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      "Damn that woman to the Morrigan's deepest Hell!"

      Anwyn blinked at the angry curse. It sounded like Iola, one of the youngest sailors on the Stormspinner and one of Anwyn's closest friends among the sailors her family employed. The Stormspinner gotten into port four days ago and Iola was staying at the Clan House until the Stormspinner went back out to sea.

      Her family was from Archaelaos instead of Aingeal. Anwyn didn't know much about Archaelaos. Iola wouldn't talk about it and the time they'd spent together had been filled with Anwyn's chatter and Iola's quiet laughter.

      The hallway from the warehouse back to the bunks where Iola was staying was dark and musty. Someone must have shut the window at the far end of the hallway during the rain last night. Anwyn could almost taste the moisture building up in the hallway and made a mental note to make sure the window was opened again before things could start to molder. Iola's bunk was close to the end of the hallway and yes, the window was closed.

      "What's wrong?" Anwyn asked once she followed the sound of Iola's muttered cursing into Iola's borrowed bunk.

      "My... mother," Iola snarled as she glared at the letter in her hand. "She wants me to come home."

      Her dark cheeks had gone darker with a furious flush that made her look almost Ntombian. Anwyn cocked her head as she read over Iola's shoulder, struggling with the loopy Archaelaosian script done in such a messy hand that it was nearly incomeprehensible. After a moment of frustration Anwyn shrugged and looked at Iola curiously.

      "She claims to be sick, dying," Iola said in such a sarcastic tone that Anwyn couldn't help but wince. "For the eighth time since I left home. So she's begging me to come home and see her one last time before she dies."

      "Really?" Anwyn asked, confused.

      Iola snorted and nodded as she folded the letter back up and stuffed it back into the heavy brown paper envelope that had protected it on the trip to Aingeal City. "It's ridiculous. I'd wager my full year's wages that Father has no idea she sent the letter. I know that stubborn woman. It's another attempt to get me home so that she can marry me off to some nice young boy."

      Anwyn shrugged, wondering what was wrong with that. Granted, Iola was a little young to get married. She didn't have the rank or pay to support a husband quite yet but Mother had mentioned that Iola was a hard worker who would go far. In a few years she'd probably be second or third in charge of the Stormspinner.

      Their relationship alternated between an adopted older sister who backed up her scrappy younger sister and two young women hinting at the possibility of falling in bed with each other. To Anwyn's dismay Iola always backed off before anything happened. Anwyn was pretty sure that Iola was still a virgin even though she was seventeen and had been around the world twice already.

      "So... what's the problem?" Anwyn asked when Iola continued to fume. She sat opposite Iola on Cousin Noreen's bunk, making a face at the faintly damp feeling of her blankets. That window really needed to get opened again. "You get married, bring him back and he helps out in the warehouse. Couple of years, you get your own place and start having kids. This is a problem?"

      Iola barked a laugh, her eyes wide with fear, not amusement. "Annie, I'm from Archaelaos. It's a patriarchal culture. The men rule, not the women. If I marry a man from Archaelaos I'll be expected to start wearing skirts, immediately get pregnant, cook all the meals and stay home with the kids. I'd have to act like Caddie and there's no possibility that my husband would consent to leave Archaelaos. I'd never set foot off the island again."

      Anwyn stared at her, horrified. That sounded like the worst thing possible to Anwyn. Granted, at fourteen Anwyn hadn't been too many places in the world yet, unlike her older sister Raelin, but she already knew that she wanted to keep traveling the seas as long as possible. Being trapped into taking care of the house and cooking sounded like torture.

      "Are you serious?" Anwyn gasped.

      Iola's nod was so grim that Anwyn winced. Well, there was no way that Anwyn would let Iola be shipped back home to that. If it was something that Iola wanted, like Uncle Tavish's decision to live as a male, that was different. But Iola was absolutely feminine.

      She drank hard, fought harder and seemed happiest when the Stormspinner was out at sea. Confining Iola to a kitchen for the rest of her life was the next best thing to a prison sentence. From the dark desperate expression on Iola's face as she stared at the envelope she seemed to feel the prison bars closing around her. Anwyn watched her for a moment, determination welling up.

      "Why don't I go with you?" Anwyn abruptly asked.

      "What?" Iola stared at Anwyn, the trapped expression disappearing into complete confusion.

      Anwyn grinned. "Why not? I've never been to Archaelaos before and I know that Mother's working on a trade deal of some kind with some people there. I could go along, keep you from being married off against your will, and even help get more trade for the family. It'd work for everyone. Well, everyone other than your mother, of course."

      Iola's mouth dropped open as Anwyn talked. By the time Anwyn got to the last bit, Iola's dark eyes were dancing with amusement. She nodded before picking up the letter. Rather than answering, Iola stood, staring into the distance as if she was seeing something else entirely.

      Anwyn waited for Iola to think it over. She was used to giving everyone else time to catch up with her hair-brained schemes. It might not work. Anwyn had no idea what sort of deal Mother was trying to arrange on Archaelaos. For all she knew the whole thing might already be set up so there wouldn't be any reason to send Anwyn there. If it was possible, Anwyn was pretty sure that she could sell it as a chance to learn more about the culture and report it back to the family. Either way, she didn't intend to let Iola go alone, not if she might get trapped into an unwanted marriage.

      "What would your mother say?" Iola asked, her eyes finally focusing on Anwyn.

      "No idea," Anwyn said as she bounced back to her feet to grin up at Iola. "Let's go find out."

      Iola groaned as if she'd expected Anwyn to have some sort of plan. Despite her dismay, Iola followed Anwyn out of the bunk room and down into the warehouse. At this time of the afternoon the hallways were mostly empty. Anwyn's cousins and aunts were busy out of the house and her brothers and male cousins were busy getting dinner ready or doing house work.

      It was easy enough to find Mother. Her voice carried through the warehouse and the workers pointed Anwyn in the correct direction as soon as she raised her eyebrows questioningly. Mother was in the middle sized conference room closest to the formal entrance with Aunt Ashley and Aunt Colleen. That was promising. Aunt Ashley and Colleen were responsible for the trade in Minoo and Azar. Archaelaos sat off to the east of the two bigger islands.

      "It's a mess," Aunt Colleen complained. "We haven't been able to get through to anyone with any authority and the little prick keeps telling us we don't have the right to negotiate with him."

      "Mother?" Anwyn asked.

      "Not now, Annie," Mother grumbled without looking. "We're working."

      "Is it on the Archaelaos deal?" Anwyn asked. She forged on even though all three of the older women glared at her. "Because Iola's just gotten a letter from home. She's from Archaelaos."

      That got Mother's attention properly, as well as Aunt Ashley's and Aunt Colleen's. They stared at Iola who quailed for a moment before squaring her shoulders and nodding confirmation. To Anwyn's delight, Mother waved for them both to sit at the table. Anwyn made a point of sitting between Iola and Mother. No reason to let Mother intimidate Iola any more than was necessary. When she glared like that she intimidated everyone but the Delbhana.

      "What's the letter say?" Mother asked Iola.

      Iola sighed, sliding it over to Mother for her to look at. "She claims to be deathly ill. I'm supposed to come home right away but she'd pulled this eight times in four years. I doubt my father even knows that she sent the letter to me. He's scolded her for it before."

      "If she's really ill I have no problem shipping you home," Mother said.

      She opened the envelope and then stared at the letter as if she found it as hard to read as Anwyn had. After a moment she looked at Iola with a questioning expression that Anwyn was pretty sure exactly matched the one she'd worn earlier. Iola breathed a little rueful laugh, taking the letter back so that she could glare at it.

      "Mother never learned to write properly," Iola admitted. "I don't think she's sick. Not really. Her health has always been fragile, yes, but this is more than likely another one of her attempts to marry me off."

      Both Aunt Ashley and Aunt Colleen jerked as if they'd been slapped. Mother frowned so fiercely that she had to know exactly why that was bad. It made Anwyn wonder for a moment which lessons she'd dozed through or if this was something she hadn't learned yet. Iola just nodded grimly as she folded the letter back up.

      "My thought," Anwyn said as the others went grim and silent, "was that I could go with Iola. She'd get to visit home safely. I could maybe help out on the trade deal while I was there. And I'd get to learn about a very different culture. You know you always say I need to learn more, Mother. And Iola is from Archaelaos. She's sure to be able to help you get in contact with the people you need, right?"

      Aunt Colleen frowned at Iola, rubbing her cheek and tugging one ear as she thought about. Iola was sitting close enough to Anwyn that she could feel the way Iola's legs trembled from nerves but it didn't show on her face. Her hands were perfectly steady and calm around the letter.

      "You know Doran Kalivas?" Aunt Colleen asked.

      Iola blinked. "Yes? He's a friend of my father's. Minor clerk in the import office. Why?"

      "He's a clerk?" Aunt Ashley groaned. "Damn the man, we've been trying to get information to Pelagio Mellas and he keeps saying that we don't have the proper paperwork to be allowed access to him. We've sent three ships so far and he's blocked us every time."

      "It's probably not the paperwork blocking you," Iola sighed. "You haven't bribed him well enough and you're not male. You need to send a man along to handle all the talking. Doran would never let a woman have access to Mellas. It'd be his job if he did."

      She smiled wryly as Aunt Colleen groaned, Aunt Ashley grumbled something thoroughly obscene under her breath and Mother snarled. Anwyn just stared. It was so strange to think of a place where men had that sort of power, where women automatically held lesser status than the men. Thinking about it made her head hurt as she tried to work out how that would change the culture, language and customs.

      Mother shook her head sharply, sighing nearly as forcefully. "We'll have to send Caddie with you."

      "Oh, Goddess no!" Iola immediately protested. She blushed at the way Mother stared at her, her knee shaking against Anwyn's thigh. "I'm sorry but no. Not Caddie. He'll get punched in the face within the first couple of minutes and then bullied endlessly after that. You need someone much brighter and more cheerful. Aravel would be perfect."

      "He doesn't know how to stay out of women's laps," Mother huffed.

      "I know. He's perfect," Iola said, waving both hands as if that was exactly what was need.

      Aunt Ashley started snickering. She elbowed Aunt Colleen whose chin dropped down to her chest as she laughed quietly. Anwyn stared at them and then at Mother because she groaned and let her head drop down to her folded arms on the table. Iola grinned when Anwyn turned to stare at her.

      "What am I missing?" Anwyn asked, a little annoyed to be the only person left out of the joke. If it was a joke. It looked like a joke anyway.

      Iola chuckled, patting Anwyn's shoulder. Her fingers shook a little bit during the contact but it didn't show as she pulled her hand back. Anwyn didn't draw any attention to it, not that Mother or her Aunts were paying attention. They were too busy snickering over whatever joke Iola had made.

      "Men in Archaelaos behave the way women do here, Annie," Iola explained. "So a prim, proper young man like Caddie is going to be treated by the men as if he is female. That is, he'd be a target for seduction and rape. Aravel, on the other hand, is outgoing, cheerful and his head swivels around whenever a woman walks by. He acts more appropriately to what 'man' means in Archaelaos. He might be wearing kilts but he acts right. They'll probably shrug off the 'strange' clothes and accept Aravel as a more or less 'normal' guy."

      "And he's so cheerful about everything that he'll charm them," Aunt Ashley agreed, grinning and patting Mother's shoulder when she groaned more loudly.

      "He really would do well at it," Aunt Colleen agreed.

      "He's going to fuck some girl and get her pregnant and I'll have a useless girl to shove into the household," Mother snarled at them without lifting her forehead from her arms.

      That made Anwyn start laughing. She really shouldn't but honestly, she could see Aravel doing it and then being so sweet and charming about it afterwards the no one got mad at him but Mother. If they did do this then Anwyn would have to be extra careful to supervise Aravel so that he didn't get into trouble with some local girl.

      "Iola," Mother said with a tired sigh as she sat back up, "you willing to go back there?"

      Iola hesitated for long enough that all of them stared at her with concern. "I... suppose so. I won't go alone. Ever. But if it will help the business and I have someone to guard my back then yes, I'll go."

      "Good," Mother said. "Neither Anwyn nor Aravel speak Archaelaosian. You'll need to translate for them though the Goddesses know that Aravel's cheer tends not to need translation."

      "True," Iola chuckled. "I can do that. I haven't forgotten the language yet. Lots of people there speak Minooan and Aingealese anyway."

      "Go pack," Mother ordered. "The ship leaves tomorrow and I want both of you on it. I'll get Aravel moving. You two," she pointed at Aunt Colleen and Aunt Ashley, "get the full files on the deal to Aravel and Anwyn before the ship loads. I want them to have plenty of time to review it on the way there. Colleen, you're going along to supervise."

      Both Aunt Colleen and Aunt Ashley nodded. Anwyn grinned as she stood. An adventure, she got to go on an adventure. It promised to be a really good on. Instead of Caddie being cranky and panicky by her side, Anwyn got to go with Aravel and Iola. This should be the best trip yet!
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      "I am so glad that I don't have to go," Caddie sighed as he folded Anwyn's clothes for her.

      "I'm so excited!" Aravel said with a grin at Anwyn that she echoed. "This is going to be so much fun."

      "Your idea of fun leaves so much to be desired," Caddie grumbled. "Hauled off to another country, one that has barbaric customs and traditions, told to negotiate a deal that you know nothing about with people none of us have ever met, and you have to do it in a language you don't even speak!"

      "I know," Aravel crooned, clutching a shawl to his chest while beaming. "Isn't it wonderful?"

      Anwyn broke up laughing at the look of sheer disbelief that Caddie leveled on Aravel. They both glared at Anwyn for her laughter though Aravel's glare only lasted a few moments before he started giggling. Cadfael grumbled under his breath as he finished folding the last couple of shirts for her. He never let her pack her own things if he could help it. According to Cadfael, Anwyn was incapable of being organized.

      He wasn't completely wrong. Cadfael had managed to get twice as much into her trunk as she had before he showed up. Aravel's trunk was larger, of course. His folding wasn't as precise as Cadfael's but he still managed to get more than enough into it. Rather than get into the middle of the boys preparations, Anwyn sat on her bunk and listened to the two of them argue with each other.

      Their littlest brother, eight year old Andros, peeked in and then scrambled up on Anwyn's bunk with her. He snuggled next to Anwyn while staring silently at Aravel and Cadfael's companionable argument about whether sea air was 'refreshing' or 'horrific'. After a moment Andros poked Anwyn in the side.

      "Are they angry?" Andros whispered in the sort of not-whisper tone that was guaranteed to get everyone's attention.

      Anwyn grinned at him, using the same not-whisper to reply. "Nah, they're just teasing because Ravi's going on a trip with me. Caddie gets to stay home."

      "Oh," Andros breathed, his eyes sparkling with laughter especially as both Cadfael and Aravel turned to look at them. "They're happy then."

      Aravel burst out laughing as he pulled Andros off the bunk and into his arms for a series of raspberries blown against his cheeks and neck. Andros squealed and laughed, kicked and laughed, squirmed and escaped only to squeal again as Aravel lunged at him with a grin. They tore off into the kitchen, both laughing despite Father yelling at them not to run around in the house.

      "I actually am happy about it," Cadfael commented as he finished packing Aravel's things for him.

      "I know," Anwyn said, grinning at the gales of laughter coming from the other room. "Iola was very certain that it should be Aravel and not you. I think you owe her a nicely embroidered waistcoat or something by the time we get back."

      "What's her favorite color?" Cadfael said so seriously that Anwyn laughed and tumbled off the bunk to hug him.

      The hug was full of Cadfael's fond-but-not-admitting-it grumbles. It lasted entirely too little time for Anwyn's taste. Andros ran back in and tumbled into their laps, panting and giggling. Aravel arrived a moment later to tackle all three of them for hugs that made Anwyn laugh, Andros squeal and Cadfael shout about being squished.

      Dinner was a cheerful thing that night. Iola and Aunt Colleen joined them so that Aunt Colleen could fill Aravel and Anwyn in on the specifics of the deal they were trying to set up. Apparently Archaelaos had crops of peppers that were extremely popular in Tahirih. A small barrel of pickled peppers the size of Anwyn's chest could sell for one hundred times its purchase price once it was shipped to Tahirih. They also sold well in Aingeal, giving the family more venues to sell the peppers if only they could set up the deal.

      "So I'm along to keep Iola and Ravi safe," Anwyn said once Aunt Colleen had explained the situation. "Aravel's there to work the deal. Iola's there to translate and see her family."

      "Right," Aunt Colleen said. "And I'm there to keep our sailors from getting into huge amounts of trouble in the port. Captain Helene's not happy about going. It's going to be a full time job keeping her from overreacting."

      "She doesn't like me," Iola sighed. When Anwyn frowned at her Iola shrugged. "She doesn't. Captain Helene's said more than once that she thinks people from Archaelaos are unnatural because of the way we're raised. I don't exactly disagree with her. There are entirely too many unhealthy families there but there are unhealthy families here too. It's not just one place that's messed up."

      "How long will it take to get there?" Aravel asked with enough excitement that Aunt Colleen chuckled as she patted his knee fondly.

      "About three weeks," Aunt Colleen said. "Maybe thirty, thirty-five days? It's not that far, really. This time of year we'll get the good north winds though we will have to watch out for storms coming up from the southern seas."

      Aravel nodded, turning to Iola who immediately started smiling in response to his huge grin. "Will you help me learn the language, Iola? I'd really like be able to speak at least a little of it."

      Iola quailed a little in the face of Aravel's enthusiasm but after a moment she nodded that she'd help him learn. Anwyn grinned, fully intending to listen in on the lessons. As far as she was concerned you couldn't know too many languages when you were a sailor. Besides, Anwyn was pretty sure she could convince Iola to teach her the swear words that Aravel certainly wouldn't get to learn.

      The rest of the evening was filled with Aunt Colleen telling stories of Archaelaos and Iola nodding her agreement with what Aunt Colleen said. Mother and Father shooed the kids off to their bedroom, Gavin helping when little Treva tripped and skinned the palms of her hands. Anwyn was pretty sure that he did it to keep Treva from swearing in front of Andros but it hardly mattered. Aravel ended up having to go off and help calm her down before she made one-year-old Erlina cry.

      "I'm off for home," Aunt Colleen sighed, slapping her thighs before getting up. "You two ought to get some sleep. We're heading off before dawn. Everything packed and loaded?"

      "Yes, ma'am," Iola said.

      "Both mine and Ravi's," Anwyn said. Her grin was so wide that her cheeks hurt.

      "Sleep," Aunt Colleen laughed. "I don't care how excited you are now, you'll appreciate the sleep by the time we're out to sea."

      She patted Anwyn's shoulder and left without saying goodbye to Mother and Father. Iola stood as well, looking faintly uncomfortable. Anwyn gestured towards the door as Erlina's faint sniffles and baby complaints turned into a sudden wail that made both of them wince. They slipped out into the dark hallway, Anwyn shutting the door so that Erlina's rising wails were dampened.

      "I think I'll head to my bunk," Iola said, already backing away with an alarmed expression.

      "I wish I could join you," Anwyn groaned as one particularly loud wail pierced the door.

      Iola huffed a laugh, looking at Anwyn strangely. "Annie, I never know if you're flirting or just running away from your family when you say things like that."

      It took a second for Anwyn to realize exactly what she'd said. Once she did her cheeks flared with so much heat that her face had to match her flaming red hair. Iola snickered, flapping a hand as the wails got closer. She backed off several steps and then fled from Erlina's wails of baby outrage.

      Anwyn sighed as she watched Iola go. It really would be nice to know if Iola would accept an invitation to share a bed for a night. Granted, Iola seemed to prefer women but then she never really put much effort into seducing anyone. As far as Anwyn knew, Iola had only had a couple of casual flirtations on board ship the entire four years she'd been working for the Dana.

      Rather than head back inside and deal with Erlina's crying, Anwyn walked down the hallway towards the stairs to the formal entrance. At this time of the evening the Dana Clan house was quiet. Most everyone had gone back to their apartments above the warehouse or, for the workers who weren't family members, to their homes in the neighborhood.

      The oil lamps in the hallways were turned so low that it was hard to see anything. Instead of richly colored rugs from Chinwendu, Anwyn saw vaguely mottled rugs. Pictures on the walls were indistinguishable. As she walked she could hear conversations behind the closed doors of her aunts and uncles, her cousins and their husbands. Anwyn smiled sadly.

      This was home. The winding hallways and tight stairways between levels that had been built over the generations were as familiar to Anwyn as her own body but for whatever reason she'd never felt at home here. It was as though there was something else calling her, tempting her to go to a completely new place that she'd never been before.

      Except that she had been there before.

      Anwyn turned left once she went down the stairs, towards the port instead of the formal entrance. As she walked, her footsteps picked up. By the time she went down the stairs to the north entrance to the warehouse, the little side door that lead towards Mistress Chie's shipyard, Anwyn was all but running.

      She slipped outside and then went up the street towards the Little Bird. The Little Bird was smaller, as suited her name, half the size of the bigger ships moored around her. Anwyn nodded to the woman on watch, leaning against the rail so that she could stare at the Little Bird for a while. Aunt Colleen appeared on the deck only to wave to Anwyn as she went down the gangplank and headed back towards home.

      "You coming aboard tonight?" Captain Helene called to Anwyn.

      Her stance was so stiff and disapproving that Anwyn stood straighter. At nearly fifty, Captain Helene was one of the best captains the family had. Unfortunately she was also one of the most rigid about order and discipline. Aravel was going to be a trial for her, as was having both Anwyn and Aunt Colleen on board at once.

      "No, Captain," Anwyn called back. "Just avoiding listening to my littlest sister throw a temper tantrum before bedtime."

      That got her a snicker from the woman on watch and a sudden grin from Captain Helene. She nodded before heading back into her cabin. Anwyn walked to the end of the dock so that she could stare out at the dark bay. At this time of night the tree-covered hills that sloped steeply upwards from the shore were all but invisible. All she could see was dark shapes that blotted out the stars.

      What Anwyn really wanted to do was to listen with more than her ears for the sounds of the Ladies singing. Every so often she'd heard them. In the seven years since her first and only visit to the City of the Ladies Anwyn thought that she'd heard them at least once a month, distant singing that somehow mixed clicks and wails with sounds that reminded Anwyn of flutes or maybe the big organ in church.

      "I really shouldn't," Anwyn thought. "I'll get sick if I do."

      Unlike that first visit, listening to the distant songs of the Ladies now made Anwyn sick to her stomach. It was as though the touch of the Lady's tentacle to Anwyn's forehead had changed something inside of her. Instead of gentle warmth and vague feelings that conveyed their meaning, Anwyn could hear what the Ladies actually said.

      Their language was so different that it literally made her head ache. Every time she touched their minds Anwyn could see through the Ladies' eyes, hear through their ears and smell as if her skin was her nose like it was for them. There were senses she didn't understand and knowledge she had never been able to figure out. It hurt to hear them now.

      "I do wonder if Great-Grandmother Anwyn went through this," Anwyn thought wistfully. "Would explain why she was such a hard drinker and a vicious fighter."

      Of course, Anwyn couldn't actually discuss any of the strange things she heard from the Ladies from time to time. The Delbhana still wanted to destroy their Clan and Anwyn knew better than to give them any ammunition. Despite their repeated victories over the various Delbhana plots to steal their ships or their kids, the Delbhana hadn't given up.

      Worse still, it looked like Siobhan might get to come back from the border soon. Anwyn was pretty sure that when that happened the battles between her and Siobhan would heat up again. Being out to sea when Siobhan returned sounded like a wonderful idea. Anwyn was startled out of her grimly spiraling thoughts by the woman on watch sauntering over.

      "See anything?"

      "No, just staring," Anwyn said with the sort of grin that usually got grins in response. It worked this time despite the measuring look in the other woman's eyes. "We're supposed to go to Archaelaos tomorrow. I'm along to keep my brother safe."

      "Ugh," the watch woman grunted, tapping her forehead, lips and chest in a warding gesture that the Delbhana were trying to get outlawed as 'superstition'. "Can't imagine why anyone would want to go to that backwater."

      "Peppers," Anwyn said, shrugging. "They grow peppers that sell for huge amounts in Tahirih. Mother wants to get in on the trade, if only we can get the men there to talk to us. So far we've failed completely."

      That made the watch woman snort a laugh. She patted Anwyn's shoulder encouragingly before sauntering back down the dock. Anwyn stayed where she was a little longer, staring out to sea. Come what may, she intended to do her best for Iola and Aravel. And maybe she'd be able to figure out where she felt drawn to since it clearly wasn't home.

      "Give us a bit of your luck," Anwyn thought towards the unseen Ladies that might be out in the bay. "Or not. Up to you. Hopefully someday I'll get to talk to you again but until then, sleep well, Ladies."

      Anwyn turned towards home, nearly stumbling as a ghostly laugh that echoed like the song of wave dancers through your body when you were swimming off the Azar reefs. She managed not to fall down despite the wave of nausea that made her eyes swim. Instead she strode back towards home, chin held high and mouth firmly clamped shut against the urge to throw up.

      Her lips turned up in a smile despite how her head throbbed. The single Lady's 'sleep you well also, young Chaos Daughter' was more than enough to make Anwyn happy despite the pain the brief thought had caused.
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      "Come away from the rail, Ravi," Anwyn laughed as Aravel leaned over the bow to rub the figurehead's carved hair.

      "It's good luck," Aravel insisted.

      His little grin over his shoulder teased that it was far more a matter of teasing the sailors on board the Little Bird with glimpses of his ass and hints of the strength of his ankles than anything else. Anwyn snorted and grabbed the back of his vest to haul him away from the rail by force. When she looked over her shoulder most of the sailors were staring at Aravel with hungry but amused eyes.

      "Quit teasing them," Anwyn murmured to Aravel. "Captain Helene's not going to let you fuck your way through the journey, Ravi."

      "Why does she have to be such a stickler?" Aravel complained equally quietly. "A little cuddling never hurt anyone."

      Spray splashed up as the Little Bird heeled into the wind. Aravel beamed, his hair in a loose braid down his back like a little boy instead of a bun as was appropriate for a young man of sixteen. He didn't seem to mind wiping the salty spray from his face. Anwyn didn't really mind it either but it was unusual for a boy to be so unselfconscious.

      The morning was bright and clear with a stiff breeze that had prompted Anwyn to put on her heavier coat, the one that Cadfael had embroidered with interlinked geometric shapes around the collar and cuffs. Aravel had apparently decided warmer clothes was good too because his kilt was a heavy wool one with one of his favorite color-work sweaters over the top. It made the two of them considerably brighter than the rest of the crew in their Dana blue uniforms.

      "You're cheerful this morning," Aunt Colleen said to Aravel as she came up out of the hold, a clipboard in her hand. "Enjoying yourself?"

      "Yes, ma'am," Aravel laughed as he hugged her. "Oh! You're checking the inventory? What are we taking? Are we stopping anywhere else along the way? What are we hoping to trade for?"

      Both Anwyn and Aunt Colleen laughed at Aravel's excited questions. It was much better than Cadfael's flat refusals to leave his cabin while at sea and the sea sickness that always haunted Caddie. Aunt Colleen led Aravel away from the rail, explaining that they were stopping at Nasrin and several of the northern Minoo islands before swinging around the bulk of Minoo to make their run down to Archaelaos.

      The island of Archaelaos wouldn't be the last stop either. They were supposed to head onward to Azar and west to Grainne before following the Aingeal coast back south to Aingeal City. Anwyn was a little surprised by that. The Little Bird didn't usually make such involved trips.

      "But what are we trading for?" Anwyn asked as she trailed behind Aunt Colleen and Ravi. "The Little Bird can't carry that much."

      "Mostly jewelry, books and fine goods," Aunt Colleen explained. "This is more an exploratory trip than a trading trip. We're to search for things that might sell well back home or with our other trading partners. Should be fun. I always enjoy trips where I get to try new things. You're still to keep an eye on our boy here, Annie. No letting him wander off with some handsome young lady, now."

      "I'm not going to have any fun this trip," Aravel groaned so dramatically that the sailors up in the rigging laughed.

      "Sails," Captain Helene called so sharply that the laughter immediately died.

      Aunt Colleen tugged Aravel into his cabin so that they could go over the plans in enough detail to satisfy Aravel's curiosity. Anwyn didn't follow. She climbed the stairs up to the wheel, taking up a post to the right of Captain Helene. Her lips were so tightly compressed that Anwyn knew there was a rant coming. Better she get it than Aravel.

      "That boy should not be on my ship," Captain Helene growled.

      The first mate stiffened at the wheel but she didn't turn around. Anwyn just sighed and shrugged, staring out over the deck and then up at the sails as the billowed and snapped in the wind. It really was a good stiff wind. They would make great time to Nasrin at this rate.

      "We need him," Anwyn said eventually, after Captain Helene's stiff posture had relaxed a hair. "No one in Archaelaos is going to talk to a woman. Ravi's got the right personality to charm them into working with us."

      "There's no reason to trade with those barbarians," Captain Helene snapped, turning to glare fully at Anwyn.

      "Mother thinks there is," Anwyn said as she raised her chin and stared back at Captain Helene with the flattest expression she could manage. "Since Mother runs the business we do what she says, both me and you."

      The explicit reminder that Captain Helene didn't own the Little Bird, that she captained it at Mother's say-so, didn't do anything to calm Captain Helene down. Instead it made her snarl at Anwyn before she stomped down the stairs to yell at the women tightening the ropes on the leeward side.

      Anwyn sighed, shaking her head. This trip really wasn't going to go well. It would have been so much better if the Tourmaline Seas had been in port. Captain Vevina was just as old-fashioned and strict as Captain Helene but she wasn't anywhere near as hide-bound. Where Helene always had to be ordered to try new things Vevina would take risks when it looked like the gains might be worth it.

      "That didn't go well," Anwyn muttered.

      "She doesn't like Archaelaos," Myrna, the first mate, said with a little shrug. "She won't be happy until we give that place our back."

      "Mmm, I'll let Aunt Colleen know to work on her," Anwyn said. She watched silently as Captain Helene climbed the rigging to scold the sailors working the sails and then went all the way up to the crow's nest to glare out at the ocean. "I think she's got the worst job on this trip."

      "No, you do," Myrna countered with an amused snort. "That flirt of a brother of yours is going to be a handful."

      Myrna wasn't wrong. Over the next four days Anwyn had to pull Aravel away from flirting with pretty much every single sailor on the ship. Captain Helene got angrier and angrier as the days went on. She stopped calling her orders and began shouting them. The sailors looked so jumpy on the fourth morning when Anwyn woke up early that she got Aravel's breakfast and carried it to his cabin rather than let him have breakfast with the crew.

      "Annie," Aravel complained when she walked in with the food. He was half dressed, traveling petticoat and shirt on but no kilt or sweater over top. "I don't want to stay in my cabin."

      "I know you don't, Ravi," Anwyn said. She set the tray down on his bunk and helped Aravel get the kilt's waistband straps tied neatly. "I know. Aunt Colleen knows. But you're flirty and cute and Captain Helene's about to blow out like an overstuffed sausage. I'd rather she didn't take it out on you."

      Aravel grabbed Anwyn for a hug that made her smile. He kept patting Anwyn's back as if she was four years old instead of fourteen. She patted him as well, letting him hold on until he felt better. The look in his eyes when he finally let go was much older and wiser than Anwyn would have expected.

      "I'm kind of trying to provoke her, Annie," Aravel explained. He grinned at her shock. "No, I really am."

      "Why?" Anwyn groaned at him. "Ravi, we need to keep things calm on this trip."

      "Oh nonsense," Aravel said, flapping a hand as if to wave away her words. "We do not. We need things to be calm when we get to Archaelaos. Not now. Granted, Captain Helene's a terrible old slit-licker. She thinks boys are utterly worthless."

      "Ravi!" Anwyn gasped. She smacked his shoulder hard enough that he winced instead of laughing. "Don't say things like that!"

      "It's true," Aravel said, shrugging. "You have to have seen the way she looks at Aunt Colleen. The woman couldn't be less interested in men if she was male."

      "That's no reason to provoke her," Anwyn replied with what she hoped was enough sternness to get through to Aravel.

      Aravel grinned as he pulled on today's sweater. It was one of the lighter ones with pale cream wool knitted in a complicated series of cables and bobs rather than one of his color-work sweaters. Coupled with his pale blue Dana kilt it made him look sweet and innocent if only his expression hadn't been full of mischief.

      "I need to prove to her that I'm not a fussy worthless boy," Aravel told Anwyn. "Gavin sailed with her a while ago and he had to do the same thing. I know that you want to protect me but this is something I have to do. You can't do it for me."

      "If she punches you I'm going to beat her into the deck," Anwyn complained.

      "No, you won't," Aravel laughed, wagging his eyebrows. "Because I'll do it myself. I might not act like I learned how to fight from Raelin but I did. She taught me how to take a woman down with one punch."

      "So why don't you ever defend yourself?" Anwyn demanded with a few pokes in Aravel's chest.

      Rather than getting mad like Caddie would, Ravi burst out laughing. He crossed his ankles and primly folded his hands in his lap while putting on the most innocent expression possible. The only thing that ruined it was the way his eyes danced with laughter.

      "But Annie," Aravel protested in an exaggeratedly sweet and shy voice that would have suited someone years younger than his actual age, "they're just friends I haven't met yet!"

      Anwyn shouted, she couldn't have said what, as she tackled Ravi for a rough hug with tickles that made him squeal and laugh with delight. They managed not to knock over Aravel's breakfast though they did kick over his open jewelry case, spilling hair pins and earrings across the floor.

      Picking that up became Anwyn's job, mostly because Aravel pulled age rank on her. She went along with it more out of sheer boredom than anything else. Captain Helene wasn't the sort to let Anwyn do any work on the ship. It honestly wasn't needed. Her crew was scarily efficient.

      "Promise you'll be careful," Anwyn begged once everything had been set to rights and Aravel had finished eating.

      "I'll be careful, I promise," Aravel said. He pressed a kiss against Anwyn's cheek. "It won't be more than a black eye anyway."

      Leaving Aravel alone was hard. Anwyn did it, taking the tray downstairs to the kitchen and then helping the cabin girl wash up the breakfast dishes. Little Flidais smiled so gratefully at Anwyn that she regretted not doing it previously. The girl was only eleven. Taking care of the dishes and all of Captain Helene's demands had to be overwhelming.

      "Don't!"

      The bellow from the deck sent Anwyn running for the stairs without a word of apology to Flidais. Before she even gotten there Anwyn heard the sailors shout and then someone screamed. Behind the scream Anwyn heard Aravel's bellow and a crack that sounded like fist on flesh.

      She dashed up onto deck to find Aravel with one fist in the front of Captain Helene's shirt as he held her up. Captain Helene was completely limp, eyes rolled back in her head and hat tumbled down to the deck. Anwyn ran over to Aravel's side.

      "What happened?" Anwyn demanded. "Did she hit you?"

      "Eh, not too hard," Aravel said as he passed Captain Helene to Aunt Colleen and Myrna. "It was just a slap, anyway."

      There was a trickle of blood at the right corner of Aravel's mouth. His cheek had a clear hand print on it. Tendrils of hair drifted around Aravel's face, pulled loose from his braid by the force of the slap.

      "Let me see," Anwyn demanded. She huffed at how swollen Aravel's cheek already was. "Ravi! She damn near decked you."

      "No, she didn't," Aravel complained. "Quit poking! I decked her, not the other way around. I'm fine."

      "You're going to get nothing but stares with we get into port at Nasrin," Anwyn grumbled.

      She rolled her eyes when Aravel suddenly beamed and bounced on his toes with excitement. The sailors around them looked startled by his sudden enthusiasm but they didn't know Aravel as well as Anwyn did. He clapped his hands.

      "Do you think I'll get discounts on knitting yarn if I look sad and scared?" Aravel asked as he put on an exaggeratedly sad and shy expression.

      It only lasted a moment before he laughed. His hug was one of the arms flung wide, full of laughter and bouncing hugs that always made Anwyn smile. Despite her worry about him and Captain Helene, Anwyn couldn't help but feel better. Aravel's cheerfulness about life was always wonderful to be around.

      "You can't already be out of yarn, Ravi," Anwyn said. "We've only just started the trip."

      "But Annie!" Aravel said, once again batting his eyes and looking as innocent and young as he could despite the swollen cheek and split lip. "You can never have too much yarn! I have to try for as good a deal on yarn as I can get. Nasrin has the best yarn on this side of the equator!"

      Aunt Colleen came back from the captain's cabin, shaking her head at Aravel's enthusiasm. "She's alive. Ravi broke her nose badly though. I set it as best I could but we'll need to get it properly set once we're in port. Were you trying to kill her?"

      "Of course not," Aravel protested. "I wouldn't do that. But I learned to fight from Raelin."

      "Ah," Aunt Colleen said, nodding once. "The 'drop them where they stand' girl. I swear she hits harder than your mother. Try not to hit quite that hard again, Ravi. You really did some damage to her face."

      Ravi nodded solemnly, his hands clasped behind his back. The women around them stared at him with more than a little awe. Anwyn didn't allow herself to snort at the shift in their attitude towards Aravel. It seemed like he'd been right, as horrifying as it was to Anwyn. He had needed to provoke a confrontation with Captain Helene to get their respect.

      Of course, there was no guarantee that it would make any difference in Captain Helene's attitude. That was something that Anwyn would need to keep an eye on as the trip continued. If Captain Helene didn't back off then Anwyn would have to take care of it herself.
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      "It's beautiful," Anwyn commented as the Little Bird glided into Ryann Port at the southern tip of Nasrin.

      "It is," Aravel agreed, beaming.

      Nasrin was much like northern Aingeal. It was mountainous, with tall pine trees climbing the steep hills. Rivers tumbled down the slopes in gouts and waterfalls that carved out narrow valleys for people to live. Much of the population lived towards the center of the island where hot springs bubbled up in the middle of muddy pools and the mountains had tumbled down into rolling plains.
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