much more.

Even after running out of their food stores, Malock had remained well-fed, in contrast to the rest of the crew. True, he didn't have the same variety and richness of meals that he had had back in the Hall of Carnag, but he did have three meals a day; this he accomplished by hoarding what little food that hadn't gone bad and making sure he got more food than the rest of the crew at mealtimes. As Captain of the ship, he felt that he needed to remain well-fed more than the rest of the crew did, so he often ate as much as he pleased.

Now, however, Malock's stomach grumbled with hunger. In the three days since the Gray Pirates had somehow managed to take over his ship (he was still wondering how that happened, to be honest), his meals had dropped from three to one a day, sometimes even less than that. Whenever he was fed, he was spoon-fed by Garnal, which was always an awkward experience in part because her claws made it almost impossible to grip the spoon correctly, and even when she succeeded in gripping it, she always spilled more food on his shirt and lap than in his mouth.

There was a reason he couldn't feed himself. When the Gray Pirates took over the ship, Garnal had taken Malock to his stateroom and tied him up to his chair behind his desk. Despite her clawed hands, Garnal was extremely good at tying knots, so good that Malock could barely even feel his arms and legs anymore. The chair itself was not nailed down or anything; however, that was a useless fact because every time he tried to move, his chair would tip over and he would remain that way for hours until Garnal decided to check up on him.

Malock had not yet eaten today because Garnal had gone to discuss something with her first mate, Daryh. They were standing just outside the stateroom, but all he could hear were their muffled voices. He had no idea what they were talking about. All he knew was that it probably wasn't ways in which they could improve their treatment of the crew of the Iron Wind.

A few minutes later, Garnal returned. She walked up to Malock's desk and took a seat opposite him, on the chair that Vashnas usually sat on. It reminded Malock that Vashnas was in even worse conditions than him, being locked up in the hold with no food or water at all. It made him angry, so angry he wanted to spit on Garnal (although he didn't, knowing from experience how she would react to that).

On the table between them was a bowl of cold lime fish soup. It was the only thing Malock had been allowed to eat day in and day out and he was getting sick of the taste. He now understood why the rest of his crew despised the dish so much.

“My precious prince looks hungry today,” said Garnal, as if she were speaking about a child. “Want mommy to feed you?”

“I'd rather starve than accept food from you,” Malock said, snarling.

Garnal shook her head. “That's a nice sentiment, but I'm afraid we still need you alive until we get north. You dying on us would ruin our plans, and frankly I dislike it when my plans are ruined.”

Malock gave her the most skeptical, scathing look he could muster. “Oh? And may I ask what your plans are?”

“Sure,” said Garnal. “Won't hurt to tell you, since you can't do a thing about 'em and you'll find out what they are soon enough anyway. I was just discussing them with Daryh, actually, so they're fresh on my mind.”

Garnal leaned back in her chair, folding her claws across her chest and looking quite pleased with herself. “You see, my precious prince, we Gray Pirates are not in a particularly good situation. I won't tell you the specifics, but we are in desperate need of men, money, and a good ship.”

Malock raised an eyebrow. “So you're going to take the Iron Wind and turn it's crew into pirates?”

Garnal laughed. “Ha! As if. Not even I could whip these wimps into pirates. They're hardly better than plankton, if that. No, I will kill them all eventually.”

“And the ship?”

“This chunk of flotsam and jetsam?” said Garnal. “We'll sink it and get another. This lady is clearly on her last legs and it would be far more merciful to let her die in peace rather than try to fix her up.”

“I don't understand,” said Malock. “How are you going to get men, money, and a good ship if you're going to kill my whole crew?”

“That's where you come in,” said Garnal. “You're the Prince of Carnag. That makes you worth a lot of money, thousands of coins, perhaps even millions. I imagine your parents are probably worried sick about you right now, praying to Grinf that you will have a safe voyage and that you will return alive and whole.”

“Hold on,” said Malock. “Are you going to hold me for ransom?”

“Looks like you royals aren't so dumb after all,” said Garnal. “Yes, indeed. Once we return north, we'll offer your parents a deal. We'll return you, alive and whole, in exchange for a million coins. Seems like a reasonable deal to me, especially if your parents care about you even half as much as I think they do.”

“A million coins?” said Malock. “That would bankrupt Carnag. It would make Carnag look like Ruwa.”

“And what's so wrong about Ruwa?” said Garnal. “Lawlessness, poverty, perpetual hunger, and constant strife. Sounds like a pirate's paradise to me.”

“You'll never get away with this,” said Malock. “Kano is on my side. She'll drag you to the bottom of the ocean and torture your broken soul if you even so much as touch me.”

Garnal's expression changed from amused to angry in a flash. “Don't you dare mention that divine bitch to me, gold blood. Why, if she were here right now, I'd throttle her, chop her into pieces, ground those into fine power, and scatter it across the entirety of the Crystal Sea personally. After what she did to us—”

“What did she do to you?” Malock said, not caring if he was interrupting. “Is she the reason you don't have a ship and only have a dozen men left on your crew?”

“Shut up,” said Garnal. “You may be a prince, but that doesn't mean you are entitled to know everything about everybody. All you need to know is that Kano will not save you; if she wanted to, she would have already done that by now.”

Malock opened her mouth to correct her, but before he could say anything, the door slammed open and Daryh walked in. Garnal looked over her shoulder in irritation and said, “Daryh, what are you doing here? I thought I told you to—”
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