Part One – L’ira

Chapter 1


She was quiet when Danic pulled her aboard, staring wide-eyed and fearful into the faces of the waiting seamen. Barely a year old, she clung to the boy’s chest even as waiting hands offered to take her. She’d known the boy scant minutes longer than the others, but he had been the one to pull her out of the flat-bottomed lifeboat that had kept her safe so far and so he became the next raft that she depended on. 


Danic, however, eyed her with the same nervousness that she turned on the rest of the crew. As a cabin boy of fourteen, this dark-haired creature was alien to him. His sister had just had a child back on the Island and he’d been happy to receive a position aboard The Bearer to keep him away from the crying, spitting thing and cooing females. Still, there was a certain comfort in the way she tucked herself against his chest. He almost understood the joy that his sister found in this. Almost. He sat down on a barrel as one of the other sailors dropped a jacket around his shoulders.


“What did you find?” Lord Ryden asked, stepping forward through the crowd of men gathered by the rail to watch the girl. Danic looked up at him, feeling the girl’s arms tighten about his neck at the authoritative sound of the Captain’s voice. Meeting Ryden’s gaze, Danic wished that he had something to cling to as well. He was only a cabin boy after all, and the son of a common sailor. The shock of suddenly coming face to face with the commanding, sandy-haired figure of his Clan Lord still hadn’t worn off, even after four months of serving onboard the brig.


“The boat was falling apart, my lord,” Danic said. “Everything was charred, uneven, like a mage had done it. And there was a clear bit around her,” he nodded to the girl in his arms, “like another mage had shielded her.”


The Bearer’s mage, Toar, a dark-skinned and lanky man listened intently to the descriptions the boy gave. After a moments thought and a few more questions he nodded to the Captain, agreeing with Danic’s conclusion. 


“Anything else?” Ryden asked Danic.


The boy nodded. “Everything was falling apart, like I said. I don’t know how it lasted as long as it did.” The season has been unusually rainy and today had been the first clear day in a week. Dark clouds still rested overhead, warning that it was not over yet. One more rough day on the waves would have shattered the burnt and broken lifeboat.


“But I found this.” Danic shifted the girl to one side to dig into his pocket, pulling out a small piece of leather. 


Ryden took it from him slowly, recognizing the Sea Clan wristband. One side had clearly been cut and the other had been burned away. Now it crumbled even further in his fingers. 

Every member of this crew had a wristband like this, sewn around their wrists to identify them. For The Bearer’s Crew a sea hawk had been stamped into the leather, a symbol of the Visaden Clan. Ryden’s wristband differed only slightly from the others’, having jewels and studs to show that he was their Lord.


Ryden turned the wristband over in his hands, looking for the Clan symbol, but too much of it had been burned away. The leather was unmarked as far as he could see; though it continued to disintegrate under his fingers.


“The symbol was gone when I got to it,” Danic told him, understanding what he was looking for. “But there was a name: L’ira. Or at least I think it was L’ira. It kind of fell apart when I tried to clear enough of the ash away to read it. She answers to L’ira anyway.”


Ryden raised a hand to stop Danic and gave him an approving smile. “She’s Sea Clan. That’s all we need to know.”


Whether the rest of the crew agreed, none of them said anything. They’d all seen that cut edge and knew what it meant. Wherever this child had been, someone had decided that it would be safer for this child to be raised Clanless than to have anyone know who she was. That was almost unfathomable. To be Clanless was hardly better than not being Sea Clan 
at all and she’d hear that for the rest of her life. Whatever this child was running from was not something they wanted to be involved in. 

Ryden knew this as well, but he had little choice. They could not return her to the mercy of the waves and he didn’t want to. He had two sons of his own, one a year or so older than L’ira and the other just about her age, waiting for him at Varei Island and this girl reminded him all too much of his young Aeroan and Davien.

“What will we do with her?” Camser, the first mate, asked. “We won’t reach Jerge Port for three weeks at least—“

Ryden looked at him. “We are not leaving her in any land-dweller port. She’ll stay with us until we return to Varei.” Clanless may not have been much better than land-dweller, but it was still better.

“Sir!” Mr. Lainan objected from Danic’s other side. In his thirties, he was next in line for the position of First Mate and would take it whenever Camser retired. Until then, he kept the place of first lieutenant and liked to think he held some sway. “My Lord! We can’t keep a child on board!”


Ryden eyed him tolerantly. “We can’t?”


Lainan checked himself. “Surely she would be better off on land as soon as possible.”


“I’m sure we can manage for a few months.”


L’ira squirmed in Danic’s arms and rubbed her eyes with one tiny fist. Her head rested heavily against his shoulder.


“She’s tired,” Camser said. “We’d best get her out of the sun where she can sleep.” He reached for the girl and Danic gladly handed her over. 


L’ira screamed. Struggling against the man’s hold, she reached back for Danic. The cabin boy stared at her and Camser hurried to pull her to his chest.


“What’s wrong with her?” Danic asked over her cries.


Camser tried to hush her.


There was a sudden flash of light and Toar reached out a hand instinctively, shielding Camser. The first mate dropped L’ira back into Danic’s arms and she immediately calmed.


The crew stared at her in shock. She buried her face in Danic’s neck, both fists bunched around the collar of his jacket. One hand glowed faintly blue.


Ryden touched Camser’s arm to make sure that he was all right before turning to Toar. The mage bent to inspect the girl’s hands. A long silent moment passed and he looked back at his Captain.


“How old would you say she is?” he asked.


“What does it matter?” Lainan demanded.


Toar turned to him. “Because she’s a mage, Mr. Lainan, and the younger you are when you start Showing, the more powerful you’ll be.” Toar ran a critical eye over the child again. “I’d say about one. You?”


Lainan nodded. “So what does that mean?”


“Well,” Toar straightened up. “I didn’t start Showing until I was six.” There was a sharp intake of breath from those gathered. They’d all seen Toar at work.


“I’ve never seen or heard of anyone Showing this early,” Toar finished.


Danic swallowed, gaining new respect for the creature resting in his arms. The glow had faded from her hands, but Danic could only imagine what would make it return. L’ira tucked herself deeper into his arms and he put a hand on her back to steady her.


“Well,” Ryden said, breaking the silence that had fallen over the men. “Shall we get back to work then?” The crew dispersed at the suggestion, returning to the more familiar ground of ship’s work.


“My lord,” Danic said, standing as the older man began to walk away. “What should I do with…” He nodded meaningfully toward L’ira.


“Since she seems to like you so much, she can be your responsibility,” Ryden said. Danic gaped. “Take her below and let her sleep.” The cabin boy nodded mutely and Ryden chuckled as he went on his way.


“Let me know if she does anything… interesting,” Toar said, resting a hand on Danic’s shoulder as he passed. The mage grinned as the boy paled. Could things get any worse?


Alrein, Danic’s fellow cabin boy approached him slowly eyeing L’ira. “Well, congratulations. Who’s the mother?”


Danic groaned.
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