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The bus driver changed the radio stations as they emerged from the thick pine forest onto the ridge line above the city. Instead of the saccharine cheeriness of popular tunes, he chose an AM frequency with the unsettling background hiss of a signal bounced around the atmosphere with every stray updraft and churning weather system. For a long moment there was only the noise, then came the thin, tinny sound of a man speaking in a dialect that didn’t belong on this continent.

Bedi stayed curled in her seat, shielded from the direct gaze of the three other people on the bus by the high seat backs. The glass window against her cheek was cool, the surface frosting over with each breath she exhaled. There had been exactly two thousand six hundred-eighty of them since they left the city to the south. Not that she had set out to count them, but this trip involved both back roads and barely acceptable highways, and the ride had been both uninteresting and rough.

Her gaze went to the city spread out to the edge of the harbor’s dark water below them. Blue eyes as deep as the November waves were hidden behind the orange-tinted lens of the rectangular glasses perched on an unremarkable nose. Her dull brown hair, braided into bunches of three that were linked together by bright pink plastic pony beads, framed a face of classic mid-American proportions, with only the slightly too full curve of her bottom lip to mar the symmetry. The hand she rested possessively over the fake leather fringed purse on her lap was finely drawn, with the long fingers and delicate structure of her nobler blood. 

What there was of it, as her cousins enjoyed pointing out more often than necessary.

The heavy diesel engine changed its note, thrumming deeper as the driver downshifted to take the strain of the grade. The entire body of the bus shuddered, and Bedi sat up a little higher to check the road ahead. The beads clacked too loudly and she settled down again, wincing as the movement embedded the cheap machine lace trimming her half sleeves farther into the tender skin inside her elbows. The square cut daisy yellow tunic top boasted a yoke and neck trim of matching colors, although they didn’t match either the beads or her complexion. The faded and worn jeans with their ridiculously flared hems dug into her upper legs, threatening to cut off more circulation if she slouched in her seat for very much longer.

Bedi was willing to risk it. In this middle part of the twentieth century, people judged by appearances. She was nothing more to the eye than a homeless wanderer, a young leaf blown by the wind and settling wherever the mood struck her. She had no power, no wealth, and no future. At least, she had none of those things in this world.

Lights dotted the hillside as they descended towards the water. Warm yellow glowed through the square windows in the single-family houses huddled together. In summer children would play in the yards until the last bit of sun faded to the west and the warm stars pricked the gathering dark. But now, as fall turned to the cruelty of winter, the children were gathered in early, and the doors shut against the encroaching cold. Soon white would blanket hill and water, and the harbor would become treacherous for the ships laying up in their slips, the thick hulls ever in danger from the weight and the press of the ice.

A harsh crackle in the radio had her glancing up towards the speaker hidden in the ceiling. She knew the source of it, and it did little to reassure her as to the success of her errand here. There were disturbances brooding in the water and the air, and the turmoil would grow until it crashed over this small part of the world and made it pay and pay for the good fortune they enjoyed without knowing the price. 

As she settled down again, resting her knees against the back of the seat ahead of her so her sandal-clad feet dangled above the plastic floor with its stale, rancid odor, Bedi fingered the blue macrame strap of her purse. Using touch only, she counted the knots of the bindings until she reached the thirteenth one. As she gripped it firmly between her thumb and forefinger, Bedi thought about the earth around her, and the restive water beyond the shelter of the harbor. 

Mass shifted, rearranging itself between earth and sky and water. Some lost, and others gained, and then all was in balance again.

For now.

But soon the gentle southerly breeze would change, and the shriek of the northern witch’s wind would tear across the flat lands, until it reached the water and roused the calm surface into ravening monster waves to devour mortal and ship alike.

She took an unsteady breath, holding it longer this time before letting the air out again. The bus had made its way half down the hill, the brakes adding a high-pitched squeal as they struggled with mass and gravity. No one else seemed to notice, and she shifted uneasily, wondering if her own special gifts were running wild again. 

That possibility kept her deep within her thoughts, and she didn’t notice they had reached the flat lands until the bus slowed for an exit off the two-lane highway that had been their path through the pines above the ridge. 

Slouching a little bit more in the seat, Bedi became as still as a mouse in front of a cat. The bus would turn off into the station soon. The passengers would collect their luggage, their packs, their worldly possessions, and shuffle off the bus. Only she would remain, unseen and forgotten, until the driver closed the door again and shifted into gear.

She held onto that picture, wove it into the reality around her, until the last passenger was gone and the driver was the only human left on the bus.

The lights outside the station faded to the rear as the driver made the turn around in the parking lot and headed back towards the highway. They wouldn’t take the old road, however. His destination was somewhere else, a place down by the water where the piles of taconite grew into mountains with perfectly pointed peaks, and the shadows hid not only the shacks and shops of a bustling port, but the movements of those who preferred to be unnoticed, like a fish in the deep waters of the Lake.

The journey this time was short, no more than a few miles from the station near the downtown district to the fringes of civilization within sight of the water. Watching the lights flash past, Bedi thought of the people who had departed at the station, the ones who were visiting friends and family, or setting out in hope of a better life away from the urban landscape to the south. They had already taken their first steps, while she had yet to start on the path that would change lives forever.

The air brakes hissed as the bus rolled to a stop by a crumbling cafe neon-lit against the encroaching night. The thrum of the heavy diesel engine, still running hot from the descent from the hills above the harbor, vibrated through Bedi’s body. Then the driver turned off the engine and got out, unaware he left the door open as he disappeared into the little shack.

Bedi didn’t move from her seat. The rancid odor embedded in the floor and seats clogged her nostrils in the moist air until she tasted the bitterness on the back of her tongue. The clean air outside beckoned to her, but she wasn’t ready to leave the safety of the bus.

If she stayed here, then men wouldn’t die. They would survive this perilous run between fall and winter and live. 

But ultimately, the choice wasn’t hers.

With a soft exhaled breath, she climbed to her feet. Stiff and cramped muscles protested at the movement, but there was no help for it. The bus was the only way to thread the maze formed by the ore piled in every flat place near the water. The mere presence of the raw and worked iron around the harbor was a low buzz growing stronger in the back of her mind. Her unique family heritage meant she was able to get this far, when to others of her kind this place was poison. 

Beyond the cafe, massive pools of blazing light loomed high above the trees. The loading docks were lit by powerful electric beams, and the ships moored closely to them added their own lights as men walked their decks and watched the dark streams of ore cascading into their holds. The iron hulls shifted restlessly against their tethers as they sank into the water with the weight of the cargo, barely patient until the land’s hold would give way to the water, where the only mistress was the one who commanded the wind and the waves. 

The terrible, merciless one who gave no grace but freedom, and that only at a price. 

The pony beads rattled like dry bones as Bedi slid the rectangular glasses off her nose. Bending the wire frames easily, she folded them once, then twice, then again. The orange-tinted lens popped out as the frames flexed, then turned to smoke as they fell, fading into nothing before touching the floor.

Sliding the wire bundle into her front pocket, Bedi paused for a moment, still reluctant to move. Then the sliding window next to her seat abruptly fogged over. Mist from an invisible giant’s breath obscured the view of the cafe, and lines slashed across the cooled glass, inscribed by an unseen hand. 

Orders, final and unavoidable. The name of the man who owed her Queen a favor. 

The name of the same one who owed the Queen of the Lake a debt forty years due. She’d called it for payment and the account would be settled shortly, by any means necessary.

Slowly, she made her way out of the bus, pausing only once as her sandaled feet settled on the broken concrete curbing. Taking in a lungful of the moist, cool air, she savored the tang on her tongue and the cleansing in her lungs of the fetid smell of the bus. Then she settled the blue strap of her purse onto her shoulder, turning away from the cafe and company it offered, and choosing instead the dark street on the other side of the silver-hued bus. 

She started walking south, farther away from the light and warmth of the land and closer to the ships. The harsh buzz in her head grew louder as she cut away from the road towards a stand of mature trees barren of their leaves but still grown close together, and Bedi stopped in the shadows beneath a spreading elm to take a deep breath to steady herself. Rust and decay wrapped around the buzz, scraping against already raw nerves until she gritted her teeth against it. 

A sharp pain stabbed into her palm as her fingernail embedded itself in the tender skin. With an extraordinary effort of will, she loosened her grip on the purse strap and hissed when the abused flesh broke. A thin line of warmth welled up in the half-circle indentation, and she had to let go of the purse long enough to press the wound against the jeans.

While she couldn’t see very well in the dark, she could only hope the stain would be lost in the others decorating the only pair of jeans she could find to fit. Of course, if she had bothered more in the past with exacting a sharp price for her work, then maybe she could have gone about in silks shot through with silver threads, and had men fall besotted at her feet whenever she revealed herself.

Bedi snorted, then clamped her injured hand over her mouth at the ungenteel sound. The coppery taste of blood pricked at her tongue and she carefully peeled her hand off her lips, licking them a little in the hopes she hadn’t left an embarrassing smear of red. Then she wet her finger and tried to blindly scrub off anything that might have been left on her skin.

When she ventured through the rest of the copse, she had once again regained her composure and was at least able to ignore the steel and the iron around her. The water was there, too, the dark movement of the waves hiding those lying bound beneath them. That power whispered beneath the song of the iron, and it set her teeth on edge every bit as much.

The south side of the trees ended abruptly, beneath the old highway bridge that swept overhead to the river channel and beyond. The pillars holding the roadway suspended in the air stood as silent and patient as the ships, even though their roots were buried in the rock below her feet and they would never shift from where they had been planted. It was late enough that the bridge was empty, and the abandoned shed sitting across the road where she stopped was silent and dark but for the single glimmer of light showing through a broken pane of glass.

Stepping on the broken pavement, she hesitated like a deer emerging from cover, listening. The wind still carried the whisper of the water against the shore, and the occasional skitter of a dead leaf disturbed from its resting place. Beyond the bridge to the south, the brilliant stars nestled in the dark sky, then one flared as it fell from the heavens. It traced a path across the sky to the east, then winked out abruptly.

Her foot landed on a pebble, squirting it across the pavement with a clatter loud enough to wake any Dead who might be inclined to linger here. Bedi paused for a moment, incautiously standing astride the yellow stripe running down the middle of the road, and listened again. Nothing came to her, evidence perhaps that the Dead weren’t interested in her. 

Or at least they weren’t at the moment. That could change swiftly, especially if one or two shades decided to take a hand in opposition to her errand.

She made it across the rest of the way without running afoul of anyone, living or not. The chain link fence surrounding the sagging shack had long since fallen from its posts, leaving enough room for her to squeeze between the two without touching either. Her purse snagged on a cut link and she frowned, working it loose with exaggerated patience. Electricity sizzled along her skin from the nearness of the metal, and she cursed beneath her breath when the strap came loose too quickly and she barely stopped the back of her hand from slapping into the iron top bar.

Somehow she managed to get herself untangled and safely on the other side, but when she turned towards the shack she stopped, her gaze going to the sturdy figure standing in shadow with the single light of a candle behind him. Then he stepped back into the building, leaving the doorway open for her to pass into the darkness inside.

Bedi stepped over the threshold, walking fearlessly into the shack until the odor of rotting line filled her nostrils. Her foot prodded against something that squished and gave way, but she pressed her lips together and didn’t retreat. The door hinges creaked as the man pushed it shut, then there was silence.

A hiss broke the night’s quiet as a match scraped against rough wood. Yellow light flared bright, then dimmed as the man set the flame to the broad, flat wick of a kerosene lamp. He adjusted the wick before setting the glass shade in its place, then blew out the candle that had been his companion through the waiting. For a long moment she stared at the green and yellow glass lamp, thinking of the stars shining so brightly outside. 

Talking beneath the stars was for truth and plain speaking, though. She didn’t know if she could do the same to this man, especially when so much relied on his willingness to redeem the price of one favor.

“Well, you wanted to talk to me,” he said gruffly, taking a seat in the far corner where his back was protected but he could quickly attack if he wanted. His heavy dark wool pea coat hung open, showing his plaid work shirt and the flash of the white undershirt beneath it. “I’m on a schedule, so talk.”

It wasn’t that easy. Even though his face was craggy and lined from years of wind and sun, the blue eyes beneath the beetling eyebrows were as sharp and cold as the ice in the depths of winter, when the harbor was locked by nature’s hand. He might have the affable manner of someone’s loving grandfather, but he was a captain as well, and he would sacrifice what he needed to in order to protect his men.

Her arms crossed over her chest. She had more to lose than he did at this point; one word from him, and she would be forced to do this the hard way. 

And nobody wanted her to be that irritated, let alone weathering the response of her Queen if they decided to be that difficult. 

“You have more time than you think, Captain Wigner,” she said, forcing her shoulders to stay down and relaxed. No sense in giving the man in front of her a clue to her true thoughts. “But your choices are limited. I come on behalf of my Queen, to require the payment of the debt you owe her.”

He crossed his arms over his barrel chest, mimicking her posture without the relaxed air. Tension poured off him, and was evident in the way his biceps bulged. His hands were tucked under his arms, so she couldn’t judge the finer degree of his mood, but when his chin lowered, she knew he was going to try bluffing.

“I don’t know any queen.”

“Yes, you do.”

Her answer was quiet, barely above the sound of the night outside the thin walls, but it came hard on his denial, and left no room for him to maneuver. Ever astute, he recognized the shifting sands closing around him and opted to give himself a little more space. 

A little more time, a little more twisting in the wind before she closed the jaws of his promise and his acceptance of the terms of the agreement around him. The Queen was more astute than a starving lawyer, and just as unyielding.

“She hasn’t asked for payment for forty years. Why would she ask for it now?”

Bedi smiled thinly. “Because you’re going to retire after this season, and she has no desire to sift through the people on shore to find the one who has taken her favor and made a good life for himself from it.”

Captain Wigner harrumphed quietly, clearing his throat as if he held a bad taste on his tongue. No doubt it was bitter, the realization that the promise he’d made forty years ago would have a payment due just as he was about to turn his back on the water forever. But far more bitter would have been the payment called due within short weeks, instead of the gracious forbearance that allowed him to live with the freighters he loved more than his long-suffering wife.

“I seek passage on your ship, for this run,” said Bedi. “On board tonight, until you return.”

“If we return,” he said, correcting the misconception that any voyage was assured the end they wanted. “The forecast is telling of a low-pressure system coming in from the south.”

She thought of the shifting she’d detected in the energy churning through the air much as the great currents churned the depths beneath the placid waves. “It will pass by without harm.”

“You a weather witch?”

The question was not asked kindly and she understood the sharpness of it. Pronouncements like that were unfortunate when a crew took them as gospel, and they ignored the warning signs around them. Not many were stupid enough to claim the talent; the cost of being wrong was often enough called due by the relatives of the dead.

“No. But I know the way the great currents of the air flow, and the north is barred.”  She didn’t enlighten him as to how she knew, and he didn’t ask. “The only choice you have is to accept, Captain. If you reject me, the next emissary my Queen sends will not be pleasant or merciful.”

No answer this time, other than a soft sound that might have been agreement, or the thoughtful grunt of a man steeling himself to commit murder. She glanced around the shack. Easy enough, from his point of view, to break her neck between his strong hands and leave her body here beneath the moldering line and trash to be discovered or not. And even then, the authorities would identify her as a prostitute who ran afoul of her mark, and was left here without any indication of who her killer might be.

Given the nature of the port, she would soon be lost among the others who died in similar circumstances, far away from the light and security of the family neighborhoods on the hills.

“What are you going to do, sink my ship?” he asked, letting loose a laugh that might have been a guffaw, if they had been seated in the ramshackle cafe, reminiscing as old friends. 

Bedi let the silence answer for her. It stretched into the night, into the darkness that turned into the eternal one as the unforgiving cold closed over the head for the last time, and the pressure of water and wave squeezed the last ounce of air from lungs as the heart continued to beat a little bit longer before stopping. 

Captain Wigner went still, with the frozen horror of a man who had uttered the one invitation sailors never gave voice to. Men who traveled in such perilous paths did not call attention to their frailties, and never invoked those spirits who might cause them grief on those same travels. 

“Passage on your ship for this trip,” she said softly. “No questions, no explanations. If the crew is curious, tell them to mind the business they were hired to mind. Betray me, and the ship will go down where she is, and no man will survive the horror the Queen will make of it. All rests with you.”

Her whispered instructions fell on his ear. She detected the flare of his nostrils as he considered his options, and the shift in his weight on the wooden stool. He wanted to refuse her, and wanted to be quit of this shack and this meeting and her. 

If he walked out, then her words would come true. The Queen did not tolerate rebellion very well, and it was likely she would exact double payment, not just from this captain, but from the others who were unfortunate enough to be within reach when her fury snapped its leash.

“Do not be a fool, Harold Wigner,” Bedi said, still soft. “The debt needs repayment. Or the slaughter will be great.”

“I should have never asked for it,” he said heavily. “I was a fool then.”

“Forty years is a great boon. You’ve used them well.”

He didn’t answer, not that she expected him to. But the name of the Frederick Mithun’s captain was well known. Men came to him to learn the trade, and he sent them on to other freighters with the skills and the work ethics that had his fellow captains blessing him for the thoughtfulness. He worked hard, ran a tight ship, and gave generously to sailors stranded on the low tide’s ebb. 

“Passage, Captain,” she said, and put more force into the two words. 

Too much force. The kerosene lamp shattered, scattering the flammable liquid across the wooden crate. The flame ran blue with the fuel, and dripped onto the floor.

Wigner jumped out of his seat with a blistering oath, but Bedi was already there. She pointed at the fire and it halted obediently, burning the edges of the ropes coiled on the floor but going no farther. Then she nudged it backwards and held it in the middle of the dirt floor until it had exhausted the kerosene and went out.

Captain Wigner’s boots scraped on the dirt and his breath came out in a gusty sigh. “You won’t take no for an answer, will you.”

“I can’t.”

Another sigh, and maybe with it the silent consignment of his soul to a more merciful fate, if one could be found. There might be for the men of his crew, but for him, Bedi had only her orders, and the price that would be paid if he ignored her.

And the price he would pay when he didn’t.

“Come with me, then. Unless you have gear you need to pick up.”

“Only myself,” she said in a lighter tone. No sense in having him morose and brooding for the entire voyage. “We travel light.”

He went out without answering, and she gave him a cautious space before following. It wasn’t unheard of to step to the side and attack as the unsuspecting party left the shack, and desperate men often acted desperately. Bedi sincerely hoped Captain Wigner wouldn’t be one of those. She would hate to have his body found in this shack, and his career and reputation soiled by the rumors and gossip that would follow it.

But the Captain was still an honorable man. He stepped away from the shadows cast by the shack and waited for her where she could see him. Her senses showed nothing closer than him, and a scavenger in the trees where she had passed from the street where the bus was long since gone. She spared one thought for that last link to where she had been, but it was beyond recall. She only had where she was now, and the necessity of living out what stretched before her.

“This way,” said the Captain, and she obediently fell into step to his left, a half step behind him so she could change direction if he did. But he walked with the measured stride of a man who was in a hurry, but wasn’t going to make her trot alongside of him like a child with legs too short to match his. 

For that small consideration, Bedi was grateful. While she wasn’t a small woman, delicate and fragile as the white-skinned ladies of the bower, she was also not built like the valkyrjur. She would never command a battlefield or men of harsh and unbending will, but she could at least be trusted to do a day’s work where needed. 

At least that was what her father often told her, calling her his stout workhorse when her strength would falter.

Her eyes dimmed for a moment, but then Bedi shut that part of her memories away. It was the past, and it belonged there. The present had enough trouble without dredging up more to add to the mess.

The Captain led her south, where the lights of the loading silos shone like evening stars in the dark sky. The buzz of the iron ore grew louder along her nerves, and even though she struggled against it, her steps slowed the closer they came.

He glanced back at her. “What’s wrong?”

“The iron,” she said simply. “While it’s not enough to kill me, the effects are still strong enough.”

His look towards the ship was speculative, and she moved forward, wincing a bit as a bolt of pain shot through her. “I will be fine once we are on the open water. But there is enough of the iron in this place to make it uncomfortable for me.”

He smiled at her, the resigned expression of a man who wouldn’t turn away from the days ahead of him. “It’s good to know the people here have some defense against your queen.”

“And you?”

“Ever since that day, I haven’t turned aside from a fight,” he said, the traces of his native accent a little heavier. “I won’t now. But I’ll have your word that my men won’t suffer for it, or you won’t set foot on my ship.”

“All men suffer. It is the way of your world.”  Bedi halted just outside of his immediate reach. “To ask me for what is impossible is but another attempt to avoid what must come.”

His gaze was hard as he studied her, piercing through her shields and laying her open to the quick. She stared back at him, letting him see how easily she was wounded, and how little it mattered to her. One of her skills was being able to take the punishment and still finish the job. It cost her, but her Queen found it useful, and so here she was.

Slowly he nodded. “Aye, all men suffer. Your kind has taught me that, if nothing else.”

He led her towards the ship sitting beneath the silos, the rattle of the pellets falling into the hold growing louder as they approached. Men walked beneath the bright lights beside the hull, some involved in the loading, some on other errands. Captain Wigner acknowledged their hails as they passed, but didn’t stop, and he certainly didn’t explain the presence of the woman at his heels. Bedi was aware of the curious glances thrown her way, and knew the gossip would speed along the shore that the captain of the Frederick Mithun had been seen with a young woman.

Even faster would be the information that she hadn’t gotten off in this port, and it would be a part of the mystery surrounding this ship for years to come.

So instead of allowing curiosity to run rampant, Bedi did the one thing she could, and smoothed the memory of her presence from the minds of those who watched them. They would have the fragment, just enough to niggle at the edges of their consciousness, but it would fade and be gone before the next dawn came.

They reached the gangway and she stared up at the railing, unreachable except for the shiny steps leading steeply upward on the port side. For once she was glad she’d opted for the jeans. Skirts would have been unmanageable on the difficult ascent.

Captain Wigner stepped in front of her. “Before you set foot on deck, I have to ask if you intend to...”

He trailed off, but she caught the image in his mind and was torn between laughing in his face or incinerating him on the spot and letting her Queen put him together again from the pieces.

“Please,” she said, contempt dripping from her words. “We were not the ones enjoined to be fruitful and multiply upon the face of this world. We do not breed with your kind.”

If he had been younger or less worldly, he might have flushed, but he wasn’t. So he merely nodded to her and stepped aside, allowing her to ascend in front of him.

As she put her foot on the first step, Bedi kept her expression neutral. There was no sense in explaining to him that her kind rarely bred with the men of this world, but it didn’t mean they took no notice. In certain cases, they not only noticed, but also enthusiastically enjoyed them. History was fraught with encounters, and they rarely ended well. Those that did, found even more challenges living in a world they were not born to.

Her lips thinned as the memory of her mother weeping in her father’s arms replayed in her head. She’d been too young to understand what her father had given up to join the magical world of the Ever-Living, but she had seen enough of the price they both paid in the years after.

Only her father had never shown any sign of regret, and loved her mother with a steadfastness that made her the envy of every other courtier. 

She reached the top of the railing and hesitated, meeting the direct gaze of the man waiting for her there. He had blue eyes that were as piercing as the Captain’s, but they were the blue of a summer sea, when the warmth and the light drove deep beneath the surface to awaken the life and give it strength. 

Only his gaze wasn’t friendly, and it wasn’t particularly warm, either. He shifted so she had room to board the ship, but he didn’t offer her a steadying hand as she clambered onto the deck and he didn’t say anything until Captain Wigner had gained the deck as well.

“Captain, the loading should be finished in an hour. Harbormaster is giving us a departure time of four AM.” 

“Very good, Mr. Pyke.”  Captain Wigner nodded towards her where she stood a little apart, clutching the thirteenth knot on her purse strap and wondering if sneaking aboard wouldn’t have been easier. “We’re taking on company for this run. Miss—“

He paused and glanced at her.

“Bedi,” she said firmly. “My name is Bedi.”

“Miss Bedi is the daughter of an old family friend,” said the Captain. “Bedi, this is First Mate Samuel Pyke. He’s been with me the past two years, working his way up to a captain’s berth.”

She glanced at the other man, judging him to be just beyond his third decade. Besides the blue eyes watching her with the intensity of a man used to studying the horizon and the sky, he had dark blond hair cut short and the suggestion of a beard just coming in. He wore rugged coveralls open at the neck enough to show the white undershirt beneath it, and his hands were cracked and dirty as if he’d been shoveling the pellets into the hold himself.

A shout went up from near the stern, and Captain Wigner nodded. “I’ll see what’s happening. I’m sure Mr. Kelliher is finding another problem with the starboard generator. Mr. Pyke, if you would escort Miss Bedi to the mate’s quarters?”

Surprise flared in those intense blue eyes, no doubt because she was being placed in the cabin designated for the mate on watch, when most of the crew lived in the stern deckhouse. Not only was it unusual to have a lone female passenger, but her placement would cause talk as well.

That is, if anyone was left to talk about it.

But Samuel Pyke respected his Captain. It was evident in the way he simply nodded, then waited for Wigner to walk aft to find out what had agitated the engineer. That left Bedi with a man who watched her with an air of hostility that would shortly grow tiresome.

“This way, Miss...Betty,” he said with a heavy emphasis on the name. He stood to one side, no doubt so she could precede him. The only problem was that she had no desire to walk in front of him, especially when she didn’t know where she was going. 

“Please, Mr. Pyke,” she said sweetly. “I will follow you. I’m afraid I do not know precisely where I am going.”

He glared at her, no doubt waiting for her to demur to his authority, but in this case she would not. Land-born or no, she wouldn’t allow anyone to command her. 

At least, not in the little things.

“I have to walk behind you,” he said with exaggerated courtesy. “That way if you fall overboard, I can sound the alarm.”

From the way he said it, she was pretty sure he would be taking his time over that alarm, and would make sure she was fished out of the water with the largest audience available, even if it took him several hours to find all of them. 

So she stood where she was, her purse clutched tightly in her hands until her knuckles turned white, and waited. He seemed ready to wait longer than she was, because he didn’t move either.

“I can wait all night if I have to,” he said, confirming her fears. “Won’t make the Captain happy if I do.”

The rattle of the ore pellets bounced around the inside of her skull, reminding her that she was going to be trapped on this iron-hulled freighter with this man for the duration. So Bedi gritted her teeth and forced her lips into a grimace that would have to pass for a smile.

“Then I’ll trust that you have the reflexes to keep me from going somewhere I shouldn’t,” she said, with visions of a strong push sending her into a hold to be buried by the taconite. “I’m afraid I’m not used to being aboard a ship at all.”

“Of course, ma’am,” said Pyke as he slid a hand beneath her elbow and practically hauled her onto her toes. 

It wasn’t fair. He was about six inches taller than she was, and should have had some difficulty in pushing her around, but he lifted on her elbow with all the ease of a man picking up a feather, and practically propelled her forward across the deck.

She was able to wrestle her arm free just before they reached the stairs going up to the pilothouse. Pyke’s strong fingers gripped her elbow again and she gritted her teeth over the instinctive cry when he found the tendons.

“Listen, Miss Betty. I don’t think you belong here, but the Captain says you do. I’ll put you where he told me to, and I’ll make sure you know enough not to endanger the crew. But I’m telling you now, you’d best be on your top behavior while you are on this ship, or the fish will have a good time on the other end of the lake. You hear me?”

His voice never went above a whisper, certainly not loud enough to be heard by anyone but her. It was so soft in fact that she couldn’t be sure he had even said it aloud. It could have been his thought, fueled by his instinctive dislike of her. So instead of answering and then having to explain herself, Bedi just dipped her chin far enough for it to be taken as assent.

Or defiance. Whichever one made Samuel Pyke more unhappy.

His expression was not ecstatic as he nudged her towards the stairs. She had just taken the first two, uncertain in her balance given the proximity to the welded plates too close to the railing, when a man’s voice hailed the First Mate. 

They both turned towards the man wearing the same type of coveralls as Samuel Pyke, just a version that was either originally black or had been used as a grease rag for so long that they were permanently black. A shock of white blond hair stuck out in all directions on his head, like he’d jammed a bird’s nest upside down on his skull, but his broad Teutonic features were split by a friendly grin and his big hands were spread wide.

“Sam!  I thought you were spending time with Ginny before we left port!”

The faint groan Pyke loosed was the sound of a man about to be cornered into a conversation he didn’t want, but he held out a hand to the other man who shook it vigorously. “Didn’t know you were with us on this trip, Lloyd. Or are you just here to learn something?”

“Hey,” the blond giant said good-naturedly. “I resemble that remark. Who’s this little bit of a thing?  Does Ginny know you are stepping out on her?”

The slight tensing of Samuel Pyke’s body would not have been visible to anyone who wasn’t standing two steps above the First Mate, staring at his broad back. Bedi wondered at it, and dipped into the surface of Pyke’s mind to see what had caused the change in posture.

A brightly lit mansion with a commanding view of the harbor, and the soft murmur of voices, both male and female. The hurried meeting beyond the edge of the warm light, the frantic kissing and stroking that ended when someone called her name. Her brazen gold hair, done up in artful curls that tumbled around her shoulders, twined around his fingers as he gently cradled her head. Then she whispered promises of bringing him into the light during winter layover, of acceptance as her suitor, when he had the captain’s bars to shine gold bright. She left him without a backward glance, scrubbing at her mouth to remove all traces of his passion.

Or maybe to remove traces of him. He stood in the high hedge of neatly trimmed bushes and watched her skip up the back steps to where the servant waited for her. She went inside without looking back, and joined the upper crust party goers without missing a beat. 

She belonged in that world, and no matter how hard he tried, he never would.

“—family dinner she couldn’t miss,” said Pyke with a stiff note in his voice as Bedi pulled herself out of the link. “We said our good-byes early and I came back here to relieve George so he could spend more time with his family.”

His friend nodded, no doubt as a sop to Pyke’s pride. No man liked to be told by a crewmate that his choice of wife was out of his league, and it was obvious that Lloyd knew more than what Pyke was saying, and wasn’t going to make an issue of it.

“So who is this skulking behind you?” asked the bigger man. “Don’t tell me the Captain has decided to take on a cabin boy.”

“Passenger,” said Pyke sternly, a note of warning in his voice. “Miss Betty from parts unknown. The Captain has her in the mate’s quarters, since the company converted the stateroom to storage last year. Miss Betty, this is Lloyd Glassman, oiler and general handyman. If it breaks on board the ship, Lloyd is a good guy to have around. I’ve seen him fix broken bones and broken drive shafts just as easily.”

‘A pleasure, ma’am,” he said in answer, touching his fingers to his forehead in an old, old salute. For a moment, that ancient gesture of respect had Bedi on edge; if he suspected anything about her—

But his face remained open and honest, and so she bobbed him a little curtsy, one that could have been learned at a finishing school by one who had little interest in such relics of a bygone era. It seemed to fit the image both men had of her—a spoiled, rebellious daughter of a wealthy family with a yen for adventure and very little common sense. 

If that was what it took to accomplish her duty to her Queen, then she was willing to play the part. Men who thought they had judged rightly rarely changed their minds, and if that was how they were easiest in seeing her, then that would be what they saw.

Only Captain Wigner would know the truth, until the truth was too little to save them from the fate she carried.

So Bedi smiled and answered the questions Lloyd Glassman threw at her, ignoring the subtle digs he landed at the First Mate’s expense. Her purpose she merely shrugged at when he asked, and answered vaguely about a love of the water and a taste for freedom. Neither were false, and the small kernel that was completely true was enough to build their fantasy around.

Fortunately the conversation didn’t take long. Lloyd bid them fare well before trotting off in the same direction the Captain had gone, and Pyke watched him until his tall figure was lost beyond the glare of loading. The encounter hadn’t sweetened his mood. If anything, he was even gruffer when he ordered her to get up the stairs before he carried her up himself. As he directed her to turn off on the middle level, below the pilothouse, he touched her shoulder briefly to direct her to the right, then jerked his hand away as if it had burned. Here were many windows, to allow light from the sun and the water to filter freely into the shadows beneath the covered walkway. The first ones, nearest the stairs, were incongruously covered over with cardboard. The door was shut tightly, and Pyke urged her onward until they came to the starboard side.

The door here was locked. She could see that right away, especially since there was a silver padlock hanging from a crude eye and hook fastening. Pyke reached past her and fitted a brass key into the bottom of the padlock and snapped it open with a twist of his wrist. Then he stepped back, obviously waiting for her to enter the fusty, dead air that not even the evening coolness could cleanse.

Bedi took the one step necessary over the threshold before holding her sleeve to her nose to filter out the smells of dead vermin and stale unwashed bodies. While the ship was clean enough, the odors had been trapped in here for too long, and there was no way she would be able to survive with the door closed.

“You can’t be serious,” she said as Pyke snapped on a penlight and swept the room cluttered with crates and wooden boxes with the narrow beam. “This place needs to be aired out for at least four weeks.”

“This is the storeroom,” he said shortly, brushing past her to rummage through a box of canvas cloth. “The Captain would have my hide and then salt what remains if I stuck you in here.”

His tone implied that she deserved no less than to be shut in for the entire voyage, and then maybe during the winter layover as well. But then he shook his head and picked up several of the canvas-wrapped bundles. 

“This way. The mate’s quarters are around the corner.”

The desire to breathe deeply dictated that she dart out the open door ahead of him. Pride kept her still until he went ahead of her. He gave her a long look as he passed, aware of what she was doing, but he didn’t even crack a smile. 

Her own eyes narrowed at his back as she followed him out. The suspicion nibbled at the edges of her mind that he had brought her to the storeroom that had once been passenger accommodations simply for the pleasure of seeing her struggle with the heavy smells. Maybe the sensibilities of his precious Ginny and her gently bred friends would have been offended enough to send them running for the steps over the side and off the ship. 

She wasn’t so delicate.

And he would find, if he kept pushing her, that she wasn’t given to genteel vapors when crossed. Her mother’s temper was legendary, as was her father’s courage in provoking it more than once. 

Samuel Pyke would find himself dealing with more woman than he expected, and his Ginny would seem pale and meek in contrast.

Smiling a little to herself at the thought of indulging a few occasions of irritation on the voyage at the First Mate’s expense, Bedi followed him along the walkway and waited for him to open the next door.

He turned and caught the tail end of her smile, and he raised an eyebrow but asked no questions.

He’s learning.
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Chapter 2
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The mate’s quarters were not overly impressive, at least not at first glance. The room was small, containing only a bed against the far wall under the portholes, a small desk to the right inside the door with a stool locked onto the deck plate, and a chest in the corner to the left. The blankets on the bed were smoothed over the thin mattress, the white pillow plumped evenly at the head.

“It’s not much,” said Pyke, watching her expression carefully. 

“It’s enough,” she said simply. “I don’t need luxury.”
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