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Lady Epona


Ned





The gulls were calling. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, facing toward the sky. The salty air filled my lungs as the sun warmed my face; I could see—well, feel—the brightness through my closed eyes. My heart sang with the gulls, echoing their songs and promises of great adventures awaiting in distant lands across the deep waters. And other times, they warned of storms. Some even said the birds would alert the sailors of strange beasts. 

I would have followed their calls wherever they went in a heartbeat like I had done before. But this time, half of my heart screamed for me to stay.

“Whoa.”

I turned to the awestruck boy right next to me. A grin spread on my face so wide that it completely hid away my heart’s struggle. “What do you think, Spark?” I asked. “Isn’t she magnificent?”

In front of us stood the Lady Epona, the legendary ship that was rumored to be the largest of the strait. In fact, she was the most profitable trading ship even in the two seas beyond the massive strait. Befitting for the name of the sea goddess herself, Lady Epona was the finest ship owned by the most powerful company in this treacherous area, Bromley & Weld.

There was not a sailor in the region who didn’t dream of boarding Lady Epona.

Spark said nothing. His mouth hung open and his eyes roamed the ship over and over, from the flying flag with a crest of the silhouette of a woman at the tip of the main mast to the even more magnificent sculpture of the sea goddess at the bow. 

I laughed and ruffled the boy’s hair. “Your eyes are all sparkly, Sparky Spark.”

“Stop that, Father,” Spark protested and swatted my hand away. “I’m twelve now; not a kid anymore.”

“You are not, indeed,” I said, sensing a hint of bewilderment in my own voice that I wasn’t able to conceal. The abandoned infant I had discovered on a foreign land now stood as tall as my earlobe. “Will you take care of them for me?”

We both looked over our shoulders toward the bustling market, where a pregnant woman with a glowing smile on her face sat on a bench. A stern man stood behind her. My feet moved on their own under the man’s stern gaze. I got to the couple before Spark could.

“Pamela, Augusto, I…”

But the woman stopped me by holding my hand. “We will be fine.”

Spark came and stood next to Pamela, resting one hand on her shoulder. “Do you think I’m not capable, Father?”

A bitter laugh escaped my mouth as I shook my head and stared at Pamela’s swollen stomach. “Do you really think I should do this?”

“My dear brother, we’ve talked about this.” Pamela’s eyes swam to the sculpture of the sea goddess on the ship. “This is what you’ve been waiting for.”

“But I don’t need it,” I said, a bit too forceful this time. “I really don’t. Life is more than ships and adventures. I’m sure I’ll be more useful at the bakery.”

“But the ocean will never stop calling to you.” Pamela’s eyes bore into my soul. “I knew you were born for the ocean when you were just a wee chubby thing. That’s why you…” Her voice trailed off as she shook her head lightly. “Fate owes you this.”

I was truly blessed to have the kindest and warmest person I had ever known as my sister. Her eyes felt like they could read me and my deepest and darkest secret. But the clarity in her eyes was not without compassion, and after all that I had done, my gratitude toward Pamela’s acceptance was beyond words.

“May I have a word with him?” Augusto spoke, striking through the warm feeling in my chest with his deep voice like a hammer.

Pamela glanced back at him, weary. Standing next to Augusto, Spark suddenly showed interest in the hem of his wrinkled shirt.

Augusto chuckled as he rubbed Pamela’s shoulders. “Three minutes.”

A faint smile crept on her lips. “I’ll be keeping time.”

A tightness gripped my chest as I trudged behind my brother-in-law. Every step felt heavy as if I was trudging through a swamp. What did Augusto have to say this time? Of course, I had no right to complain after all the anxiety and heartbreak I had put my sister through by running away, hopping from ship to ship, hoping that I would find the Islands of Myth one day.

The Islands of Myth. Ha. I wished I could go back in time to punch my younger self in the face. I quickly realized that sea life wasn’t as glamorous or profitable as I had thought, and that one couldn’t avoid getting their hands dirty in trading goods. But still I kept enlisting for expeditions, blindly chasing after a myth from bedtime stories. And finally, I reaped what I sowed when I boarded a pirate ship by mistake.

Fortunately, I had managed to escape. As I made my secretive journey back to my homeland, I discovered infant Spark discarded amongst trash in a harbor right by the docks. Survival of the fittest. I could’ve turned away and moved on, but a little kindling had ignited in my heart, urging me to adopt the infant, and so I did.

Though shocked, Pamela had welcomed me home. Augusto was protective and devoted to my sister, for which I was grateful, but I also feared I would never earn the man’s forgiveness or trust.

We stopped at a lamp pole just ten steps away from Pamela and Spark, but to me, it felt like we were suddenly on the other side of the harbor. When Augusto turned around to face me, I flinched and words tumbled out of my mouth like water gushing out of a broken dam.

“I swear I will return with honor, and I will bring back a fortune that will last us years to come or even to our next generation if I learn how to invest like those traders. This will be different from last time. I’m twenty-eight now, not a kid anymore. I will make all of you proud—”

Augusto held up his hand, and my mouth immediately clamped shut. The stern man only stared at me. “What would you name the babe?”

I blinked. “What?”

“The baby.” Augusto’s head nudged in Pamela’s direction. “Though we still got a few months to go, it will be here before you return. What would you name it?”

“Oh, um, if it’s a girl, I’d name her Stella,” I stammered. “I don’t have a name for a boy yet.”

“Knowing you, it might end up being something absurd like ‘Zap’ or ‘Volt.’ ” Augusto sighed, scratching his chin. “Stella. Another little star, eh?”

I followed his gaze and watched Spark pressing his ear to Pamela’s swollen belly. I smiled. “Your little star and my not-so-little star.”

“Ned.”

The sound of my name from Augusto’s mouth recalled the sense of dread that had vanished momentarily with the sight of my son and my sister. I swallowed. “Yes?”

I never knew how to get along with my brother-in-law. Not that he was a mean person, but Augusto was a man of few words. On top of that, Augusto seemed to have been born with a stern look, making it impossible to figure out if he really was upset or if he was just mulling over the ledger of the bakery inside his head.

“We are proud of you.”

My body stilled for a moment, unsure of what I had heard. I glanced up. Augusto still wore the same expression. However, there was none of the usual sharpness in his eyes. Did I really hear what I thought I heard?

“You gave us quite a nasty shock when you finally came back with that boy in your arms, you know?” Smiling softly, Augusto’s large baker’s hand patted my shoulder. “You may not see this, but your determination to right all your wrongs shines through that boy.”

My gaze flitted to Spark again, whose eyes widened in excitement with my sister as they both seemingly felt a soft kick from the babe. Pamela had offered to raise Spark as her own when I had returned home, which I refused, believing that I must raise the babe to atone for my wrongdoings. With saint-like patience, Pamela only stepped in when I cast aside my pride and asked for help, while others shook their heads, watching a sixteen-year-old flailing around a crying infant.

“I couldn’t have done it without you and Pamela,” I muttered.

“You ought to take pride in yourself.” Augusto gave my shoulder a light squeeze before letting go and striding back to Pamela.

My feet moved on their own once again as I followed Augusto. My head felt light and my steps bounced as if there were springs in my boots, and I didn’t care how childish I might seem to my own son as I answered the questioning look in his eyes with a grin too wide for my face.

“Your father wants to name the baby ‘Stella’ if it’s a girl,” Augusto said to Spark. “Got a boy’s name we should consider?”

Spark squinted his eyes for a moment but then shook his head. “I don’t want to think about it.”

Pamela frowned. “Why?”

“Because it’s a girl. I’m sure of it.”

I ruffled Spark’s hair, who swatted my hand away. “You really want a little sister.”

Pamela cradled her belly and laughed, but her laughter was soon drowned out by Lady Epona’s first mate, hollering for all crew to board for departure.

“Go,” Pamela said, giving my hand a few taps. “Claim your destiny.”

Spark stood up straighter as he puffed up his chest. I couldn’t believe he was almost the same height as me already. Kids really did grow fast. 

To my surprise, Spark wrapped his arms around me. He let go fairly quickly and cleared his throat, looking away as he kept blinking. “The bakery will be fine, Father. I’m here.”

With that, I chuckled. “Don’t mess up the kitchen.”

Augusto gave me a leveled look. “To be fair, he makes better croissants than you do.”

“You’re right. Spark doesn’t cover the kitchen in flour.” I laughed as Pamela placed my hand on her stomach, and I felt a few pitter-patters of the tiny life within.

I gasped, and a tear rolled down my cheek. Then Pamela cupped my face, bringing my eyes to meet hers.

Quiet and firm. Pamela would always remind me of the reefs at the bottom of the sea. Despite the strong currents that passed through or sought to disturb her from all directions, the reef still birthed the precious corals, giving life and refuge to those around her.

To me.

After a loud sniffle, I wiped away my tears and patted Spark’s shoulder. “I’m leaving them in your hands.”

Spark nodded vigorously, blinking away his tears. “We will wait for your safe return, Father.”

“And stories,” Pamela said with a bright grin. “Lots of stories.”

I laughed. “I will make sure you get tired of the sheer number of them.”

“Last call!” a sailor hollered and rang the bell.

“All right then.” I straightened my back while I hoisted my sack onto my shoulder. “May the stars shine upon you.”

“May the stars guide you,” Pamela said. Augusto nodded in silence.

Spark pulled me in for one last hug. Gods, if the boy hadn’t released me quickly, I would’ve never let go.

Just think of the money you could make, I chanted in my mind. Lady Epona promised hefty wages for her crew on top of the bonuses from the trading profit. With that amount of money, Augusto and Pamela could afford to hire staff to run the bakery, and I could send Spark off to the guild or institution of his choice.

Staring up at Lady Epona again, a lightness filled my chest and dispersed the cloud of doubt from my mind. My steps became heavier, however, the further I ascended the planks. By the time I was one step away from boarding the ship and standing on the deck, I felt as if nails had pinned the soles of my boots as part of the long wooden plank. Other crew members squeezed past me and grunted their dismay, but I could not move. I could neither proceed further onto the ship nor could I abandon the expedition to run right back to my family.

“Bring a present for the babe!”

My head whirled around and found Pamela. With one hand on her stomach and the other waving at me, a warm, golden glow enveloped her entire body.

“I want a dagger!” Spark shouted, waving his arm eagerly as his other arm wrapped around my sister’s shoulder. “My own dagger.”

Blinking for a moment, I finally burst out laughing. I patted the white dagger at my waist as I stepped onto Lady Epona.

As the ship bearing the name of the sea goddess set sail, the crowd erupted into cheers, and townsfolk shouted their well wishes. I stood by the rail, waving my arm at my family even until the crowd had blended into one giant creature. And when the town and harbor were no longer visible, I tore my eyes away from the island, looking straight at the blue horizon ahead.

The gulls circled above, singing of good weather. Taking a deep breath, I hoisted my sack on my shoulder once more and rejoined the crew on the main deck.








  
  

The Snow


Marcella





The smooth, flat stone glided across the glinting blade of my axe. Each glide sang a screech and sent a ringing hum reverberating within my chest. I hummed along, matching the pitch or harmonizing with it. 

After a song or two, I set the stone down and carried the axe outside the shed where a pile of chopped logs lay. The axe fell, splitting the log into two halves. The impact sent slight tremors through the handle and into my palms.

A breath hitched in my throat and a pressure built in my chest. In one fluid motion, my hand slid the handkerchief out of my pocket and covered my mouth with it just in time. I coughed, letting the sound of it get muffled by the fabric. When the coughing subsided, I said a silent prayer before glancing down. Only two drops of blood stained the handkerchief. Sighing in relief, I slid it back into my pocket.

Just as the moon changed throughout its cycle, the waning was merely a part of life. Everyone on this wintry island would eventually enter the waning before succumbing to their eternal slumber. Most only showed signs of the waning in their old age. Though younger people falling ill wasn’t unheard of, it was still a rare occurrence. My waning had started last year on my twenty-ninth birthday, but judging by the two tiny droplets of red, I still had plenty of time.









