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Dedicated to Deb, who could have journeyed so much more,

and to every instance of Black Girl Magic of which far too many are unaware.
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Prologue: Amnandi Writes
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The young woman, at times described as a wash of colors seeking rest, at times a stone soul, at times a witch, reached into a pocket of timespace, pulled her small journal from its air, and wrote while curtains of raindrops cooled the open space under her family’s covered patio. She had spent more time in the shade of the patio’s ornately carved roofing and columns than in the house itself. It was still the home her mother and grandparents napped in whenever she and her mother needed deep rest. Whether weary, haggard, sometimes injured, or simply ready, beautiful Insheree always welcomed them, leaving Amnandi Khumalo the perfect time for writing.

Perfect times necessitated thinking.

She and Unina Ayanda, her mother, had been home for two weeks.

For Amnandi, thinking was no hardship. Contemplation was bliss, particularly when accompanied by the heavy rains of the wet season. Water couldn’t help but be a thousand stories told.

A tale involving a child details growth, she wrote. It should be noted that we are all children of a certain age. I have decided that at some point in the future my writings will be made available. You will not take offense if I do not concern myself with to whom. Know this: every word is accurate. Know because it is about friends and written by myself.

As for why these words will find their way to you, it has been said by the poet Thao, A tale is always safest within the teller, but that is not what a tale is for. I don’t write as often as my mother does. That may be a failing, but I openly admit I don’t frequently write my own accounts of things because I prefer to live them. It’s one selfishness I enjoy. However, the first time one sees the world alone is important. Certain feelings demand words. Certain questions. Many actions. And memories. Words can become home when home— Amnandi twiddled the pen in her long, strong fingers as she glanced at the delightful reliefs of goddesses and planets on the yuffa tree columns around her, each telling Erah’s story in their way.

When home, she wrote, sleeps quietly.

“A trickle of rain,” she said aloud to her pen which needed to be dipped again, a sign a story was ready to be told, “invites a memory.”

She dipped it. This is not truly my story, but it is my story.

Her trained ears listened for patterns in the rain. Shortly after resuming writing, she heard her mother’s soft, slow footfalls stirring in the kitchen as Unina prepared tea. Amnandi tucked pen and pad away for later, preferring to join her.
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Chapter 1: Intro to Diving
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All witches are sea witches. What a wonderful thought. No matter where Amnandi Khumalo was, the sea was there. The arms of the goddess never closed.

The young witch stared downward from the top of a mast, a mast she’d scaled many times, had even stood on the very tip many times, at turns for duty on this merchant ship, at turns to get away. The aged post was wide enough for both feet.

With a final measured, deep breath, she pushed off as if sprung.

She arced high over the ship, clearing its port, tucked into a somersault, and angled her arms and legs the way the old divers along the Afrelan coasts had taught her. A blink after leaping, Amnandi arrowed inside a pod of awaiting dolphins.

The dolphins hadn’t requested she dive. That had been a challenge from a captain who had promised Amnandi’s mother to present such tasks to the esteemed witch’s growing daughter whenever useful opportunities arose.

The challenge here was to enter the water so smoothly, the dolphins didn’t disperse.

This particular pod had followed the Bane between islands, primarily because ship’s carpenter Sarantain fed them from the larder master’s daily catches.

Not one moved away as Amnandi entered the water. She barely rippled. Immediately, the dolphins circled her underwater and followed her to the surface, their clicking conversations overlapping into the consensus Do it again. Dolphins had only recently decided humans were sentient, always curious to see what the land things would do next. A human might toss half a net’s catch overboard, or play baleful music during a lull atop the smooth sea, or even—as now—create true art. The bubble trail Amnandi formed was flawless in its curvatures, spatial relations, and duration.

She even, at the perfect moment, merged with her art, seamlessly dipping to perform a twisting flip that threaded her through her own trail.

Sharp claps pulled the dolphins’ attention to the ship.

A woman sitting precariously atop a rail brought her brown hands together. Her lively skirt, festooned with feathers, echoed the congratulations with each lifting breeze. She whistled, then waved a beaten wide-brimmed straw bonnet.

“Well done!” shouted Captain Maab Pinyasama.

Amnandi waved back. “Are the dolphins pleased with me?”

The feathered woman nodded. “They barely knew you’d entered!”

Amnandi met the eyes of the dolphin nearest her. It seemed to agree. She hadn’t yet learned to communicate with as many species as her mother had, but there was no mistaking joy. The dolphin nudged her hand and she knew it meant for her to take hold of its snout. As she did, it dived, twisting with her in a stream of collaborative bubbling before leaving her spinning. It then followed her upward.

Amnandi rotated slowly within their circle, showing respect to each. “All communication is a matter of intent,” her mother had given as a language lesson or another during Amnandi’s childhood. “Intent must flow outward.” She missed her mother. And even though the sayings were woven into each of Amnandi’s seventeen years, she missed those, too. She missed the scent of her mother’s hair during hugs.

She treaded water. A proper witch knew that missing those you loved was good. This journey would see her back in her mother’s arms soon enough. She would be a better witch for missing her mother and, she hoped, a better human. She had encountered few better teachers than the petite captain of this teardrop-shaped merchant ship.

Amnandi swam to its scratched and scarred lacquered hull, caught the knotted rope thrown down, and climbed up. This ship had seemed vast to her on her first voyage on it seven years ago when Unina had allowed her to travel alone under watchful supervision for a short island run. Amnandi climbed its side now as though ascending a simple staircase, and when she reached the top and hauled herself over the railing, her tall body stood a full two heads above Maab.

“Permission to drip on board, Captain?” 

“Granted. You even get a mop.” Pinyasama’s eyes beamed. There was no mistaking joy. “You remembered the angle of your feet this time.”

“And my hands,” one of which she ran over her shorn head. The feel of stubble against her palm never failed to delight her. It was like feeling the electricity directly from her brain. And wet? Paradise. The dolphins would get sick of her this trip! She already considered the next dive.

“Permission to get out of those wet wraps as well,” said the captain, her singsong Myyrai accent clipping the words into crisp bits. “You look like you’re being prepared for burial.”

The gray cotton cloths Amnandi wore under her usual robes covered her from torso to knees. She beamed at the captain’s joke. “Drop me overboard for my own burial at sea and I’ll dive as perfect as ever,” said Amnandi.

The captain clapped her on a shoulder. “Go, woman. While the wind takes its rest, we’ll continue ours. Dry and bring your koka. I feel like singing.”

###
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THERE BEING NO REASON to expect danger on this voyage, Maab didn’t mind a bit of diversion.

She couldn’t sing to save her life. This did not deter her.

And because she didn’t sing on board often, her crew of twenty-seven souls rarely complained. She somehow made bawdy songs sound romantic and sad songs hopeful, always with a tremulous quality to her voice that said, I have done things so that you don’t have to.

As the Bane bobbed, she sang “The Lovelorn Dance.”

“I know to whom my heart is bound,

I know ’tis bound for you.

I know to whom my heart is bound,

I lash myself to you.

And should we part, I’ll send my heart,

To search all worlds for you.”

Amnandi’s vibrant orange-and-blue tunic matched the paint of her koka, an instrument that could not help but sound beautiful.

It was the perfect song to sing to a ship on its way “home,” and though the crew claimed lineage to at least a dozen lands, any port was home. The strings of the koka dutifully rode the rises and clefts. It was a simple tune, mostly twangs and stops, but Maab’s voice was expressive, so Amnandi’s fingers wandered and improvised in accompaniment.

Maab caught the eye of her first mate, Patrice Skye, who thought the crew had rested a little more than needed this time out. People waiting for orders to be given got sloppy. But this last hour on calm waters had lulled even her.

The two women exchanged a nod.

While Maab sang, Maab strolled. Few truly noticed how studious the captain was when she relaxed. A respectful crew always knew the sea was unpredictable. A sailor’s lull was merely a nap with one eye open.

Maab observed the state of knots, the morale of troublesome or troubled crewmembers, how evenly crates were stacked, the dryness or wetness of the deck, and sundry minutiae as kept a ship a ship.

“I know my love does not yet rest—” She met eyes with carpenter Sarantain, whose love, Grucca (waylaid off this voyage by a common yet highly perspicacious illness), awaited them at port. Waterfall. Where Maab and Amnandi’s adventure first began so many years earlier. The journey thus far from the northwestern coast of Afrela to the northeastern coast of Eurola, with sundry stops in between, had been fruitful but, more importantly, uneventful.

Sarantain gave a playful hardening of his eyes to say He had better be at rest.

“I know Grucca pines for you.” She and Amnandi strolled onward, eventually stopping to sit near three crewpersons playing a new card game they’d barely learned at last port, leading each to attempt to bend the rules to their benefit without outright cheating. Captain Maab Pinyasama did not allow cheating of any sort on her ship. The Bane had sailed for over a decade without a single choking, stabbing, slitting, or fight that wasn’t over and done the moment it was broken up.

She made her way belowdecks.

“And in the hold,” Maab sang, nodding in succession to midnight Dedoura and snowy Niss, former acolytes of some goddess or other (Maab couldn’t remember; there were too many), sworn to acolytic compassion and honesty. If they had to break an interloper’s arm, it was guaranteed they’d set it apologetically afterward. “Dedoura and Niss, quietly watching over”—Maab gestured expansively at the empty space and few crates or barrels still there after the Bane’s most recent dropoff—“all this.”

“She’s improvising,” said Dedoura.

“Child sister,” Niss said to Amnandi. She always called Amnandi Child sister. “Run.”

“We would simply cross paths again,” Amnandi said, forgetting the existence of humor for a moment while acknowledging quite literally that they were on a boat.

Maab warbled onward. “Onboard I am both captain and mother to our traveler of the witching ways. See? She stays and plays! But Niss receives double watch today. Let us see now what she has to say.” This with a full set of eye twinkles above her smile at the warrior woman, whose own soft smile never truly completely left her leathery face.

“I’ll be satisfied,” said Niss, “to see us make it home,” and she finished with automatically drawing a circle over the veins on her left wrist with her right thumb, a prayer beseeching the goddess’s favor.

“Have we been away so long?” Sometimes, a captain’s sense of time differed wildly from the crew’s.

“I’ve people I need to see in Waterfall,” Niss allowed, accompanied by that faraway, soft smile.

“Which is precisely my song!” said Maab.

Amnandi immediately played a recurring motif that, to the ear, became the workings of a clock, moving the mind—and time—decidedly forward.

Captain Pinyasama ventured further. The Bane was well sized and properly proportioned for each of the things it had to be: a courier of goods, a fighter when needed, an explorer at its best. The umber tang of sawdust pulled her toward Sarantain Hiver’s workshop.

Sarantain’s assistant—needed in Grucca’s stead—currently stacked unsalvageable planks from various areas of the Bane to see how many she could chop with an axe in one go.

“Amis, you’ll hurt yourself,” said the captain.

Amis Dotrig, champion against boredom and friend of Amnandi forever, paused. She looked to the captain, then Amnandi. But stayed on Amnandi.

“Yes?” the young witch prompted.

“Waiting for you to add again,” said the short, multi-bandaged, unkempt friend from Waterfall, still freckled where Niss was weathered.

Amnandi somehow made the koka sound like a sneer, then tucked the instrument at her side.

As the pale girl came around the stacks to show proper honor to the captain, the full-fledged, highly trained witch of the world of Erah threw a portal which Amis couldn’t avoid stepping into, and from which Amis exited decktop right beside the card players, who shrugged and continued their game.

“Again,” Amnandi said. She loved doing that to her.

Maab roared with laughter. “How many is that this week?”

“Three,” said Amnandi.

“I’ve no doubt of at least ten by the time we port,” said Maab.

Moments later, Amis Dotrig marched down the creaky wooden stairs, saying not a word to anyone. When she reached the carpentry workshop, Maab said, “Frankly, I can’t see how you don’t expect that by now.”

Amis huffed upward at Amnandi. “At some point, I’m going to go off on an adventure all my own.”

“You do that,” said Amnandi.

“I plan to.”

“No, I meant that I want you to experience all wonders.”

“Oh.” Amis was only a year younger than Amnandi. A year, at times, felt like ten.

“I’ll refrain from porting you without your permission for the remainder of this voyage,” said Amnandi.

“Come,” said Maab Pinyasama, having seen that her woodworking and repair crew’s needs were solidly met. “I can rhyme for at least two more verses. The cook deserves no less.”

The ship’s cook and backup physician hated Maab’s singing and had no problem telling her so. Her name, Leena, meant bitter, which as far as Maab was concerned was entirely accurate. She was kin by marriage to Maab’s sister.

“I know of where—” Maab paused to nod to Leena’s apprentice (every duty aboard a ship being apprenticed to full redundancy). The apprentice hauled two pig-sized sacks of rice, one on each shoulder, toward the ship’s massive cast-iron pot. Boiling lent the warm tropical air a bit more humidity.

The galley’s cross-breeze ports were wide open. Amnandi, while playing, studied the duo of sea and horizon through one.

Maab continued her song. “I know of where my heart is bound. Is bound for stew.” She stopped, studying a massive chopping board’s lines of onions, carrots, fresh-caught fish, and beets. “No heat in today’s meal?” she asked her sister-in-law.

“Not everything requires spice, sister.”

“Carry on.”

To the captain’s back, the wiry chef said, “I won’t ask the same of you!” with a whack of a sharp knife to a green fish’s head.

“Enjoy this rest!” Maab shouted back, then sang louder.

***
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A DASH THROUGH THE berths and rowing station below, then past the heavy drab curtain of the captain’s small quarters, up the stairs foreship.

The soft wind had shifted a bit.

Several crew members who’d been spread out when Maab went below hovered close at the prow, backs to her approach. Their voices quickly rose. One turned to shout for the captain’s presence but snatched it back when he saw her, instead directing her attention over the side.

The sea within two strokes along the side had gone inky black.

“What’s our perimeter look like?” Maab called out. Crew from various places rushed to sides. Voices following one another gave the same report.

A sailor’s rest.

It appeared a drop of ink had fallen from the sky above the sky, bobbing with the barely drifting ship.

“This is why we don’t stop,” someone muttered, hoping Maab wouldn’t hear.

The miasma spread surely outward until the diameter equalled that of the length of the ship. Maab made sure Amnandi was still in tow as she raced about. The ink neither stained the hull nor adhered. Merely sat atop the water and lapped the Bane’s hull like mercury.

The Bane, for all intents and purposes, became the pupil of a black, unseeing eye.

“Oars,” Maab said to the first mate as the muscled woman came into view. Within moments of Mate Skye relaying the order, slots opened low in the ship’s belly at port and starboard. Rows of long oars speared out.

“Straight on,” said Maab calmly.

Witch stuff or god stuff.

For Maab Pinyasama, barely a shrug.

Skye gave the drum beside the wheelhouse two rapid whacks, an order which carried through the wooden pipes leading to the oar master’s station below and his quickly assembled crew of rowers.

Maab heard two sharp strikes in acknowledgment.

The ship moved forward.

The ink didn’t hold them, nor did it go away, being their shadow as though cast from directly above.

“Again,” ordered Maab.

Skye gave two strikes.

Two strikes answered, straight forward again.

The shadow remained.

“We are espied,” Maab said to Skye. “Hold.”

Skye beat the drum once.

“Bring me an oar,” Maab said to Amnandi.

***
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AMNANDI THREW A PORTAL, stepped through, relayed the captain’s wish to the nearest rowing duo, who expertly removed the long oar from its mount. She threw the return portal and, with the help of the young rower holding the other end of the oar stepping through behind her, presented the waxed wood for inspection.

Unina had often told her that rest invited appeals from spirits.

Not a speck of ink, just slightly glistening wood, perfectly shaped and balanced. “You wouldn’t have fetched it if you’d sensed harm,” Maab said. “Or had it simply been wood and water. Speak on it.”

“There’s spirit in the wood but not of the wood.” No need to guess. There was unmistakable power there. “This is goddess work.”

Maab nodded after stepping closer to the oversized oar and inspecting it herself. “Return it.”

Amnandi glanced over her shoulder to be sure the rower was ready. At his nod, she settled her end of the oar in the crook of an arm, threw the portal with the other, and led the way, hearing Mate Skye anticipate her captain. “Everyone on deck?”

“Aye.”

Mate Skye clanged a bell that focused all eyes on the open space the captain moved toward. Amnandi elected to walk up the stairs with the rowers, the galley crew, and sundry others belowdecks. Up top, she searched for Amis.

The sun shone crisply and clearly.

A mystery.

Or an opportunity.

For Captain Maab Pinyasama, there wasn’t always difference between the two.

“The captain thinks we’ve sat long enough to be noticed by the gods,” said Skye, setting the stage for the curious.

Pinyasama hopped a crate for height. She nodded to one of her crew. “Keep watch on it.” All the various feathers stitched to her sarong flapped in a sudden gust of wind. She raised her voice. “Being chosen is nothing new, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have good fears. I fully expect, acknowledge, and embrace yours. We drop anchor and remain here overnight until we get clear guidance. If no guidance, we leave.”

“We can’t sit a solid two hours without some goddess getting it into her head to waylay us?” someone groused.

“These feathers come at a price. The sea always knows where I am. Its needs are our needs. Aye?” Another gust shimmered the feathers.

“Aye,” most grumbled. The gods did make their needs known—this was common knowledge—but not with the frequency at which Maab Pinyasama encountered them. Over the course of five years, Amnandi’s mother had relayed news to Amnandi from Maab of five missions from the gods. Usually the goddess.

“We’ve got an eye,” said Pinyasama. “We’ve got a sudden wind telling us we must not rest. Our young witch was in the water not an hour ago, communing by grace of the goddess.” She hopped off her crate. “We wait to see what’s revealed.” The captain headed aft, where she planned to stand, sit, or slouch for as long as necessary. “Amnandi,” she said, everyone knowing that somewhere in the crowd, the young lady would’ve put herself within easy hearing. “With me, please.”

When Amnandi caught up to her captain, Maab looked her over. “You well? What’re you feeling?”

“Uncertain.” Then, quickly realizing that could be interpreted numerous ways, Amnandi added, “I feel that I’m uncertain, not that I’m uncertain of what I feel. I...don’t like the feeling.”

“Ayanda hasn’t taught you some witchy saying about uncertainty being a path to enlightened thinking or some such?”

Amnandi shook her head.

“Then neither will I,” said Pinyasama. “Each voyage of this ship is a promise that I will bring everyone home. Be certain of that. An intercession by the goddess is not a trivial thing. Be certain of that.”

“I am.”

“Good. Explain the wood, please.”

“My breath caught briefly while holding it. I felt immobile.”

“Stuck,” said Maab.

Amnandi nodded.

“As we are. You had no sense of anything amiss while in the water?”

“None.”

“Caprice is rarely random. Apparently, we are indeed meant to wait. A preparatory period before diving into the unknown?”

“Which one cannot prepare for. I should meditate for clarity and solutions,” said Amnandi.

Seventeen years old yet speaking with so much of her mother’s timbre.

“May I ask you to chronicle our possibilities?” Maab said. “Your unique insights will add the details I’d most certainly overlook.”

Amnandi reached inside her tunic and pulled out a sturdy bound notebook magicked to be waterproof. “I will begin now,” she said.
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Chapter 2: The Eye
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We watched in shifts all night. The sun didn’t reflect off the black circle during the day, and at night torches and the slender moon lit our space but not the disc. I felt no danger from the circle, and the captain took that to mean she should feel no danger either, leading to the crew feeling no danger. This is not meant to disrespect them, but this was foolishness on their parts. What is not dangerous to a witch may be highly dangerous in deeper ways to someone else. Perhaps I could not sense that yet. Perhaps they remain in danger. It is nearly time for first mess. This crew does not dismiss or disdain goddess work. How could they when the captain’s luck is itself a boon of the goddess? But if people can question, make mistakes, or be foolish, they will.

I probed during my shift at watch but received nothing. Dorsals and the tips of tails lazily circled us. Large ones. Silent ones just out of range of torchlight. Sharks. I was the only one to notice them, but felt no need to raise an alarm.

The great beasts made not a single audible disturbance of water, more evidence of the goddess.

And now the sun. The black circle unchanged. The captain and I will lower in a dinghy for tests. May it prove interesting.

***
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“YOU STILL FEELING ALL right?” the captain asked.

“I am,” said Amnandi.

The captain gave the drop signal to the two crew holding the dinghy aloft. Rope slid smoothly through their practiced hands, dropping Maab and Amnandi steadily but cautiously. The small boat landed atop the dark water with a whumpf as though atop bedsheets or fine fabric. Maab raised a curious brow. Water did not whumpf. “Row us out a bit,” she said.

Amnandi dipped her oars into the circle, which bobbed with the sea but didn’t churn beneath her strokes. When the oars slid into the black, they may well not existed beyond the wood visible above the water.

Under the water, however, there was a reassuring push, and the boat moved forward.

“One stroke past the perimeter,” said Maab, “then turn about. Stay prepared to heave away.”

The dinghy obeyed silently. Amnandi held it steady when they once again faced the Bane and the circle. A narrow ribbon of clear water ran between the dinghy through the black.

Maab rolled up a linen sleeve and dipped fingers into that clear ribbon. Then the hand to the wrist. After that, the arm to the elbow.

The sea was the sea, full of warmth, active with currents.

Amnandi followed suit, resting her oars and pushing a wide orange sleeve over a shoulder.

The sea was indeed the sea, electrical, alive, so vocal it constantly vibrated, so inviting it both slowed and quickened her heartbeat. It broadcast a million messages to her bones from around the world, and her bones could only smile.

The expression on her face remained stony.

Life for a witch generally mimicked the sea: there was abundance. Emotions, potentialities, contradictions, balance, all held at arm’s length for the clarity of intimacy. Yet the black hole? Nothing. It was an absence more than absence. It was refusal.

Of what? Amnandi asked it.

She had not yet touched the black.

“May I?” she asked the captain, who shifted forward and took hold of the oars even as she assented.

Maab gave a slight row. The boat touched the edge of the black.

Amnandi leaned out, her long fingers scant inches from the mysterious surface.

“Describe everything,” said Maab.

The witch’s fingertips met the surface and dipped through.

“I don’t feel it,” Amnandi said. “No resistance, no temperature.” Taking a deep, centering breath, she closed her eyes for several heartbeats. “I hear it.”

“What’s it saying, luv?” said Maab.

“...crying.”

“For?”

Looking over her shoulder with eyes closed—somewhat unnervingly—Amnandi said, “You.”

Which was not what Maab Pinyasama wanted to hear.

Yet she’d made her life upon the sea. Debts were meant to be paid. “I accept its need,” she said.

The depthless black pimpled into a shifting mass of points as though an ancient whale hummed a lonely baritone below it.

Amnandi yanked her arm away.

The entire surface shimmered in place, tiny spikes rising and falling so fast, it appeared the mass was hyperventilating.

And then, exactly after a very deep breath, the sea spoke, deafeningly wordless. Hands flew to ears in the dinghy and everywhere on the Bane.

A goddess’s voice overlay their reality.

For five long seconds, brains and stomachs churned. Tears flowed freely. Regrets intensified.

When silence became a welcome, no one looked at each other.

The crew of the Bane glanced down at their captain. The black circle was gone.

A flotsam of feathers surrounded Captain Maab Pinyasama and Amnandi Khumalo.

***
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IT TOOK ALL HANDS AND the better part of the day to gather all the feathers. Maab insisted not a single one be missed. They filled three empty wine barrels, which Sarantain drilled holes in to aid the plumes drying.

The feathers were slightly larger than normal, each tipped bright blue, being the feathers of searavens, three-fingered, shapeshifting sprites who traveled from land to land, claiming small bodies of water as their own.

Maab was convinced those who’d owned these feathers were dead.

Skye was insistent with her counter. “Perhaps the goddess intends a different interpretation. Perhaps aid is required.”

“If they’re dead, aid is required. If they are injured, aid is required. If they require us, we go,” said Maab.

“Yes, but it’s how we go that presently concerns me. There’s fire in your eyes, Captain.”

“There’s always fire in her eyes,” said Amnandi, who had yet to leave the captain’s side.

Skye took the interruption gently. “Not of this type.”

“You’re thinking of Penshek,” said Maab.

“Penshek was foolishness,” said Skye.

“Yes, it was, and I’ll not repeat it,” said Maab.

Penshek was on the southern tip of Afrela. Maab’s own homeland of Myrrai was an archipelago mere days’ journey from northern Afrela. Maab had often wondered if she and Ayanda had crossed younger paths unawares.

There was an entire colony of spirits at Penshek. No one knew from where.

“Are you perhaps familiar with Penshek’s recent history?” Maab asked Amnandi.

“No.”

“Then I will let you stay that way. Skye,” Maab said, “there will be no foolishness. I pledge this ship on it.” These were binding words.

“Witnessed?” Skye said to Amnandi.

“Witnessed.”

“There’s an island blue-tips have claimed. Little more than a volcano, really,” said Maab.

“Northeast of us,” said Skye.

This surprised the captain. “You know it?”

“I’ve heard tales,” said Skye.

“Gods, I love tales,” said Maab. “Two days’ journey from here. One if the wind is kind.”

“Plot the course?” asked Skye.

“Aye. Unless we hear from the goddess otherwise.”
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Chapter 3: The Ship
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Next stop: Blue-tip Island.

The Bane sped. Its full sails gulped air and strained their reach. Maab remembered being five and racing to every area, chasing the spray. Old sailors found unsolicited baths annoying. Maab, then as now, delighted at every splash.

Even at that young age, ships were nothing new to her. Hers was a matrilineal family of seafarers. There was never an attempt to deny the communion of feet upon wood upon water. No matter a voyage’s intent, that communion remained.

Those who were blessed to feel it journeyed that much better. That was fact.

The ship’s hull, as richly tawny as any horse’s yet as weathered as a healthy tree, had been crafted in the fashion of the best swimmers’ bodies: full-chested, straight and strong-middled, tapering gracefully to a point at the rear. A wooden teardrop halved along the horizontal.

Her ship had gone through three names, handed down from mother to child as per Myrrai custom. Grand Elder Pinyasama, finally able to sail at the age of fifty after saving all her life for the shipbuilder’s commission price, had built the ship and named it Myrrai Blood, a nod to her familial determination. When she turned the ship over to her only daughter, Maab’s mother being a secret poet of a woman rechristened the ship Love and Gain, which inevitably became Love Again, then simply Love. Fifteen years later, after this racing, perfect teardrop of a ship had gained a reputation among traders and couriers as being the one to beat if other ships hoped to feed their families with sea wages, Maab—twenty and cheekier than a treemunk—gave it the name it now tacked toward Blue-tip under.

There would be no children to Maaboth Pinyasama, a declaration as certain as fact. Lovers who had attempted to ply her with blessings of motherhood were gentle fools. The Bane either swam like a dolphin or flew like a bird. There was no in-between and way too much fun being had. There were more than enough for whom children were a wonder, and both Grand Elder and Mother remained fine with the eventual fate of the ship: a massive party and bonfire upon the vessel’s rest.

Maab spied Amnandi doing her best to appear engaged but actually looking for someplace to be alone. The girl exerted excessive levels of control over herself but never pretended to be an expert of witch matters.

Amnandi was her daughter. Amis was her daughter. Every person on the ship grew with her until they decided to go on their own or go home.

One couldn’t ask for a better crew or a better sky for a quest: enough blue to hope, and the right people to make worthy decisions. Wind caught the sails steadily; there was barely a need to steer.

Maab ran her fingers down her flapping sarong. Each varied feather was a gift from the goddess and existed to remind her of the purpose of life: softness. Softness of thought, being, and the contact of one life upon another. Softness was a mystery by itself to embrace in a hard, biting world; it was an adventure to undertake. She had on her ship a young woman who, as a child, had been forced to take a life to protect another. Maab had seen that wound in others often enough. It did not heal. Softness helped. That was a fact.

And just as there were all kinds of people, there were all kinds of softness. Another fact.

Facts, facts, facts. The ship: bound for the opposite of facts. Amnandi, having found her private spot, now sitting cross-legged in total meditation, had been taught that witches dealt in reality, and that the speed of thought was to be continually tempered lest the brain go its infinite separate ways and be lost.

Maybe Ayanda had meant that specifically for her daughter’s brain? Amnandi was already capable of magicks unlearned from someone else. Many of these she kept to herself, but Maab compared what she had witnessed mother Ayanda could do and what Amnandi did. Maab’s gut told her Amnandi was forever on a cusp, whether in this world or myriad others.

In many respects, Amnandi, too, either swam or flew, rarely giving the appearance of true rest. Maab imagined if she whispered the girl’s name, she would spring up ready for duty.

Yes, the effort to seem at ease was likely extreme.

Maab resisted the urge to go to her to tuck a loosened edge of Amnandi’s bright yellow headscarf back behind the girl’s ear. It took strength to meditate like that, knowing how many lives flashed by, intersected, or constantly bounced off you. There was no point interrupting her.

Blue sky, high clouds, and wide-open sea.

As the ship raced toward the unknown, other darting teardrops caught Maab’s eye here and there in the water. The dolphin pod hadn’t left them. A good omen.

“Whatever comes,” she told her ship, “we’ve sailed through worse. You know how this goes.”
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Chapter 4: Others
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“I thought I was going home,” Amis said during that night’s watch which she and Amnandi pulled. She scratched the wild broomstick that passed for her hair. Cracker crumbs fell out. She had no idea how that happened.

Stars glittered as though only lovers were awake. Amis didn’t know exactly what she was supposed to watch for, despite First Mate Skye slowly prowling the deck stem to stern, the tall woman’s eyes checking ropes, crew, the sea, or nothing which meant everything. The Mate had clearly learned vigilance from the captain. There wasn’t a mistake made by Amis which the captain didn’t at some juncture point out.

Which Amis loved. She’d issued herself a challenge in joining this voyage: be more the Amis she wanted to be, someone who took correction as learning (like her friend did) rather than punishment.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Amis said. “I’m just...ready. You know?”

“It would be good to see Bettany and Gita again,” Amnandi agreed, flicking one of Amis’s crumbs from a fresh tunic, ending with characteristic finality. “First this.”

“Don’t pretend you know what ‘this’ is.”

“I don’t.”

“Well, I wish you high-flying dogshit would. What’s the point me having a witch for a friend if she isn’t divining mysteries?” She hoped Amnandi would warm to the teasing.

“The goddess wishes you to marry and have far too many children.”

“Hoo, the disappointment in her future is five pigs big,” said Amis.

“All will be well,” Amnandi assured.

“It’s never well for everybody involved.”

“True.”

Amis scanned the passing waters courtesy of Sharda, Erah’s moon. Even with the moon’s brightness, her eyes barely processed more than the liquid flow of night. “What if this is simply a test? Like the old stories of gods succumbing to boredom.”

“My gods had words with those gods. There are no more tests.”

“Are you being serious?”

“Usually.”

“Do you think insects think of us as old gods?”

“I could ask if they have tales.” Amnandi thought a moment for likely candidates. “Probably the bees.” She scanned the waters with deeper inward sight than Amis would ever have. The water felt like water. Life below its surface formed the usual mosaic of moving pieces. Night watch in general was a lesson in meditative acuity, whether the crew knew that was Captain Maab’s intent or not.

Amis wondered if this watch in particular was honing Amnandi before reaching Blue-tip. Every continent on Erah had tales of gods needing the sharp-eyed, sharp-minded assistance of its population from time to time.

Amis let things get quiet a moment. A plip of water broke the silence, so she did too. “Gita’s father is still inventing things. Got a whole stockpile for you to see. Even been fiddling with Gita’s automatons.” Another plip. “Are you listening to me?”

“No.” Amnandi moved several paces away. “Hush.”

Something unseen repeatedly surfaced and dove sure as a knife, easily pacing the Bane. The fact that it now made noise for them to hear was disquieting.

Amnandi cast illumination from her eyes and channeled twin beams outward for Amis’s benefit.

This trick was new to Amis. A bit unsettling, her friend’s eyes suddenly bright as a cat’s and lancing the dark, but more important things took precedence.

Amis wished a harpoon was handy.

At the next plip, Amnandi’s head twitched. Light caught something sliding into the water, supple as an eel.

“Torches!” Amis shouted. People, having been attracted by Amnandi’s show, were already on the move.

Amnandi dimmed her eyes in preparation for dousing them entirely.

“Keep those peepers hot,” said Mate Skye, then issued orders to rouse the captain and light all lanterns. “What’d you see, ladies?”

“Part of something stalking,” said Amis. 

Maab rushed forward, blue silk robe flapping around her plain sleep linens, her bare feet tiny handclaps against the deck. “Speak on it! What graces us?”

Skye gave the nod to report. Amnandi, eyes still on the water, said, “A swimmer has made itself known.”

Amis noted the captain said nothing about Amnandi’s eyes, so neither did she. “Nandi suspects it’s been following us a while,” she said. She knew Nandi enough to know her suspicious mind.

“Anything that suddenly pops up tends to be an excellent hunter,” said Maab. “You heard nothing, saw nothing, till now?” she asked Amnandi specifically.

“Correct.”

“Nothing swims quieter than the Mer. We know them only as they decide we should know,” said the captain. She gently brushed Amnandi’s shoulder. “Eyes off, luv.”

“Even for witches?” asked Amis. She hadn’t come across much on Erah that got the better of a witch.

They all glanced to Amnandi, who gave the apparent answer. “Even for witches.”

“Could be a simple beast,” said one of the crew, bearing a torch closer.

“And could be my gran finally come to take this ship back,” said Maab. “What’s more likely under Sharda’s watch this particular night?”

“I’ve never encountered Mer,” said Skye. She noted Amnandi still focused unwaveringly on the water. “I take it our young lady hasn’t, either.”

“No,” said Amnandi.

“Should we cull speed?” Skye asked Maab.

“No, that’d be a sign of disrespect. Quiet and fast is the Mer default. Matter of fact, let’s get a little more tack out of this wind, see if our ambassador acknowledges our parlay. If this one tries to speak I’ll hold up a fist meaning everyone”—a separating hand on Amnandi’s shoulder—“should sing. Doesn’t matter what, but if they can work off each other’s tune, the better. Mer talk grates on the brain.”

“Should we not give it till daylight?” said the Mate. “If it’s followed thus far...”

“Nocturnal folk,” said Maab. “Sensitive to light.”

“Aye,” Skye assented. “At some point, Captain, you’ll educate us on what you haven’t met.”

“A dragoon in a dress,” Maab muttered, her attention hard on the glassy water, before she quickly moved along the railing. “There.” She grabbed a crewperson’s hand and directed his lantern far left. A torso and two appendages that mimicked arms popped above water and smoothly did a half-circle before disappearing. The swimmer seemed made of the water or the water of it, both being pitch as the night and fluid as oil.

And no slap of a tailfin.

For several moments, only the soft rush of wind past their ears. The Bane’s pops and creaks traveled alongside the water the ship displaced.

Then the slap of meat against wood. For them to hear it, it must have been halfway up the hull already.

Maab ran aft. All followed.

“May I?” she said to the light-bearing crewperson who’d kept up with her. The young man handed the lantern over. Maab dimmed it as low as it could go without killing the flame, then held it aloft for her crew to mimic. All light levels aft softened to a ghost of a whisper.
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