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        A journey across the sea will change everything.

      

        

      
        As the granddaughter of the captain, Ines loves nothing more than visiting new places alongside her trusty frog familiar. And with a mission to collect tea witches for Purple Oak underway, she has a reason to do just that. 

      

        

      
        Alone in the world and without anyone to rely on, Susie has been searching for a purpose and a way to use her mer powers. When a ship visiting her port reveals they need a mer to help them on their way, she sees the chance she's been looking for. 

      

        

      
        As Ines and Susie bond on their journey across the sea, they realise there might be something more between them than just friendship.

        -

        The Frog Ward's Journey is a cozy fantasy romance with a sapphic romance, a frog ward who wishes they could save everyone, a mer looking for home, unusual magic, a pinch of steam, and a happy ever after.
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      Susie

      

      Warmth filled the Salty Sailor, both from the fire in the grate and the voices of seafolk relaxing after a day at work. The laughter was the best part of the tavern, even beyond the generous bowls of fish stew they served with freshly baked bread. It made me feel as if I had somewhere to belong, even if it was only for a little while.

      I mopped the last bit of stew up with a chunk of bread, determined not to leave a single crumb behind. I didn't get to eat a hot meal every day, so I wanted to make the most of it when I had one.

      Once I was satisfied I hadn't wasted anything, I leaned back in my seat, enjoying the sensation of being full and able to focus on something other than food. The tavern was as busy as expected whenever a new ship docked at the port. It was hard to miss an event like that in a small town like this, even with the transient nature of the population here.

      Raucous laughter came from one side of the room, while a group of sailors in the corner sang a sea shanty with a slight drunken drawl. It was oddly endearing, even if I couldn't tell what the words meant because they were singing in a foreign language. There was still something enjoyable about it, it made me think of days spent at sea, with the wind in my hair and the saltwater on my face.

      It was clear that everyone was glad to be on land, even if I knew that they'd likely be just as happy once they were back on the sea. This kind of town and job attracted a lot of people who loved to be on the water. Not just mer like me, but fish keepers, sea mammal wards, naiads and some other nymphs. It was the perfect job for those of us whose magic depended on the ocean.

      Thanks to that, the Salty Sailor wasn't just a good place to get something to eat, it was a good place to get information even if I couldn't understand the majority of the people in the room. That was what I got for crossing the sea for work on a whim.

      The barmaid came over to clear my empty plate away and gave me a friendly smile. "Can I get you anything else, Susie?"

      There was a part of me that wanted to ask her for one of the delicious slices of apple pie they served here, but I knew I couldn't afford it. "I'm all out of coin for today," I replied, grateful that she asked anyway. Most places would've already kicked me out, but the staff here knew that I'd be returning to a cold room if I left here, and they seemed to be the sort who didn't want that.

      It was a relief that there were kind people like them in this world, especially when there were others who happily took advantage of those down on their luck.

      "Let me know if you change your mind." She gave me a smile and continued on to the next table, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

      I scanned the room, looking to see if there was anything of interest going on. The group singing sea shanties had moved onto another tune, though the drinks seemed to have made them misplace a couple of the words.

      The doors to the tavern swung open, and my ears pricked up to hear the newcomers speaking my mother tongue, it even distracted me from the cold gust of wind they brought with them.

      "The weather is absolutely miserable," the older woman of the two said, shivering as she removed her jacket and hung it over the back of the chair of the table next to me. "We'll have to stay docked for a few more days."

      "We don't mind the rain," the younger woman responded.

      I looked at them both out of the side of my eye, being careful not to look like I was snooping. The younger woman wrung some water out of the braid of brown hair that fell to her mid-back. A ribbit came from her shoulder, drawing my attention to the green frog with red feet there.

      Cute.

      The younger woman had to be a ward, judging by the frog familiar, but I had no idea about the older one. I couldn't see any animal with her, but that didn't mean anything. Not all wards carried their familiars with them all the time.

      The brown-haired girl picked the frog up in her hands and gave it a kiss. "You love the weather, don't you?"

      The frog croaked again, sounding pleased about his lot in life.

      A pang of longing shot through me. It was such a lovely sight, and it made me wish that I were a ward with a familiar too. If I had a familiar, I'd never have to be lonely. But it wasn't something that mer had, so it was nothing more than wishful thinking.

      The barmaid returned to my table with a pint of ale. She set it down in front of me with a smile. "Here, for you."

      "I really can't pay," I said quickly.

      "I tapped one too many by accident. Enjoy it," the barmaid said with a genuine smile.

      There was a prideful part of me that wanted to turn the pint of ale down and tell them I didn't need charity. The practical part of me squashed that little voice down right away.

      I did need charity.

      "Thanks," I responded even though she was already walking away. They really were kind here, all though I didn't miss the glint of pity in the barmaid's eyes. People often looked at me like that, and I should be used to it by now. Despite that, it still stung. I suspected it always would.

      I reached for the heavy tankard. The light ale had a little bit of foam on top and smelled deliciously fruity. I took a sip, enjoying the rich taste of the ale. Not as good as home, but still delicious. And certainly better than I would have had otherwise.

      A man wove through the tables, and for a moment, I thought he was coming to me, but he veered off to the table with the frog ward instead.

      They exchanged pleasantries, speaking slightly louder than they had before, which made it easier for me to listen in. And now that I had my ale, I should be able to eavesdrop while not drawing a huge amount of attention to myself.

      "We're expecting the journey to take two weeks, give or take," the older woman said. "It really depends on the weather and how fast we can get the ship in shape."

      "What's the pay?" the man asked.

      I perked up. A ship that was hiring? That was certainly good information, especially when it seemed to be run by people speaking my language.

      "Bed and board for the duration of the trip and five coins a day," the frog ward responded.

      I took a sip of ale to cover my reaction, not wanting to draw attention to myself. That sounded like good compensation, even if I had no idea what kind of job they were offering. A part of me wanted to lean across to the other table to ask, but that felt way too cheeky. Especially while they were interviewing someone else. That wasn't a good look.

      Besides, I didn't even know where their ship was going. It could take me further from home. As far as Tea Bay was home, anyway.

      They talked about a few more details, and the man shook both women's hands, signalling that their deal was done. I guessed it didn't matter where they were going if there wasn't a space on their ship for me anyway.

      The older woman let out a sigh once they were alone again. "Now we just need to find another mer and we're set for our journey."

      My ears burned in response, and hope sprang to life within my chest totally unbidden. They were looking for merfolk.

      I looked down at the tankard of ale and the slight webbing between my fingers.

      They were looking for someone like me.

      A much louder croak than I expected jolted me out of my thoughts. My eyes widened and I pulled my ale back as the small green flag catapulted itself onto my table. It landed with a splat and looked pleased with itself, for as far as frogs could look pleased.

      "Erm, hi?"

      Ribbet. Its big yellow eyes were rolling back and forth, and it looked like it wanted to leap again.

      I put my hand over the top of my tankard in case the frog decided that it wanted to jump inside.

      "Benoit!" The brown-haired ward snatched the frog up in her hands while shaking her head. "You know the rules, no hopping inside."

      I held back a rare chuckle. Were frogs capable of following rules? I had no clue, but the idea tickled me.

      The ward shot me an apologetic smile. "I'm sorry about that. Benoit likes to show off his jumping skills, even when he's not supposed to.

      I returned her smile. "No worries. At least he didn't land in my ale."

      "I bet he was aiming for that, though. Silly frog thinks everything is a pond." The woman gave me one last smile before her attention turned back to the cheeky frog. It was so endearing.

      As was the woman in front of me. She had delicate features and wide eyes. Definitely pretty, but the way she smiled made her beautiful.

      Something inside me sparked. Maybe hope. Maybe panic.

      "I..."  I trailed off when I realised I had no idea what I wanted to say.

      The frog ward gave me a curious look.

      I cleared my throat. If I wanted a chance at a job and getting home, then I was going to have to be bold. "I couldn't help but overhear some of your conversation. You're looking for mer to work on your boat?"

      The ward nodded, not seeming at all bothered by my response. "We are. Do you know someone?"

      "I'm the someone," I said, holding up my hand to prove that I was mer. If she was looking for one, then she'd know what the webbing meant.

      Her face lit up. "Oh! Great. Well, we're looking for mer for our next voyage," the ward confirmed. "Some of our usual crew have moved on, so we need to replace them. We're hosting interviews tomorrow at the docks, if you're interested.”

      My heart was pounding even harder. "I am."

      "All right. Well, if you're still interested tomorrow, come to the Dolphin an hour after dawn."

      I nodded. "Thanks."

      "Hopefully, I'll see you there." She gave me what seemed like a genuine smile and headed back to the table where she exchanged a few quiet words with the older woman.

      I didn't know any of the details yet, but it didn't really matter. It was an opportunity, and those hadn't exactly been knocking on my door in droves. I'd find out whether it was too good to be true tomorrow, but the ship being called The Dolphin was a sign. Dolphins were good luck for any sea journey, so maybe this one would be good for me.
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      Susie

      

      A cold wind rose from the water at the docks, bringing with it the comforting smell of seaweed and salt. It smelled of home, even if that wasn't really a place for me.

      I took a deep breath, feeling a sense of peace fall over me as I did. The sea was calling to me, and as much as I wanted to answer, I had other things to do. Like making sure I got a job so that I could survive.

      Several ships were docked, mostly from merchants by the look of them, and I checked each one for a name. I needn't have bothered, because the moment I saw the proud prow of The Dolphin with its namesake carved into it and almost a dozen people milling around in front of it, I knew I was in the right place.

      Nerves filled me as I grew closer, and I noticed that all of the assembled people had webbing between their fingers. They were here for the same job opportunity as I was. It only catapulted my nerves to another level. Unless the ship lost all of their mer, then there was no chance that everyone was getting hired, and that meant that most of the people here were my competition. Judging by some of their ages, they had a lot more experience than I did, which was going to make it difficult for me to be the one to get hired.

      Even so, I joined the group, but kept to myself. I didn't recognise any of the people here, and most of the conversation was in the local language. While I'd picked up some of the basics needed to survive, I couldn't speak it very well, not having had anyone to practice with.

      It didn't take long before the woman with the cheeky frog appeared from the ship. She danced down the plank with the elegance of someone who had grown up doing it, making me wonder more about her past, especially when she had a familiar who wasn't a sea creature. As far as I knew, there weren't any saltwater frogs.

      She greeted everyone with a serious expression on her face, but it almost seemed as if she smiled when she spotted me, but it had to be my imagination.

      The woman clapped her hands together, making her frog sit prouder on her shoulder in response. "Hi everyone, thank you all for coming this morning," she said in a clear voice. "I'm Ines Shipman, and I'm in charge of recruiting new people for The Dolphin's crew."

      That surprised me. That was a high position for someone who looked to be in her early to mid-twenties. Based on her last name, and the fact that she had one, I'd guess that she was from a prominent family of some kind.

      Lucky her.

      "So, we're heading to Tea Bay, and it'll take about two weeks if the wind cooperates. We're hiring mer for lifeguard duty, general maintenance, and water control. We need people with experience because there's been a prediction of bad weather. Can everyone line up?" Ines asked, gesturing down the length of the dock.

      Despite the fact she was at least ten years younger than most of the people who had turned up, everyone fell into a neat line. It was a kind of friendly authority that worked surprisingly well. At least until the stress of the sea got to everyone.

      There was a part of me that wanted to make my way to the front of the line just in case she was the kind of person who went for the first person in front of them, but that felt a little awkward.

      Ines made her way down the line, pausing in front of each person and asking some questions that I couldn't hear. She had a serious expression on her face that made me certain that she was giving everyone the chance to impress her.

      It did nothing for my nerves. I had come here on a whim but did I really think I was going to be picked over someone else? Maybe I'd be a better choice over the two mer who looked like they weren't even adults, but there were seasoned people in this line-up too. People who would know what they were doing in a way that I didn't. Ines might be my age, but she was acting like she’d done this many times before.

      Maybe I should leave before all I had to show for my morning was my wounded pride.

      My stomach growled, a reminder of why I couldn't just walk away from this opportunity. I needed to find a job and soon because I was quickly running out of money. Maybe if she didn't want to hire me as one of the ship's mer, there'd be something else I could do. Especially if they were going to be returning to Tea Bay. A poor paying deck scrubbing job might be worth it if I could get home. Not that I had a plan when I got there. No one was waiting for me, and I had nowhere to live, but I could figure that out when I was there.

      Ines came to a stop in front of me, and smiled. Now that we were in daylight, I could tell see more of her. There was a warmth in her eyes that I was sure came from kindness, and her clothing was good quality but well-worn. Between that, her position, and her surname, I was now certain that she was from a family with wealth and influence.

      A loud ribbit pulled my attention where Benoit was perched on her shoulder, his bright red feet a contrast against Ines' shirt.

      "Hi," Ines said. "It's good to see you again." Her green eyes sparked with interest, but that was probably in my imagination.

      "Likewise," I responded. "I hope Benoit hasn't gotten into any drinks this morning."

      Ines laughed, drawing an annoyed look from a couple of the surrounding mer. I could understand that. I'd be annoyed if I went to a job interview like this and one of the other people going for it seemed to have a rapport with the person doing the hiring. If I could call what Ines and I had a rapport.

      "You'll be glad to know that my morning tea was safe," she said.

      I gave an awkward chuckle, trying not to think about what that meant. Tea wasn't cheap.

      "What's your name?" she asked.

      "Susie." I reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, surprised when it felt like she was watching my every move.

      "It's nice to properly meet you, Susie." She flashed me a genuine smile. "Do you have experience working on ships?"
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