Chapter 4

Shortly after L’ira turned fifteen, the Bearer completed a voyage to the western ports before stopping back at Varei for a few weeks of well-needed rest. For some that was quite enough and they readily headed back to the ship, but others wished they could stay longer. Ryden, wanting to stay himself, decided that it was time that the boys spent a few months at home again and they prepared to leave Aeroan and Davien behind. Neither of them were happy with that and stayed with the crew just as long as they could, helping to load the Bearer before it set out.

Aeroan drew L’ira aside when they’d finished, biting his lip nervously. She tilted her head, waiting for him to say something.


“Can… can I write you while I’m gone?” he asked hesitantly.


L’ira blinked. “Why?”


“Because,” he told her. She crossed her arms over her chest; that wasn’t enough. Opening his mouth, he started to say something more, then stopped. “I’m going to miss you,” he finished.


“Okay,” she said.


“So… Can I?” He waited and so did she.


“Okay,” she replied finally, seeing that nothing more was coming.


“Okay.” Aeroan smiled in relief and hugged her good-bye. He took a single step toward the gangplank then stopped, turning back to give her a quick kiss on the cheek. She froze as he bounded away, stopping beside Davien at the dock to turn and smile up at her. A return smile slowly spread across her face and refused to fade, even hours after they had left Varei.


Every few days after that, a messenger bird touched down on the Bearer. Ryden watched in amusement as her smile reappeared every time she sighted the bird. L’ira would pocket the note and ask for dismissal at the earliest opportunity and a half hour later, the bird would be seen heading back to Varei, a note for Aeroan firmly attached to its leg.


The weeks flew by and before she knew it, the Bearer was on its way back to Varei with a cargo hold stuffed to the limits and a crew in excellent spirits.


The trip had been wonderful, reminiscent of the times before Aeroan and Davien when it had just been her and the crew. Toar didn’t waste any of the extra time she had found herself with, instructing her more thoroughly in the work he did around the ship and putting her to work doing some of it all on her own. Ryden and Danic had spent more time teaching her about the sailing end of her work and Alrein had taken Davien’s place, giving her much needed breaks in order to cause some sort of tomfoolery around ship. She couldn’t remember a better trip and knew that with Aeroan (and Davien) back onboard, the voyage that followed would be better still.


Then, abruptly, the entire tone of their return changed. Just a week from port a storm fell over them, sending water crashing across the deck and wind and rain driving down around the crew as they scurried around the deck, desperate to keep the ship above the rising waves. 

As it first rolled in, L’ira reveled in it, the pure energy of the storm and how her mage senses displayed it engulfing her. The sea was an ashen-grey and the thunder shouted down around her like she was inside a giant drum. 

She and Taor ran from one end of the ship to the other, working furiously against the storm. The ship lurched beneath her feet. The water rose up on all sides. The thunder seemed just behind her, cracking violently and the lightning cut jagged lines through the sky, blinding them one moment and leaving them sightless in the dark the next. Still, she loved it.

 “It’s getting too rough!” Toar shouted to Ryden as they stood near the bow. The thunder drowned out half of what he said and he had to repeat it once for Ryden to hear. “We have to get out of the storm!”


Ryden nodded and turned to give orders to the crew. “Secure all lines! Prepare to raise canvas!” The men moved from whatever place of safety they’d found around the deck and headed into the rigging.


Toar placed a hand on L’ira’s shoulder, the rain running along his jaw line and over his coat. “Go with them,” he told her, lean in close so he wouldn’t have to shout. “They’ll need all hands.”


L’ira nodded and wiped her hair from her face, following after the crew while Ryden and Toar headed toward the stern and the ship’s wheel.


Water swept over the deck, rushing around her knees and pulling her off balance. A moment later a second wave rolled over them, taking her feet out from under her. L’ira flailed in the crush of the water. It carried her across the deck, then slammed her into the rail with a thump that jarred every bone.


“L’ira!” Danic dropped out of the rigging beside her and caught her by the arm. Her head throbbed.


“Is she all right?” Ryden called above the wind.


Putting one hand to her temple to prove to herself she was fine, L’ira nodded, though it seemed liked a cannon ball rolled around the inside of her head as she did. When she pulled her hand away, her fingers were red. The rain washed it away.


“She’s bleeding!” Danic shouted. The thunder rumbled over head and for the first time it seemed too loud.


“Get her below!” Ryden ordered, then bent to his own task.


Danic pulled L’ira to her feet, supporting her from behind. “Come on,” he said in her ear. “Can you walk?”


“Yes,” she answered, choosing to forgo nodding this time. The whole world seemed to have slowed, presenting every moment to her in perfect detail though her mind struggled to find something to do with all the information.


She could feel the rain, no longer just a constant beating against her skin, but individual drops. One on the bridge of her nose, one near her eye, two on the opposite cheek. There were dozens of them dancing on her shoulders and on the top of her head. The lightening had a voice now, singing to the syncopated rhythm of the thunder.


All of it became engraved in memory in the effort not to lose any of it: The feel of the wet wood under her boots. The way Danic’s arm caught around her back as she slipped on the slick wood. The look in his eyes when he pulled her upright again. Then the clap of the hatch door falling against the deck almost perfectly synchronized with the clap of thunder. Danic’s hands steadying her as she started down the ladder. The wind suddenly in her face as she turned into it.


And then, perfectly framed between Danic and the mast, one great, white wave descending over the rail. The ship shuddered under their feet, rocking to the side. Like a hand of the gods, the wave snatched at everything in its path, tearing barrels and crates from their bindings and sending them scuttling across the deck. Then it grasped what it wanted.


Ryden and Toar were lost in the foaming water and in an instant they were gone.

“No!” L’ira screamed.


Danic dropped her arm and she scrambled up out of the hatch. The whole crew rushed to the rail, staring into the water. But there was nothing there. Nothing.


Suddenly the world was moving quickly again; too quickly. Over and over again L’ira saw that hand reach out and take hold of its prize, saw their heels leave the deck, saw the wave recede and leave an empty deck.


Camser was the one who dragged her from the rail, forcing her to face him. She couldn’t tell you how many minutes had passed or if any time had passed at all. Her fingernails were digging into her palms and it hurt, but she couldn’t stop.


“L’ira, look at me,” Camser said and there was a roughness to his voice that she’d never heard before. She looked up and saw the same horror in her eyes that she knew was in hers.


“L’ira, we need you,” he was saying. “We need you to brace the sails. Can you do that?” We need to get out of this storm.”


She looked at him blankly.


“She’s hurt,” Danic protested, a hitch in his voice.


Camser glanced at him, still holding onto L’ira. The ship rocked sharply again and they grasped the rail to keep from falling.


Lainan’s jaw tightened. “We need her,” he said flatly.


“Can you do it, L’ira?” Camser asked again.


L’ira thought she was crying, but maybe that was only the rain. No, she couldn’t be crying. She couldn’t even breathe.


“L’ira.” Camser’s voice was firm. “Brace the sails.” An order. And the sailor in her responded.


“Yes, sir,” she whispered. She dropped her hands to her sides, uncurling her fingers and letting power flow down. It hit the deck with a crackle and spread out from there.


“Raise canvas!” Camser shouted. He took off, running for the ship’s wheel and reached it just as the sails were opened. They snapped to attention in the wind, straining at their limits.


Blue fire cascaded across the deck from L’ira’s hands, sparking and popping as it went. Gradually it smoothed out, shooting up the mast and sending tendrils out around the base to secure it to the planking. Blue sheen descended over the sails and swirled down along the lines. L’ira stood, sending out more power to refresh the film that rolled over the masts protectively. Once an hour there would be a minute break in the flow as L’ira fumbled in her pockets for the mage crystals containing spare power left over from quiet days. 


Her eyes were closed in concentration and head bent against the rain and wind. The crew watched her with growing concern as the storm raged on and she didn’t move. The girl seemed locked in place, the rain running over her and the wind tearing at her clothes and hair. Still, she didn’t shudder at the cold or shift under the strain.


Finally, at nightfall, she moved. Her hands curled into fists again and she staggered to the side. The shield slid away from the sails and disappeared. 


Danic approached cautiously, holding out a hand to her. “What’s wrong?” Lainan and Camser ran down the stairs from the upper deck. 

“What’s going on?” Lainan demanded. “Why did you stop?”


Danic hushed him with a look and turned back to the girl. “L’ira?”


She eyed him blankly, eyes heavy with tears and exhaustion. She started to step toward him, but collapsed against the deck. Rushing to catch her, Danic looked to Camser.


“She’s mage tired,” Camser said, lending a hand. “We need to get her below.”


Lainan looked toward the horizon. There seemed to be a break in the clouds, but they’d thought they’d seen that before. “Was it enough?” he asked.


Camser hoisted L’ira to Danic’s shoulder so he could carry her to her bunk. Turning an eye to the horizon as well, he grimaced. “It will have to be.”
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