Chapter 2


The Bearer had been an unusual ship, even prior to the arrival of L’ira. The brig was crewed by seventeen men, five of which were noblemen, stationed there to stay in the good graces of Lord Ryden. The kings on the mainland held court; the lords of the Sea Clan made their subordinates sail with them. The balance between the classes aboard ship gave the Bearer an odd mixture of the rough and tumble life of sailors and the luxuries of the noble. Barracks were fitted with doors, a mess hall was set up below deck so that the men could be seated while they ate and there was always that slight rift between the noble and the common.


The eight months after L’ira’s arrival were interesting if nothing else. She brought out an instinct in the crew that the sea had never touched on. Danic, entrusted with her safety, took on a protectiveness and common sense that Ryden thought the boy would take years to grow into. Certainly, he continued to get into mischief with his accomplice, Alrien, but suddenly it was restricted to a two-hour period late morning, which used to be called “second shift” and was now referred to as “nap time.” 

The other men began setting certain guards on themselves and their comrades when the child was about. Alrien’s Uncle, Drait, kept certain stories about the women of the ports to himself when he saw her coming. Ranor and a few of the other nobles hurried to silence cursing in her presence, afraid of what would happen when her three-word vocabulary of “Momma” “Da-da” and “dog” expanded. When a certain colorful word showed up a few months later, the other nobles joined in and Ryden backed them up. His wife, Camrin, would have enough to say to him when he turned up in port with a little girl without having to explain anything more.

Their voyage extended farther than they’d expected so that L’ira was almost two by the time they returned to Varei. The question of where L’ira would be put pressed heavily on Danic and the rest of the crew. Even Alrien, for all his talk of “bairns”, was a bit touchy on the subject, though he claimed to have no objections to her leaving. The nobles gave it little thought; they were leaving, to be replaced by the next band of nobles who wanted to spend time with Lord Ryden, and it had seemed only natural to them that L’ira be put on land where she belonged.


“We raised her,” grumbled Thyn. “At least so far.” He continued coiling one of the lines around his arm, roughly running it up and down from wrist to elbow, wrist to elbow. “We rescued her. The least they could do is let us finish the job. It’s not like she’d get much better on land, being Clanless an’ all.”


Ryden overheard, but wished he hadn’t. He’d seen a clanless child among the Demiai once. It was true they clothed him, fed him, kept him out of trouble, but he seemed unseen, like a penny they’d caught up, stuck in their pocket and forgotten. It didn’t help anything when Toar came to his office just after they landed in port and questioned what kind of teachers would be available for her. Clanless, there weren’t many options. That was when the idea of keeping her aboard settled in his mind.


“My lord,” Lainan said, running up behind him in the outer halls of the palace after they’d arrived home. Ryden turned, stopping to wait for him. “We can’t honestly keep her any longer.”


Ryden half-smiled and continued on, letting his lieutenant fall into step beside him. “And where would you like to send her?” He’d just come from speaking with Camrin and with her agreement, he was secure in his decision.


“Anywhere has to be better than a ship,” Lainan protested.


“The Sea Clans used to keep their children onboard before we settled on the islands here,” Ryden said without looking at him. “It worked well enough then.” Lainan started in again and Ryden cut him off. “There’s no where she won’t be overlooked. Even if I went so far as to keep her in the palace itself, she’s likely to be forgotten next to Aeroan and Davien. The Bearer is the best place.”


“My lord, the men—“


“The men?” Ryden stopped suddenly, turning on him with a spark in his eyes. “Why Lainan, she’s their lucky charm. You saw how the rain stopped when she came aboard.”


They both knew that it had been just as rainy after she’d been rescued as before, but Lainan slowed and repeated it back.


“Yes,” Ryden continued. “And survived on the open sea for who knows how many days. The girl must be lucky. At least that’s what the men are saying.” Ryden nodded and went on his way. He knew he’d said enough.


Lainan smiled to himself behind his Lord’s back. Honestly, he’d only been concerned at what the fresh nobles would say when they came aboard to find a tiny girl falling about the deck. They would never say anything to Ryden or Camser as ranking officers, but to a lieutenant they would have no problem voicing their protests. Lainan’s own concerns had been silenced with Toar’s assurances that L’ira would be powerful when she grew up. A great mage was always one to keep around, no matter her age. And now, armed with an alibi, there was nothing left to dispute.


So L’ira stayed.


Some questioned why he didn’t simply make her Visaden and eliminate the problem all together, but Ryden made it clear to his crew that he wouldn’t make that choice for her. Being Clanless was both a freedom and a fetter and he could not know how she would view it. When she turned eighteen he would let her make the choice for herself. In the mean time, a wristband was made for her, but no symbol inscribed.


L’ira felt the weight of that decision every day she spent with the Visaden. With each voyage came a new set of nobles to which a blank wristband was dishonorable. She was forced to earn their respect over and over, each year proving again that she belonged on that ship. It made her watchful, prudent beyond her age and gave her a noble’s quiet pride as well as a sailor’s strength.


“Some days I think she’s more Sea Clan than the rest of us,” Ryden remarked to Camser and Toar once, watching the girl working with the crew. Danic stopped to help her and she accepted it for a moment, just long enough to see what he wanted to teach her and then gently pushed him away. She could do it herself. “She’s got our determination… our spark.” 


Camser and Toar agreed, though they’d never put it into those words with so many nobles around, ready to take it the wrong way.
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