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            Chapter One

          

          A SURPRISE VISITOR

        

      

    

    
      Marra was in the summer courtyard garden of the High Lord’s domain when she heard horses arrive. This could mean only one thing: Another trade talk.

      A quick shinny up the ancient oak and scramble across one of the limbs put her slightly above the rear terrace. She carefully lowered herself, hanging from one of the branches. It cracked alarmingly.

      Shite. I’m getting too big for this! Deftly swinging her legs for momentum, she let go and landed on the tiled floor of the terrace that overlooked the courtyard. Marra paused in case her landing had been heard.

      “Good. No one’s in the study yet.” Her sandals were fine for strolling in the garden, not the most appropriate footwear for sneaking or climbing, but these visitors had caught her by surprise.

      As Marra waited hidden behind the shutters, she slowed her breathing, annoyed that her lack of exercise meant she wasn’t as fit as she had been. Her eyes strayed around the interior of the study—her favourite room—taking in the many pictures, wood-panelling, and exotic carpets. She started to think she’d been mistaken about the meeting. It had been many minutes, and no one had turned up. Deciding she had been mistaken about the meeting location, she made to step out from behind her cover.

      She quickly ducked back as the door opened and her father strolled in, making his way to the large, ornate table that had been in the family for several hundred years. He sat down, sighed deeply, then shuffled through the small pile of parchments laid out before him.

      Shortly after, there was a knock at the door.

      “Enter,” High Lord Pertram Olber called. He stopped shuffling the papers when her Uncle Blarik and two strangers walked in. Her uncle was in his riding gear, scruffy boots, black leggings, and a loose cream shirt that couldn’t hide his obesity.

      If anything, the two traders were overdressed, their silk finery powdered with dust from the hour-long journey from Carascan, the capital. The taller trader wore several rings.

      Marra had not seen these two before, but after the introductions, she recognised their names, Fositt Heama and Greal Shioxin, from other times she’d eavesdropped on her father’s discussions, as successful traders. They gave the expected courtesy of bowing to their lord, but her uncle merely poured himself a drink. It annoyed her. In times past, the High Lord had mentioned to him that, regardless of family ties, Blarik should acknowledge him in front of others.

      And he only poured a drink for himself!

      Despite the rudeness of this oversight, her uncle stayed quietly in the background while the two merchants spoke rather heatedly.

      “Gentlemen, you’re trying my patience with this paltry problem,” Lord Olber declared. “There’s an increase in pirate raids. I have treaties with several island nations to contend with, and now you pester me with this? Did either of you think to bring any documentation to corroborate your claims? You certainly didn’t think to make an appointment.”

      The merchants erupted with a myriad of details, including the type of goods and their origin, each hoping to somehow prove ownership simply by description and by being louder than the other.

      “Silence,” Lord Olber ordered as he stood, scraping his chair back.

      Both men shut up and, after glancing in her uncle’s direction, looked sheepishly at the floor, murmuring something Marra couldn’t hear.

      “So, I’m to take one’s word over the other? Considering your reputations, I’m deeply disappointed in both of you.” Olber moved around his desk to the wine cabinet and poured himself a drink.

      Marra didn’t hear what was said between her father and uncle, but she was sure Blarik would have muttered something.

      As the High Lord strolled back to his desk he said, “Blarik. What say you to this predicament? You are, after all, the Minister of the Interior and Trade. This would be within your purview.”

      “Ah, yes, my Lord...” Her uncle paused his drinking, looking annoyed. “How about an even split? Fifty-fifty each?”

      “Perhaps.” Her father paced as the two merchants wisely remained silent. “Gentlemen. I have a solution, but you won’t like it...unless you pair of professionals can come to an amicable agreement now.” He paused and paced while he let that sink in, sipping his wine. “No? Very well. My decision is...we won’t divide the wares half and half... instead they’ll be divided into three portions: thirty percent to each of you and the remainder to the Jaranabi General fund⁠—”

      Their protests cut him off, but he continued as he returned to his desk.

      “I’ll send a contingent of guards with you to ensure my order is carried out. Maybe this will be a lesson to you—and I’m sure for every merchant house once word gets out: come to me unannounced, waste my time with paltry complaints, and it will result in unpleasantness.”

      He rapped a gavel on his desk. The doors swung open immediately.

      “Trinol. Have a contingent of guards escort these two back to their warehouses in Carascan.” Olber wrote quickly onto a sheaf of parchment, folded it, and held it out for his guardsman to collect.

      Marra had rarely seen her father get angry. She looked to her uncle and swore under her breath; he was chuckling quietly to himself, but when Lord Olber looked up, he seemed as mild as could be.

      The bastard is enjoying this. She seethed quietly.

      She watched Trinol take the note and escort the two merchants out the door. As he turned to close it, she could have sworn he winked in her direction.

      At their departure, her uncle wandered over to one of the recently vacated plush chairs, brushed at it briefly, and sat.

      “And you just happened to be passing this way, and these two coincidentally turned up as well?” Lord Olber asked, shuffling through his paperwork.

      “Pure chance, Pertram. Unfortunate timing, I can assure you.”

      “I would have thought you’d have a handle on this. Instead, I’m having to deal with these trifling squabbles. Is anyone manning your office in Carascan?”

      “Of course there is. Though I will admit to being distracted of late.”

      “Really? By what? Anything I should know about?”

      “Oh...nothing unusual. Same old stuff, but now it seems all at once: Urgad has his minions searching for his next bride, and rumour is he’s looking across the borders; constant reports on the low crop yield due to the drought, lumber stocks down, petitions to build more ships are on the increase, and then there’s reports of an increasing military presence in Klarget’s northern provinces.”

      “They’re always doing that. A bit of sabre rattling, then it all dies down. Unless there’s more now than in previous years?”

      “Not overly, no.”

      “And Urgad… What’s this news about a wife? Hasn’t he already got several?”

      “You know these Dran’ali: they’re not all that much better than the wild animals they ride.”

      “I have to admit, their horses are remarkable, but like I said, some things don’t change.” Lord Olber strolled over to the drink cabinet to refill his wine, pleased that this vintage was fruitier than the previous years. “So, what brings you all the way from your comfortable estate?”

      “Partly the request to build more ships. As you noted, there’s been an increase in reports of pirate activity. More ships mean more funds are required from the Treasury.”

      “Surely your office budget covers that?”

      “My Lord, but since the coffers are still diminished after last year’s drought, I thought it best to see you in person to request an increase, or I’ll have to cut funding elsewhere.”

      “And our fleet?” He sipped. “In light of these attacks, I’ll schedule an update with our Defence Ministers. That reminds me, it's time to renew the privateer commission for the Red Fleet.”

      “Those witches? The Crags and those dregs of society should be wiped off the map!”

      “Harsh words for women abused by men…but then, you’d know more about them than most, I guess.”

      “Ha!” Blarik scoffed. “Not one alleged assault has been proven. And it could be embarrassing for you if I were ousted under those accusations.”

      “Perhaps.” Olber swirled his wine. “But you’re the brother of my wife. Of course, if you assure me that you’ll modify your behaviour…”

      “My Lord. I give my word. I’m even taking meditation training from my head eunuch.”

      “Ont’eba? Splendid.” Her father finished the remainder of his wine. “A good man that.”

      “Indeed,” Blarik agreed. “My Lord, given our dire fleet issues, perhaps an order to commandeer these vessels would be appropriate?” he pursued his idea. “We could put them to far better use.”

      “These women are doing a damn fine job where they are. I’m hearing a lot less about pirate raids down south. Have you heard differently?”

      Blarik shook his head.

      “Good. You’d be failing me in your duties if you had and not told me.” Pertram drained his wine. “So, there’s nothing serious enough to prevent my little excursion?”

      “No, my Lord. Nothing unusual, and what there is can be dealt with accordingly.”

      “I was thinking of the West Hills district. I haven’t been there for a while.”

      “May I humbly suggest your hunting party go to Grillon Woods instead? There have been rumours of several large boars in the area. They’re playing havoc with the local farmers and their already-reduced crop yield.”

      Pertram shrugged. “Certainly. My foray into the Black Hills was a whim only, and to take the opportunity to call in on the Kindairs. Grillon Woods it is, then. And in the meantime, I’ll consider extending the budget for the interim.”

      “Splendid. I’ll gather the documentation for you to go over before you sign. And, of course, since the woods are just to the north of my estate, you and your party would honour me with your presence, and I’ll have the documents ready for you. We could then roast the boars I’m sure you’ll find, and we can have a feast.”

      “I haven’t been to your estate for a while…not since…” Pertram paused, his thoughts darkening as he once again looked at the family portrait. The last time he’d ventured to Blarik’s estate was when Larina was still alive. Realising the prolonged silence, he cleared his throat and continued. “You will, of course, keep me apprised if the northern situation changes.”

      “Of course, my Lord. You have my word.” Blarik bowed and left after downing his drink.

      “You can come out now, Marra.” Lord Olber moved back behind his desk with a grin.

      Blushing and annoyed at herself, Marra stepped out from behind the shutters.

      “How did you know?”

      “You’re missing your hair ribbon.” He inclined his head.

      “I’m no good as a spy,” she huffed, following his gaze and seeing the miscreant ribbon fluttering in the branches. “Maybe I need expert training?”

      “I didn’t realise it was something you were interested in, though you do tend to sneak around a lot to overhear sensitive matters of state. But, if you insist, Ont’eba is the man to do it. You probably met him a few years back. Shall I send a falcon to expect a new recruit? It will be hard work and training. No more pastries.”

      “Can I take Sleena?”

      Pertram shook his head in doubt. “I don’t think an expert spy trying to remain secretive should be riding such a fine mare, especially one with the Olber branding. You could get hung for horse stealing.”

      She looked glum. “So, I’m stuck with a life of horse riding, crochet, and gardening?”

      “It’s the way of the world. Your current life is far better than most. Maybe, one day, a far better man than me will make the change, but it’s far off.”

      “Why is it like it is?”

      “It wasn’t always,” her father sighed. “I should get Froshingha to get you to study the histories more. Over a thousand years ago, we were all in dark, chaotic times. It’s only in these last centuries that we’ve regained a semblance of civilisation. With the wars we had, much of the knowledge was lost, but scholars from far and wide have been putting it back together with snippets of information here and there. We don’t know where or exactly when we came here, but it seems we’re not native to these lands.”

      “To Jaranabi?”

      “No, to all Murrela.”

      “The whole world?” Marra looked confused and started to bite her lower lip. She stopped quickly, thinking of how her mother used to tease her when she did that.

      “Anyway, nothing to be done about it until we know for sure. I suspect many of these scholars are simply out to make more coin for themselves. But at least you’ll know why things are the way they are, and then you’ll truly understand why you’re far better off than many.”

      “Now you’re making me feel like a spoiled brat.”

      “Not at all, but you are leading a life of privilege. Yes, in many ways it’s easier than some, but we also deal with many things the population has little mind or stomach for.”

      “Why is it only a man can make any changes?”

      “Several reasons come to mind—remember the history I mentioned? But I try to believe it’s because women are far too precious. They can nurture and bring life to an otherwise dangerous and gloomy world⁠—”

      “Maybe, if a woman were in charge and making the decisions, it wouldn’t be so…”

      “Ah. My sweet, young dreamer. There are many lands, all with differing beliefs and cultures, but in all that I know, women are to be protected and loved.”

      “It’s not like that in Dran’ali, I hear.”

      “Dran’ali is an exception, to be sure.” He saw the disgruntled look on his daughter’s face. “But, perhaps, one day your dream will come true. It would be good to see that day, but I doubt it will be in my lifetime.”

      “I was watching Uncle Blarik. The way he looked when you weren’t watching. He’s up to something.”

      Her father nodded. “He’s had a troubled life. His whole family did, so I’ve been told.”

      It was just like her father to see people in a positive light. “Is that why you married Mother?”

      “Not at all. I loved your mother dearly. Her family troubles had nothing to do with it.”

      “I wish I’d known her better.” Tears brimmed. She wiped them irritably. “I don’t know why that came up. Sorry, Father.”

      Pertram reached out to hug her. “You never have to be sorry to talk about your mother. She was a fine, strong lady, as I have no doubt you will be.”

      Marra breathed deeply and pulled away, wiping her face.

      “I can call off this hunting trip,” her father offered. “Plenty of things I could—should—be doing.”

      “No, no. Please. You rarely take time off for yourself. Time away from your duties will be good for you…”

      “But you’re still worried? I’ll have several armed guards, and Havlyn, one of the best mancers in all Jaranabi.”

      “As long as he doesn’t go too crazy,” Marra joked.

      “True.” Her father chuckled.

      She smiled, not having heard him laugh much lately.

      “Playing with the elements is fraught with its own dangers.” His tone grew more serious. “That’s why we do the Testing for anyone who shows the slightest inkling of Talent. Untrained elementalists would be a danger to all of society.”

      “We’re all safe then. I’ve been tested.”

      “You have? I assume Havelyn has had a good reason not to tell me. Your mother had Talent.”

      “She did?” Marra asked, completely surprised by this news.

      “Most certainly, though we had to keep it a secret.”

      “Why?”

      “Political reasons. It is a sad indictment of our society that we choose to think unkindly of those who are different.”

      Mara grew quiet for a moment, wondering what it would have been like to be an elementalist… A childish whim.

      “Oh well…I’m sure a full belly from the roasted boar from your successful hunt will keep Havelyn sane,” she said, noting her father was looking at his desk and the day-to-day reports during her lapse.

      “All for the good of the local people, of course.” He turned to smile back at her.

      “Of course. For the people.” Feeling more positive, Marra kissed him on the cheek and left. She needed to take a ride on Sleena to cheer herself up, and walked to the stables, noting the two traders’ horses quietly standing in the shade. They should have left by now.

      She nodded to Graff, the stable hand, as he led Polla, her uncle’s mare, out to the courtyard. Good, he’s leaving.

      Inside, she heard some fierce whispering coming from one of the back stalls. It sounded a lot like her uncle, but she couldn’t be sure. Time for more spying.

      Crouching and stepping lightly onto the soft patches of fresh straw spread out on the stable’s floor, she snuck into the adjoining stall. The wooden palisades were old, with signs of wear and tear, but they were solid. It took her several minutes to find a crack between the planks to see anything. A broad back obscured most of her view. There were three figures. S recognised the scuffed riding boots of her uncle and assumed the two traders were still with him.

      She heard a clinking of coins. A pouch dropped to the floor, and while she didn’t see a face, the fingers that retrieved it wore several rings, one with a black stone.

      “You oaf,” she heard her uncle berate his companion.

      To her way of thinking, money exchanges often signalled the final moments of meetings. Marra quietly retreated several stalls to where Sleena was kept. Closing the door, she busied herself with checking her hooves. Several footsteps came and went. If they noticed her, they didn’t say anything. After rubbing Sleena down, Marra saddled her and led her into the now-empty courtyard before mounting.

      Clear of the yard, she saw the two merchants in the distance heading east towards the capital. They seem quite chummy now.

      Her uncle had veered off to the north-east, back to his estates.

      What was her uncle up to, and why was he doing deals with traders in secret?

      These thoughts darkened her mood. Her father was too kind, and she hated seeing his good nature being exploited.

      Eager to run, Sleena snorted impatiently.

      Marra turned towards the open fields to the south and headed for the river and loosened her grip on the reins. Sleena’s trot became a gallop in a few strides.

      With the breeze flowing through her long black hair, Marra laughed, and her dark thoughts disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BAD NEWS

        

      

    

    
      The loud, irregular hoofbeats echoing from the gravelled courtyard woke her. Slipping out from under silk sheets, Marra went to the window overlooking the area below. In the dimness of pre-dawn, she saw her father’s horse, Duyma, stumble in, lathered with sweat. Its movement was erratic, and it stepped sideways several times. The animal snorted and whinnied like she’d never heard before.

      Part of her mind fretted for the horse’s condition. But where was her father, and why would Duyma be so badly injured? As she was about to head downstairs, she saw the stable hand stagger out, half asleep from his bunk above the stalls, and immediately began to tend to the stricken horse.

      By the time she arrived, half the house guards were milling in the yard. At her approach, they fell silent and bowed. Surprised and unsure of a response, she clutched her nightdress closely and walked past them quickly towards the stable.

      Duyma was now settled in his stall. Graff was applying liniment to the wounds on his flanks.

      “What happened? Where’s father?” What she had thought to be just lather and sweat was also blood.

      It had been two days since her father had set out with his mancer, as well as the hunt master and guards, to hunt wild boars. Six armed men in total.

      “M’lady.” Graff stumbled back, nervous. “Duyma ’as terrible cuts down ’is flanks.”

      “I see. And Father? Where is he?” she repeated, though she realised Graff would have no more knowledge of his whereabouts than herself.

      “I–”

      “Missing, my lady,” said a voice behind her.

      Marra turned. Trinol, the Olber Domain head guard, walked through the entrance.

      “I don’t understand. How could he be missing? What about his retinue?”

      Trinol shook his head. “Lady Olber, I’ve already sent men out to search, but from Duyma injuries, it looks like there may have been an attack by rockions.”

      “Rockions? Father was nowhere near the Black Hills. He was supposed to be hunting further north and east in Grillon Woods.”

      “True, and he was, but the rockions could have migrated, or at least widened their hunting area with the drought. Forgive me, I’m not that knowledgeable of these large feline creatures.” He stepped closer and examined the lacerations. The three foot-long cuts still oozed blood. “From what I’ve heard, these lacerations resemble the claw marks of a rockion.”

      Worried and at a loss for words, she stared first at the guard, then Graff, who suddenly looked worried at the attention.

      He dropped his head at her stern look, the pot of liniment hanging in his hands. “I–I d-did what I thought best, m’lady.” 

      “You did well, Graff. And did it quickly.” She changed her tone for the poor boy. “Please continue your good work with my thanks. I’ll see to it you get extra bacon for breakfast.”

      Graff nodded in relief and turned to continue tending to Duyma’s wounds.

      Marra quickly walked to her own horse, Sleena, and gave her neck a calming rub before leaving the stable, silent, deep in thought.

      Trinol, following several paces behind, was joined by three more guards.

      As she approached the stairs leading into the manor house, Marra became aware of the footfalls echoing off the courtyard walls. She paused and turned to look, noting the extra guards.

      “Trinol? What is it?”

      “My lady. Extra security. If your father is⁠—”

      “Is what? Missing? Dead? He’s a master horseman and experienced hunter…” And yet, Duyma returned alone and injured.

      “It would be wise to ensure your safety until we know for certain what has happened.”

      Marra took a few more steps before stopping and turning again. “We should inform Uncle Blarik⁠—”

      Trinol anticipated her words. “The moment I saw Duyma return alone, I organised a rider to go and inform him, my lady.”

      “Well done.” Marra resumed climbing the stairs. At the top, she felt a warmth on her bare neck and through her thin nightwear. She glanced behind her; the horizon glowed with the dawn. Glancing down to the bottom of the staircase, she saw the extra guards assigned to her.

      Do I need protection in my own house?

      “I’ll take care of it, my lady,” Trinol said, noticing her uncertainty.

      Shrugging off her yawns, Marra headed for the kitchens where Thelum would be baking fresh bread and other treats. She wasn’t hungry, though she usually ate a hearty breakfast; it was more out of habit than anything else.

      Routine. She nodded at Thelum, busy by the oven as always, and lifted two hot pastries from the tray.

      “Are you sure Father went to Grillon Woods?” she asked Trinol as she continued out the back door into the garden. He kept pace by her side.

      “He did, my lady. A patrol saw his retinue heading that way,” Trinol replied. “We should have some news by nightfall, when our scouts return. In the meantime, I’ve also taken the liberty of doubling the patrols around the domain.”

      Marra paused her chewing. “You think there’s a threat?”

      “I always think there’s a threat. It’s my job. The possibility has recently increased significantly.”

      “Until Father returns.”

      “Yes, of course.” The guard nodded.

      “You don’t sound so sure.”

      “My Lady. It pains me to be blunt, but half a dozen well-armed and experienced hunters went out…and only one horse has returned bearing the injuries inflicted by the largest and most cunning of beasts in all of Jaranabi.”

      Before Marra could offer a reply, a commotion came from the courtyard. More horses and voices.

      “See? They have returned.” The last pastry forgotten, she leapt to her feet and ran around the garden to enter the courtyard from behind the stables. To her utter dismay, her uncle was dismounting with several of his household guards as part of his retinue. 

      “Uncle Refin⁠—”

      “Dear Marra. I only just heard.” Sir Refin Blarik was middle-aged, several years older than her father, overweight, and balding with a full beard. Dressed in his riding gear of an open shirt, cape, and black leather leggings, her uncle struggled to get his portly frame out of the saddle. After several curses at his guards for their sluggishness, he managed the climb without losing his footing. He threw the reins at one of his men and walked briskly to Marra, where he reached out to hug her in mourning.

      “You got here quickly.” She pulled away from his embrace, which to her mind was being far too familiar than what was proper, or what she would have liked. “A messenger was sent out only a short time ago.”

      “I was already on my way with other alarming news when we intercepted the rider. Tragic news to be sure.”

      “Surely they’re just missing?” At first, the way her uncle was looking at her, she thought her uncle’s vision was fading. A cool breeze picked up, chilling her and making her realise she was still only wearing her flimsy nightdress. Now conspicuous of her looks, she blushed at the old man’s ogling.

      “Not if rockions were involved, Marra. They are⁠—”

      “Yes, the most fearsome beasts in all of Jaranabi. I’ve heard.” She looked crestfallen at his confirmation.

      “Well, it’s true, nevertheless. I can assure you.”

      “I—thank you, uncle,” she said as he turned towards the house. “Oh, you’re staying? I should show you to your rooms.”

      “Another time, perhaps. You do what you need to do here. I’ve been here plenty and know my way like it was my own.”

      Marra nodded in relief and searched for the house staff to arrange refreshing drinks to be sent to him and his men. She then turned and noticed her head guardsman standing by a column in the hallway to the entrance.

      “Lady Olber, may I have a quiet word?” At her nod, he sent the three other guards to carry out their duties.

      She crossed the foyer, walked through the hall, and moved back out into the chateau’s gardens. A flock of pigeons, in a pecking frenzy at the earlier discarded pastry, erupted at their approach.

      “Is this quiet enough?” she asked. “What is it?”

      “Pardon my overhearing the conversation with Sir Blarik.” He continued after her nod. “I don’t wish to cast any suspicions on anyone, but when I sent out my messenger earlier, he knew nothing of any rockion attack. I simply sent him the news of High Lord Pertram’s horse returning alone.”

      “That is…interesting. I will think on it.” That’s what father said when he didn’t have another response. “You’d better go and see to your men.”

      “Yes, my lady, after I escort you to your rooms, assuming that’s where you’re going.” 

      She smiled, more at herself. “Yes. I am.”

      Entering the large house, she went back through the foyer and continued up the main stairs. Her suite was halfway along the floor.

      She turned to her guard. “All safe now.”

      “Very good, my lady.” Trinol bowed and pivoted towards the door.

      “Trinol?”

      “Yes, my lady?” He stopped, pivoting on the carpet.

      “I do thank you and appreciate your work and that of the other guards.”

      “We are proud to serve and carry out our duties, my lady.” Trinol bowed again, closing the door behind him.

      It was still early, but going back to bed was out of the question. As she changed into more appropriate clothing for the day, she wondered at how Refin knew of the rockions. “Well, he does work with the spymaster, after all,” she muttered. “That must be how.”
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        * * *

      

      For the remainder of the day, she tried to keep busy with menial tasks while awaiting news of her father and the hunting party. As the day continued, what she had hoped to be a mere accident was becoming less likely.

      Dinner was a quiet affair, though her uncle tried several times to have a conversation. In the ensuing silence, he kept eating and drinking. Two of the staff came through; one gathered the used plates while the other laid the next course.

      Refin was seated across the table. Without being obvious, she watched him. Her recent conversation and Trinol’s observations still in her mind. Now and then, she saw him look her way, then drink more of the wine.

      Weary and depressed, with little appetite, she bid her uncle goodnight and headed for her rooms. She quickly bathed and changed before climbing into bed. As she was about to drop off, Marra heard fumbling at her door. It had never occurred to her to lock it in her own house. She sat up when her uncle stumbled through and closed the door behind him, a wine bottle in his pudgy hand.

      “Uncle Refin? Are you lost?”

      “Noth ath all, my dear.” As he stumbled over, it was clear from both his movements and his speech he was already drunk. “Before you were born, thiss used to be my ssuite when I visited.”

      “Yes. Mother told me.”

      He stood by her bed, swaying, looking at her. “Ah, yes. My dear sisster…your mother…”

      “What is it?” She pulled her nightgown around her, feeling uncomfortable with his gaze. “Have you news of Father?”

      “Your father? Oh…yess. My agents tell me of ssad tidings, I’m afraid.” He took a swig from the bottle and wiped his dripping beard with his sleeve. “They visited the area in Grillon Woods and found the remains of several men and their horses, all horribly gored and mutated, umm…mutilated.”

      Marra went cold at the gross, callous description.

      Refin moved around the bed. She thought he was offering a condolence hug, but after he put the bottle on the bedside table, he climbed onto the bed, grabbing her and pulling her closer. Too close. Too firm.

      “Stop it! Uncle—” She pulled an arm free and slapped him, made awkward and ineffective by the closeness. “You’re drunk.”

      “What of it, vixen?” He moved forward to kiss her. “You sound just like your mother.”

      His foetid breath nauseated her. She turned her head and grimaced in disgust. Shocked and stunned by his words and actions, she found the strength to push him away, enough to break free and shuffle back. Tangled in the sheets, she was at a disadvantage.

      “Guards!” Marra extricated herself from the linen and managed to crab backwards as he reached for her again. She fell onto the floor, hitting her head. Luckily, the thick rug prevented anything more serious than a bump.

      Refin moved awkwardly to the side of the bed.

      Marra aimed to kick him in the groin, but his obesity prevented a solid contact.

      He doubled over, winded, cursing. Losing his balance, he slipped off the silk sheets and toppled to the floor.

      “Guards!” she yelled again, scrambling back to avoid his falling body.

      “Cry all you like,” he grunted as he rolled over and grabbed her by the ankle. “My men will prevent anyone from entering.”

      He may have been old and fat, but fortified by his wine and lust, he was stronger. Blarik grabbed her ankles and began to pull her closer.

      Marra writhed wildly, breaking his grip and kicking at him, but only landing a glancing blow to his jaw. Before she could move far, he angrily held her down and started to crawl onto her struggling body. She brought her leg up and managed to knee him in the stomach, which served only as a temporary hindrance.

      Fuelled by his drunken state, he grabbed her hair and slammed her head onto the tiles.

      Marra blacked out momentarily. As she recovered from her daze, she realised he had ripped open her nightdress and was running his hands over her breasts like an eager child with a new toy. An incoherent scream ripped from her throat as she scratched at his face, digging her nails in deeply.

      He cried out in pain.

      Quickly, her hands were slick with his blood. The floor started shaking. Distantly, Marra could hear horses whinnying nervously from the stable and the staff raising their voices in fear and alarm.

      Over this came the sound of metal ringing on metal. When the door burst open, Trinol barged in with more of the house guards, swords drawn and bloodied. On the corridor floor, two of Refin’s men lay unmoving.

      “Get out!” Refin yelled. Blood trickled down his cheeks into his beard.

      Marra took the opportunity of the distraction and hit him in the nose with the palm of her hand. She heard and felt the satisfying crunch.

      The old man shrieked, clutching his nose. Blood trickled out freely. “Little shrew. You broke it!” His voice now had a nasally twang. “You’ll pay⁠—”

      Trinol raced over and pushed the drunk lord away roughly with his boot, sending him to sprawl back onto the floor.

      Marra stumbled to her feet, attempting to pull her ripped blouse closed.

      “Escort Sir Blarik to his room!” Trinol ordered as he grabbed a sheet and stepped over to wrap it around Marra’s bare shoulders.

      She pulled it tighter, looking embarrassed, relieved and thankful.

      “You little pup,” Refin raged from the floor. “You don’t order me around!”

      “Minister or not, in this household, where you are a guest, he does!” Marra retorted.

      “Agril, Robern, take Sir Blarik to his rooms now!” Trinol ordered again.

      The two guards made to pull the old man to his feet.

      Refin shrugged them off. “You’re mistaken. I am High Lord Blarik now, and I’ll do as I please, where I please, with whom I please.”

      Marra shook her head. “You? High Lord? You’re just an old lecherous drunk. My father⁠—”

      “Is dead, and as the Minister for the Interior, I gained the title the moment his heart stopped beating.” Refin stumbled to his feet, swaying slightly.

      “In the absence of Lord Olber, the head of this house is Lady Marra Olber. I will obey her orders and no one else’s.” Trinol reached over and shoved the old man towards the door.

      “You’re making a grave mistake, young Trinol.”

      “My mistake was letting you through the gate. Men, please use force if he resists. There will be an accounting for this behaviour tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow you’ll realise I’m the legitimate high lord. Then I can assure you all, there will definitely be an accounting of your treatment.”

      Trinol looked sternly at his men. “Why’s he still here?”

      The two guards turned quickly and pushed Refin out the door, almost causing him to trip over the bloodied bodies of his protectors.

      “Who killed my men? Unhand me, you insubordinate oafs!” His curses and threats continued for several minutes.

      In the uncomfortable aftermath, Marra looked at the shambles of her bed. She shuddered and pulled her sheet tighter.

      “Lady Olber…” Trinol stood, head down. “You have my humblest apologies for this neglect. I⁠—”

      “You will ensure Refin stays locked in his room and set guards. None of Refin’s men are to set foot within the grounds.”

      “Of course, my lady.” Trinol nodded. “Shall I call for the healer? Are you injured?… Did he…”

      “No! No healer is necessary. I’m bruised and shaken only.” Marra looked up as her maid ran in, woken quickly from her sleep.

      “Oh. My lady!” The maid glanced at her, seeing the sheet covering her, the state of the bed, and the drops of blood on the floor. Nervously, she started tidying up the room.

      “Cinnam. Leave that. Stop fussing. Please go and fetch Froshingha.” Marra reached for the wine bottle and took a quick sip while looking around the chamber. “Tell him to meet me in the library at his soonest convenience. I need his counsel more than anything else right now.”

      “Very good, my lady.” Cinnam curtsied, looking relieved to be somewhere else and left quickly.

      “You think he will know of what Refin claimed?” Trinol asked.

      Marra shrugged, taking another sip. “If there’s anything to know of the obscurities of lore, Froshingha will know it.”

      The head guard nodded. “I’ll warn my men of the potential threat. On my life, none of Refin’s men will get in. No doubt that tremor and sudden storm alarmed them as well.”

      “Tremor?”

      “Yes. Did you not feel the ground shake? It was only for a moment…and a sudden gust of wind.”

      “I had no idea.” She shook her head. “Thank you, again, Trinol.”

      The moment the door clicked closed, she dropped into the nearest chair and sobbed into her hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          ENCOUNTER

        

      

    

    
      “Ship to port!” The lookout’s sharp cry pierced the salty air. Ripples of anticipation ebbed through the crew of the Revenge. Perched high in the crow’s nest, the lookout pointed toward the distant speck on the horizon. Below, the bustling deck of the ship stilled as heads turned toward their captain.

      Corra Sienna stepped up to the gunwale with the grace of someone who had spent years mastering unpredictable seas. From a sheath crafted from the skin of the elusive barbon fish, she drew her long-eye, a finely crafted spyglass. Hooking her arm through the shrouds to steady herself, she peered at the ship in question.

      Most of the crew carried on with their tasks, though they remained wary and upbeat, expecting a change in orders any moment.

      “Are they pirates?” asked Olinda, one of the younger newlings, her wide-eyed eagerness betraying her inexperience. Leaning on the gunwale, she squinted at the horizon.

      Corra lowered the long-eye and fixed Olinda with a measured look. “Possibly. Too far to say. Olinda, isn’t it? You’re too keen by half. Pirate hunting sounds noble enough, but it’s more dangerous than you realise. It’s not something to sail into unwittingly.”

      Satisfied her caution had been heard, Corra turned her gaze back to the horizon. “Let’s catch up with them,” she ordered, her voice calm yet commanding. “See what they do.”

      “Aye, Cap’n!” Tully, the first mate, relayed the order with a bark, setting the crew into motion. With the sails adjusted, the helm spun to port. The Revenge surged forward, slicing through the oncoming waves. It was choppy at first, but then the ship found its rhythm and soon its movement was a steady and graceful rising and falling motion.

      Olinda, still curious, tilted her head. “What’s that noise?” she asked, as the sound caught her attention.

      “That’s water rippling along the hull,” Corra replied with a faint smile. “You’ll get used to it.”
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        * * *

      

      After a couple of hours, the Revenge was steadily closing the gap between itself and the unknown ship. As they drew near, Tully called out, her telescope trained on the vessel’s stern. “It’s the Dimantin, Cap’n. A trader out of Erranier. Last I heard, Erdun Walsch was in command.”

      Captain Sienna nodded. “Flag our request to parley.” She handed the sheathed long-eye to Tully.

      A pennant was sent up Revenge’s mainmast; a fluttering signal of peaceful intent. Minutes later, a reply came from the Dimantin, its own pennant rising in acknowledgment. The trader slowed as sails were pulled in.

      As the two ships drew alongside, Corra maintained her ritual. Stepping to the gunwale, she gave a brief salute toward the Dimantin’s ensign. Olinda, observing from the sidelines, turned to a crewmate. “Why’d she do that?”

      “Mark o’respect,” one of the crew replied as they readied the gangplank. “Our cap’n always salutes, no matter who’s on the other side.”

      “Even pirates?” Olinda failed to recall the name of the crewmember, but hoped she’d get to learn the names of the thirty-women crew in time.

      “If they be showin’ the flag to parley, assumin’ we’re not already fightin’, or they’re not runnin’ in panic. The ship ain’t the problem. Wanna lend a hand ’stead of gawpin’?”

      Blushing at the mild rebuke, Olinda rushed closer to help.

      “Reduce sail,” Corra called out. “Slow speed. Helm, bring us alongside. Steady, still a bit choppy.”

      Tully repeated the order before turning to her captain. “Want a Calmin’?”

      The captain judged the swell between the two hulls separated by the length of the gangplank—about ten feet. “Sure. I don’t feel like swimming at the moment.”

      Tully gave the command, and Revenge eased into position beside the larger vessel.

      Four crew members—hydrons—elementalists trained in water magyk, spaced themselves along the port side. They raised their arms in unison, murmuring incantations that dampened the waves around the two ships. The sea’s natural rhythm was subdued, creating a still, mirror-like surface between the vessels.

      Olinda gawked. “How are they doing that?” she whispered to herself, her astonishment growing as she climbed into the shrouds to get a better view. Beyond the immediate calm, the open sea swelled as usual. The contrast was mesmerising; it was as if there were a hidden wall surrounding them.

      Sienna strode across the gangplank, her balance as unerring as her reputation. She eyed the trader ship and its crew warily. Just because they complied, didn’t mean they were not going to give any trouble. Many men were standing and watching with interest at both the metal-hulled ship and the all-female crew. She doubted they’d seen a woman crew before, and after a few whistles and catcalls, it definitely confirmed they had never seen the Red Sails before. As expected, her girls ignored them completely.

      As she came to the end of the narrow walkway, she was met by two burly men, their long, curly black hair tied back. Their shirts were half undone, revealing broad chests. Bulging muscle evident with the short sleeves.

      “Permission to come aboard?” she asked the two men approaching.

      “For you, lovely, anytime.” One’s grin showed surprisingly white teeth. He raised his hand to assist her down.

      She ignored it and dropped like a cat to the deck. “Captain Walsch about?” She was thinking this man was too young to be a ship captain, then again, he wasn’t much older than herself.

      “He’ll be along shortly. In the meantime, been at sea for a while. Why don’t we get acquainted first? The lads here would be keen to meet yer girls too.”

      If it had been quiet before, it was deathly still now.

      Corra breathed calmly. “You’re either new to the sea, or a canvas short of full sail?” Her voice, heard over the unusually becalmed waters and wind, was crisp but not unfriendly.

      Any crew that heard—men and women—chuckled.

      “Nah. Plenty of experience, and in other things too.” He winked.

      “Right. So, you’ve not heard of the Red Sails?”

      “I’ve heard stories in taverns and the like.” He smirked to his companion. “But many tall tales are told in taverns. Can’t believe everythin’ some drunk says.”

      “What do these tall tales say?”

      “Women chasin’ pirates and stuff and cuttin’ their balls off.” He chuckled. “I know women, an’ I seen pirates. I reckon I know who’d come off best.”

      “I see. And where have you seen these pirates?”

      “Zaran town square. The gallows jus’ afore they was hanged.” He shrugged. “Didn’t look like much.”

      “Most aren’t. Then again, many men are like that, I find.” Corra was disappointed, though not overly surprised at the way this encounter was going. Too much to expect any respect from a man to a female captain. “I’d appreciate it if you’d go and fetch your captain. This conversation is getting tedious.”

      “Off ya git.” He nudged his companion. “Don’t worry. I’ll save yer some.”

      Once he left, Muscles turned his full attention back to the long-legged beauty in front of him. “Wot’s yer name, girl?” He raised his hand, reaching out to her.

      She didn’t flinch and showed no interest. “I wouldn’t advise it.” Corra casually raised her arm.

      “Why not?” The smile wavered. The hand paused.

      She clicked her fingers. Seconds later, three arrows with red fletching thudded into the deck by his scuffed and worn-out boots.

      Muscles jumped back in surprise and alarm. Some of the men cursed in anger, looking to see the archers high in the rigging. Their arrows already drawn for the next volley. An equal number of his fellow crewmen chuckled at his discomfort.

      “As to why not?” Unphased, Corra cocked her head to the side with a sly grin at his sudden change of stance. “Because I didn’t ask, and we’re not in a playful mood.”

      Having backed away, Muscles covered his embarrassment with false bravado. “You dare attack me on my ship?”

      “Your ship, is it? And yes. I dare. The next arrow will be painfully closer if you make any attempt to touch me again.” She raised her voice for the benefit of the others. “This goes to any man who tries. My girls haven’t drunk blood all week and are getting thirsty.”

      Muscle’s tanned face quickly lost a few shades.

      “What’s goin’ on ’ere?” An older man bellowed as he strode across the deck from his cabin. “Klort. Ye bein’ disrespectful again? Be off with ye, lout!” He turned to another senior man. “Veral, get these laggards workin’!”

      “Aye, Cap’n.” Orders were yelled, and the onlookers quickly went back to their tasks.

      With a vengeful backwards glance, Muscles sauntered aft, the first mate berating him as he walked.

      “Captain Walsch, I take it? Captain Sienna of the Revenge,” she addressed the older, grey-haired and bearded man.

      “I am.” The captain stepped closer. “Glad tidin’s to ye, Cap’n Sienna. Welcome to the Diamantin. My apologies for Klort, and not greetin’ yus,” Walsch replied, his own tone tinged with uncertainty, seeing the arrows in the deck. “If yer find yerself in Samanko, stay away from their eel dishes. Goes right throu yer, it does.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Walsch nodded as he continued. “Klort’s a cad. I blame meself for not bein’ there for ’im more.”

      “He was of little concern, so don’t fret.” Corra nodded, then changed the subject. “Thanks for not putting up more sail and avoiding us.”

      “’eard of the Red Sails, I ’ave. ’ear’s ye’d catch us if ye wanted.” Walsch’s eyes flicked to the elementalists maintaining the calm waters and the all-woman crew, curiosity clear in his expression. “No point pissin’ yer off.”

      “True enough,” Corra admitted, a slight smirk playing on her lips. “I’ve a good crew.”

      “An’ a good ship too, so I ’ears. Be that a metal ’ull?” He stepped closer to the side and looked along the neighbouring ship’s length. “Ain’t never seen a metal one a’fore.”

      “Revenge is a very unique and capable ship. One of three.” She waited for him to face her again and handed him a rolled document. “Just to allay any doubts or fear that we’re no threat to you and other merchants. The Red Sails are Privateers, commissioned by Pertram Olber, High Lord of Jaranabi, and countersigned by Logar Glerin, the ruler of Klarget.” Corra waited for him to read over the document.

      “As I says. I’ve ’eard of ye. Tis why we’re headin’ sou’west now, it be safer waters, thanks to yous. What can I do for ye?” The tension in his voice faded quickly now that he was assured they meant no harm. He rolled the parchment up and handed it back.

      Corra slid it back into its leather holder as she spoke. “We’ve had reports of raiders in these waters. It’s a large area. I’m asking merchants if they’ve seen anything to narrow it down?”

      Walsch frowned, his expression darkening. “Not seen ’em myself, but word is the Gon Falmo was ’it four nights past, north of ’ere. Damned pirate scum’s gettin’ bolder.” Walsch turned to his runner. “Get me charts, boy.”

      Corra’s expression grew grave at the news. “How did the Gon Falmo fare?”

      “Not well. Took ’eavy damage but was continuin’ on to Lashalk. These attacks are worse with every report.” He motioned for her to follow to where a chart was hastily laid out on a weather-worn bench. Several large, smooth pebbles were placed to prevent the parchment edges from curling up.

      His runner ducked away, but his wide eyes watched the tall woman from behind a barrel.

      Walsch pointed to a location north of the Shevron Reef. “They seem ta be stickin’ to this region for now.”

      “No doubt because of the kraken season in other waters further south,” Corra surmised. “The reef will give traders limited movement. Easier pickings.”

      “No doubt, and also why we’re ’uggin’ close to the reef to avoid the kraken. No sane captain will risk a kraken—even if it ain’t the season. We’re runnin’ light, so takin’ advantage of the shallower waters.”

      “And your destination?”

      “Port Angrom over in Dran’ali. We got mostly cotton and oils for ’em.”

      Corra nodded, looking over his chart. “Next time you venture to Herantia, go and see Farand Daral Shis. She’s one of the best cartographers to date. Price is high, but better than ripping your keel in uncharted waters. May I?” She plucked a charcoal stick from an engraved pewter mug nearby.

      At his dubious nod, Corra made a few minor additions.

      “There are spurs to the reef, here…and here.”

      When the captain of the Revenge was finished, Walsch studied the annotation to his chart and was well-pleased, remarking, “Many thanks to ye, Cap’n. I’ll heed yer warnin’ and keep ’n eye out and give those shoals a wide berth.”

      The parley concluded with mutual respect, and the Revenge set a course for Titonu Island to investigate the raid. The journey would take them through a treacherous channel, a shortcut known for its narrow and shallow waters. It was a risk, but one worth taking if they hoped to gain the advantage over the elusive raiders.

      “If we’re lucky, we’ll be at the reef before sunset.” Tully judged the angle of the lowering sun.

      As Revenge turned toward its new heading, Captain Sienna addressed her crew. “Prepare for a reef crossing. Most of us have done it before. Keep alert. We’ll need every ounce of skill and a bit of magyk to see us through.”

      The crew cheered, bolstered by their captain’s confidence and the possibility of action. Olinda, watching from the rigging, felt a spark of pride, excitement, and a bit of nervousness. She was part of something extraordinary, aboard a ship where courage and cunning charted their course.

      And somewhere ahead, danger waited.
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        * * *

      

      “Reef starboard bow,” came the call from above.

      A short time later, the troubled waters of the reef became evident to all those on the deck.

      “Helm, keep it on the horizon until we get to Keelhaul Channel,” Corra ordered, then turned to Tully. “Looks like the tide isn’t full yet. We’ll need more water beneath us, and speed. Dusk will be upon us shortly. Assemble our mancers. I’m heading up to the bowsprit. Send a runner.”

      Tully pulled out her whistle and gave a series of short, high-pitched blasts.

      Overhearing the conversation and taking the initiative, Olinda took on the job as runner. She was a few steps behind her commander.

      Captain Sienna walked briskly to the fo’c’sle, mounted the bowsprit and shinnied along the smooth metal spar until the lines for the jib boom were in reach. Pulling herself up, she slipped her boots into a loop of rope to secure her footing, curled her arm around a jib line, and surveyed the reef with her long-eye.

      The search for a slightly smoother and darker section of water—the telltale sign of the deeper channel—was hampered now by the lowering sun. Every minute, the light was waning.

      “Keelhaul Channel sited, Cap’n,” the spotter in the crow’s nest called out, her voice easily being carried forward by the wind.

      “Just in time.” Raising her right arm, Sienna kept it there as the Revenge changed direction. The angle of the deck increased with the turn. Olly had to use both hands to hang on until the captain dropped her arm.

      The bow of Revenge rose up the face of a wave.

      Olinda lost sight of the sea for a frightening moment, then, as the bow dropped, there were some loud bangs and the ship shuddered when the hull hit the water. Spray cascaded over the deck, sending a brief shiver down her spine as the cold water soaked her clothes. Gradually, the deck levelled as the ship straightened out of the turn.

      “Keelhaul Channel now dead ahead, Cap’n.”

      Corra studied the channel to make sure their line was true. When she pulled her gaze away, she saw the young newling, white faced and gripping the railing standing behind her.

      “Tell Tully we need more speed and at least a fathom of swell.”

      Olinda looked puzzled at the wording, but ran, dodging coils of rope, back to the first mate and repeated what she hoped was the correct order.

      Tully nodded. “Olly, never run. Walk briskly and always try ta maintain hand contact otherwise, the slightest roll will send ya a’fallin’.” The first mate then addressed the two groups of elementalists forming up nearby. “We need ’bout six feet under the keel and get ’er to flyin’ speed.” She turned back to Olinda, who was watching the new activity with interest. “You’re about ta see somethin’ no other ship can do, ’cept our Red Sails. Now, back to the bow ya go. Walkin’, mind.”

      There were now six water elementalists—hydrons. Olinda followed them as they moved forward. They spoke briefly to one another before they lined up in a wedge shape and began their concentration. In slow rhythm, they made circling motions with their hands like they were balling up yarn or fishing line.

      The six air elementalists had moved to the stern. Like those at the bow, there was no need for chanting; it was simply a matter of concentration, a power of will, to summon a steady flow of air to fill the sails.

      At the same time, there was a flurry of activity as the remainder of the crew began raising every yard of red canvas they could find. All bar two strong women, Dara and Barb. While the others moved swiftly and precisely to do their tasks, this pair were facing each other, their hands on a wheel drum with eight short, thick handles on each end.

      The sails began to fill as the wind picked up. As the ship gained speed, an order from the first mate got them turning the wheel drum steadily.

      Olinda grabbed hold of the nearest line as she was buffeted by the increasing gusts.

      Corra also firmed her grip as she concentrated on the reef ahead. Every so often, she would put one of her arms out to indicate an adjustment to port or starboard.

      It dawned on the young girl that something unusual was happening. She had grown up around fishing boats—nothing as grand as the Revenge—and she knew there should have been far more movement of the ship, yawing port and starboard, and rising and falling as it pushed through each wave. This time, though, the bow rose slightly and stayed level. It was the smoothest ride she’d ever felt on the ocean. There was also an unusual noise. At first, she thought it might have something to do with the volume of air the aeyrons were controlling, but she soon realised it was coming from below. Since the deck was much steadier now, Olinda moved to the gunwale and looked over the side.

      She didn’t know—or believe—what she was looking at. About a third of the way from the bow, strange metal struts came out of the hull and disappeared into the water. As she watched in awe, she spied a long, thin shape below the surface stretching out of sight underneath the vessel. The keel was completely out of the water with the struts and rudder the only parts of the ship still in contact. Moving quickly to the other side, she saw the same thing.

      “We call ’em waterwings.”

      So enthralled at the sight, Olly jumped at the voice beside her. One of the strong women, Dara, who had lowered the strange device, was also looking over the side, examining her work.

      “We’re in the channel! Olly, tell the helm to watch for my signal. Everyone brace yourselves.” Corra, still on the bowsprit, slid the long-eye into its sheath and wrapped an arm tightly around the nearest line, but her concentration never wavered from keeping careful watch on the reef mere feet below the waterwing.

      Olinda raced back to the helm and repeated the order.

      “Brace. Brace,” Tully called out. “Olly, stay ’ere for the moment, lass, and ’ang on.”

      “Here.” Dara guided Olinda to the centre of the ship, where loops of rope had been tied around the mast in case of rough seas. “This shouldn’t take long. We’ll be fine,” she reassured her.

      With only the waterwing and a few feet of rudder in the water, Revenge skimmed across the shallow channel, splitting the reef.

      Several tense minutes passed with only the sound of the wind reaching their ears.

      Sienna suddenly flung her arm up to port. At the helm, the wheel was spun rapidly. The deck angled sharply. The ship turned. Wide-eyed and hanging on tightly, Olinda looked for reassurance from Dara; she looked relaxed and gave her a confident smile.

      And then, they were clear.

      With one final look at the water, the captain climbed down to the deck and stopped in front of the water elementalists.

      “Relax now, ladies. Good job. Rest up. We’ll probably need you if we cross any raiders.”

      The six women lowered their arms and took deep breaths, clapping each other on the shoulders and backs in congratulations and relief as they found a place to sit and let the setting sun and warm breeze dry their clothes and hair.

      “Olly. Go and get dried before you catch a chill,” Corra suggested as she strolled past to check the aeyrons.

      Like the hydrons did, the young newling basked in the waning sunlight as the rough waters of the reef dwindled in the distance. When dry enough, she headed to the crew quarters, passing a couple of other newlings as they brought out covered lanterns under the guidance of a senior. She paused to see what they were going to do.

      The vents on the lantern directed the light down towards the deck, allowing safe passage during the night. The cowling on each lantern prevented the flame from blowing out or getting wet. The lanterns were also kept low so they couldn’t be seen by other ships.

      There was a change of watch, and a number of other crew went topside after having a meal. Several minutes later, the day crew came downstairs to clean up and eat.

      Dara and Barb were already lined up for their dinner. “Isn’t sailing at night dangerous?” Olinda asked them.

      “Need to keep movin’ to keep the ship stable. A ship not under sail will bob and bounce all night.”

      “An’ no one wants dinner to reappear ag’in,” Barb quipped. “Goin’ down once is bad enough.”

      “Hey. I ’eard that!” Floria barked good-naturedly. “Jus’ for that, youse get extra. Make sure you finish it all, mind! I be watchin’.”

      Olinda smiled at the joking, but wanted to slap herself for her silly question. She should have known from her fishing experiences that a rocking boat can cause great discomfort to many. “Um…I mean, can they see, or do they know these waters that well?” She tried to cover her mistake.

      “Seas at night look much the same, lass.” The two women chuckled. “But the night shift can touch a bit of spirit.”

      “Spirit?”

      “Spirit, as in the element. Some spirons may not be strong with it outwardly like our other sisters with air and water, but internally, several of us can see pretty good in the dark, hence why they have the night-watch.”

      Olinda realised she must have looked ridiculous with her mouth open and wasn’t sure if she was being teased. After her duties, and her meal, she decided to slip up top and see for herself.

      She made sure she kept out of everyone’s way by standing between some canvas-covered crates. She loved watching the night sky. Tonight was especially good as there were no moons, and the sky was crystal clear with thousands of stars twinkling down at her.

      The newling watched the crew too, and it was true. While her eyes adjusted somewhat to the dark, the night shift was doing minor tasks, but as quickly and efficiently as any dayshift crew had been. Satisfied she hadn’t been the butt of a joke, she resumed staring at the stars for a bit longer before heading to her bunk.
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